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      The Leader Who Rules Chaos, Rules the Realms…

      Two years ago Loki, God of Mischief and Chaos, destroyed a large chunk of Chicago’s financial district and then vanished into thin air. He still has not been found. Odin, ruler of the Nine Realms, is desperate. To find Loki, he sends his son Thor on a dangerous quest to consult the all-seeing Norns. But Thor needs humanity’s help...

      Loki’s former lover, veterinarian Amy Lewis, is carrying all of Loki’s memories—but missing some of her own. Hoping to keep Loki from Odin’s machinations, she agrees to help Thor on his journey.

      Bohdi Patel’s memory was wiped by Loki’s mischief. He thinks Amy and Thor are both crazy to want anything to do with Loki. But he needs to find his parents, and he’s been told the Norns will answer any question—for a price. 

      When Chaos is the goal, only one thing is certain: Amy and Bohdi are about to get into worlds of mischief.
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      This is a fourth in series (plus one-half!) I've tried to include brief descriptions at the introduction of each character to get readers up to speed. However, I've also included an appendix of names and places at the end of this story, for those who want more background.
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      Bohdi Patel shifts in his seat, eyes glued to the white door in front of him. The door leads to the familiar halls of the FBI’s Department of Anomalous Devices of Unknown Origins Chicago headquarters. It is locked. They locked him in. Like a criminal. Was it Hernandez who turned the bolt, or Steve? He bites his lip. Running his hand through his hair, he looks around the room. He sees thin, dirty, brown carpeting, and a single foldout table. The chair he’s sitting on creaks.

      The radiator in the room is ticking, and it’s probably too hot—must be too hot because there is the tiniest prickle of sweat on the back of his neck—still, he shivers.

      He turns. There is also a window. Standing up and walking over, he presses his hands to the cold glass and peers through the grime. He’s three stories up, facing an alley, but there is a fire escape a few feet to the left. He shakes the hand crank on the sill and feels it give a little.

      Bohdi swallows. With trembling hands, he pulls out his wallet and flips it open. He has $23.00. No credit cards. The only ID he has is his badge for HQ. “Bohdi Patel” it says below his picture. It’s a lie of course, just like the ID he had been found with—credit cards, driver’s license, social security card—were lies. He is not Bohdi Patel. Bohdi Patel was an American citizen who died twenty-six years ago at the age of six months. The only reason ADUO calls him Bohdi is because no one knows what else to call him.

      Six weeks ago, Loki, so-called God of Mischief, Chaos, and Lies, attacked Chicago, let loose trolls and wyrms and other nasties, killed thousands of people, displaced hundreds of thousands more, and in a comparatively trivial bit of mischief, wiped Bohdi’s memory. All Bohdi knows about the time before Loki comes from Steve, and even that’s not much. Apparently, during the chaos, Bohdi had shown up at HQ, given his name as “Bohdi Patel,” and volunteered to help ferry people out of the city, in what later turned out to be a stolen cab. Kind of heroic. According to some people in the office, kind of criminal.

      Bohdi is probably Indian, but he doesn’t have a passport. He shivers. The only reason he wasn’t deported was because no one knew where to deport him to. He frowns. He also suspects that Steve had wanted to keep an eye on him—after the accident his brain had briefly hummed with magical energy.

      Bohdi flips past the ADUO badge. There is only one piece of authentic identification in his wallet. It is a photo of a dark-skinned man in white shirtsleeves and a woman with slightly fairer skin in traditional Indian attire punctuated by a bright orange sari. Both are smiling widely, all their attention on a chubby baby balanced on the man’s knee. The baby has a lopsided baby smile and is looking toward the camera, oblivious to the rapt attention but obviously thriving under it.

      The photo isn’t labeled. Bohdi’s not sure if he is the child, or even if the couple is his parents, but usually he likes to think that they are. Not so much today. They look so clean, happy, and so good—what would they think of him if they knew what he’d done?

      He had done it with the best of intentions. The security loophole was glaring and dangerous, even if it was only on the intranet, and behind firewalls and logins. After weeks of alerting ADUO and nothing being done, he’d proven it.

      A true criminal would have put the personal details of all of ADUO’s personnel on the Internet. Bohdi just changed all the names to Pig Latin—a silly language he had learned from Claire, Steve’s eight-year-old daughter.

      A true criminal’s hands wouldn’t tremble at the memory of the confrontation with Steve afterward.

      “Do you think this is funny?” Steve had demanded, hovering above Bohdi’s desk.

      Unable to suppress a smile, Bohdi had replied, “Esyay?” He’d meant to launch into a defense, an explanation of how easy it would be to change the names back, and how now Steve could get funding for more tech support. He’d never gotten the chance.

      “Don’t you understand we’re busy protecting people out there,” Steve had shouted, pointing to the ruins of LaSalle Street where magical beasties still had a habit of popping up.

      “Of course,” Bohdi responded. “But this is about protection, too…protecting your employees’ identities from espionage and blackmail!”

      Face going a shade darker, Steve snapped, “You acted unilaterally—without respect for authority. You made this department look bad, and me look bad, at the worst possible time.”

      Bohdi’s skin heated. That was what Steve thought this was about? Trying to make him look bad? His vision had gone red around the edges.

      “There’s no ‘I’ in the word team, Bohdi!” Steve shouted.

      Bohdi’s lips curled into a snarl. “But there’s a ‘U’ in fuck.” As soon as he had said the words, he regretted them.

      Steve’s face melted into a look of such unmitigated rage that Bohdi shrank in his chair, all his own anger vanishing. “I’m sorry,” was on his lips, but Agent Hernandez had interrupted him. “You do realize, you are now a felon?”

      Bohdi hadn’t even realized Hernandez was there. Chin tilted low, eyes glinting in Bohdi’s direction, Hernandez said, “You’re not an American citizen. Do you know what we could do with you?” Hernandez shook his head, his fists tight at his sides. When Steve had fought to keep Bohdi at ADUO, Hernandez had argued he should be deported—or even sent to Guantanamo.

      Fear twisted so violently in his stomach, Bohdi felt like throwing up.

      “Get up,” Steve said, jaw tight. Bohdi just barely managed to stand. His legs felt like rubber.

      Hernandez and Steve had led him to this room. Steve ordered him to sit; then they left and shut the door. He heard the lock click.

      Bohdi looks down at the picture in his hands. The man, woman, and baby are seated outside, behind them rises dark green vegetation. The sunlight makes flecks of dust glimmer in the camera’s eye and burnishes his parents’ shoulders. He imagines that is how the sun is in India, a warm hand on your shoulder all the time. Not like the sun in Chicago in winter. He looks out the window. The sun’s position is impossible to know behind the gray of the clouds and smog.

      He imagines what the smiling woman would say to him. “You had a good thing, with good people, and now you’ve ruined it!” He wipes his face with his hand. He did have a good thing. Steve looked out for him. He’d gotten him a job—and okay, even if it is just as a glorified receptionist, it’s probably better than driving a cab—and set him up with his parents in their enormous greystone out west near Garfield Park. Ruth and Henry Rogers fuss over him like a second son.

      Now they might deport him... If he’s lucky.

      He looks toward the fire escape. He thinks if he just opens the window, he can make it. And then where? He’d have to leave Chicago.

      His breath steams the glass. The only frame of reference he has for the country beyond Chicago is the child’s map in Steve’s boyhood bedroom. In Bohdi’s mind, each state is a different bright color, with some landmarks—the Grand Canyon, Mount Rushmore, the Statue of Liberty—drawn in friendly caricature. Beyond Chicago, nothing is real. He’d be no one in nowhere.

      Bohdi backs away from the window, nearly knocking over the chair.

      The door clicks and he drops quickly into the seat.

      Steve walks into the room, shutting the door behind him with a bang.

      Not meeting his eyes, Bohdi stammers, “I’m sorry.”

      Steve doesn’t respond until he’s sitting down on the table. “You’ve got to be more than sorry.”

      Bohdi looks up in alarm.

      Silhouetted against the cheap fluorescent lights, Steve’s skin looks so dark it is almost flat black. His expression is difficult to read. In low, clipped tones, Steve says, “It is not without precedent for the US government to hire talented pranksters with the idea it’s better you’re with us than against us.”

      Leaning forward in his chair, Bohdi feels a weight lifting off his chest.

      “But I can’t do that because you’re not even a goddamned citizen,” Steve says.

      Bohdi shrinks back in the seat. Shoving his hands in his pockets, his fingers go to his lighter. He begins to nervously play with the thumbwheel.

      “What do you want me to do?” Bohdi says.

      Without a word, Steve holds out a hand with a Post-It note. Taking it, Bohdi sees an address and phone number on it. “That is the nearest Marine Corps recruitment center,” Steve says. “I’ll hold off the filing of the charges…somehow. If you prove that you are willing to fight and die for this country, I’ll have something to tell the higher ups.”

      Bohdi stares at the handwritten scrawl. Die?

      Steve exhales sharply. “I’ll have to think of a way to get you out of the Corps later.”

      Bohdi looks up.

      Steve shakes his head. “You’re brain is too valuable to lose if you get shot.”

      Bohdi almost smiles.

      “But boot camp may teach you some discipline,” Steve says.

      Bohdi fiddles with the corner of the Post-it as Steve says, “Stodgill’s already working on the recruiter to deal with the paperwork that will result from your special situation…”

      Bohdi nods at the mention of the legal counsel’s name. He’s needed her help a lot. It seems like you need a social security number for just about everything in this country.

      “…all you’ll have to do is show up and sign the papers.”

      Blinking up at Steve, Bohdi nods again, hoping he looks sufficiently grateful.

      Raising an eyebrow, Steve says, “Just don’t wander off into the desert and die during boot camp. Someone always does that.”

      Bohdi’s eyes go wide. Beyond the door, shouts can be heard. Bohdi hears the words “troll” and “new gate.”

      Grumbling, Steve slides from the table and heads to the door.

      Standing shakily, Bohdi says, “Thank you.”

      Steve meets his eyes just before he leaves the room. “My mother would kill me if I let them send you to Gitmo.”

      Before Bohdi can respond, Steve’s gone. But he leaves the door open.

      Bohdi looks down at the address in his hand. He can picture it. Not the building, but the blue dot on the public transit map he’s memorized that marks the Blue “L” line stop nearby. He takes a shallow breath. What choice does he have?

      Crinkling the paper in his hand, he heads toward the door, the nearest “L” station, and the recruitment center.

      He almost makes it.
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      Why the University of Illinois Chicago Medical School hasn’t been used for a horror movie’s set Steve will never know. The centuries-old, gothic-style building is a hulking dark form on the downtown’s southwest horizon. It’s the sort of place you’d expect a troll to pop by. Thankfully, the creature was quickly dispatched with goat meat loaded with explosives.

      Now Steve is standing in a crumbling archway with other ADUO agents and police, fielding questions from the press, as cameras flash in his eyes.

      “Director Rogers, when will the troll sightings stop?” someone asks.

      Most likely never. “As yet, that is uncertain,” Steve says.

      “Is it certain whether or not you’ll be running for mayor?” someone else asks.

      There are shouts and cheers through the press corps.

      “What about president?” someone else shouts. “We need you to take on the trolls and wyrms in D.C!”

      There are some more cheers and the adoration feels like electricity under his skin. His mind feels sharp and clear; he feels strong and alive. “Uncertain at this time,” he says and the crowd gives a collective “aw” of disappointment, and it just buoys the rush.

      Fighting to keep from smiling, he wonders if this is what drugs feel like. Someone else raises a hand, but an obnoxious ringtone that Steve certainly didn’t download begins to blare over his phone.

      The moment is over; his jaw ticks. He doesn’t have to look at the ID to know who it is. Giving a quick excuse to the press, he turns and walks back through the arch, clicking to accept.

      “Bohdi,” he grinds out. “Tell me you are at the recruitment center.”

      “I was almost there,” Bohdi says, sounding a little frantic, “but then I ran into Amy Lewis.”

      Steve starts to pace when he hears the name of the girl who had been Loki’s…well, something. “What happened?”

      “I was just walking, and I saw her as she fell. I ran over to help. She didn’t have her phone, so I couldn’t call her grandmother…”

      “Bohdi, what happened?” Steve snaps.

      “We’re at the hospital. She’s having a miscarriage.”

      Steve stops mid-stride. He hadn’t realized Amy was pregnant. Had she hidden that tidbit of information from him deliberately?

      “Can you call her grandmother?” says Bohdi.

      Steve draws his tongue across his teeth. Amy’s grandmother, Beatrice Lewis, is Amy’s only real family.

      “Sure,” says Steve, motioning with a hand for Hernandez’s attention. “What hospital are you at?”

      Bohdi gives him the hospital name and Steve says, “I’ll be right there.”

      “What about her grandmother?” says Bohdi.

      “Hanging up right now to call her,” says Steve as he hangs up on Bohdi. He immediately turns to Hernandez. “Get the car started.”

      With a nod, Hernandez takes off. Steve stares at his phone. The FBI has been waiting for an opportunity like this. He doesn’t look for Beatrice’s number. Instead he makes another call. After a few short words with the agent at the end of the line, he heads over to the waiting car, smiling and waving for the press as he goes.

      A few minutes later, Steve is at the front desk in the ER, holding 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 eight weeks since Loki disappeared, and he has no doubt whose baby it is.

      “Then maybe you should talk to the father,” snaps the nurse, pointing down a nondescript hallway. “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 Glock 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 dozen or so 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.

      Behind him he hears the sound of rapid footsteps. Bohdi’s eyes slide to the side. “Why are all the agents here?”

      Men in black file by them and head down the hallway beyond Bohdi and Steve. The recovery team. Steve watches them go and reminds himself it’s not a baby, it’s a fetus, and it is already dead.

      Turning back to Bohdi, he lies. “Someone told the hospital that the father was here, I had to be prepared.”

      Bohdi’s nose wrinkles up like he might sneeze, and Steve lets go of his collar.

      “Where’s Beatrice?” says Bohdi, falling back into his chair and rubbing his nose.

      “She’s coming,” Steve lies.

      Bohdi lets loose a furious, sneeze, and looks up at Steve with weepy red, narrowed eyes.

      Steve feels a twinge of guilt. Putting a hand on Bohdi’s shoulder, Steve says, “Come on, I’ll make sure you get to the recruitment center.”

      Drawing back, Bohdi wraps his hands so tightly around the chair’s armrests, his knuckles go several shades paler. “No. I have to make sure my wife’s okay.” He says it loud enough for a passing orderly to hear. The man gives Steve a dirty look.

      Rolling his eyes, Steve waits for the man to pass, and then says, “Why is this an issue for you?” He’s hoping the question will help Bohdi cut through the clutter of his own internal bullshit. The kid doesn’t talk about Lewis, they’re not friends, and they’ve said maybe a dozen words to one another since Bohdi “arrived.”

      Bohdi drops his head. His long bangs falls in front of his eyes. Steve expects him to confess something along the lines of, “I’m afraid to join the service…”

      Bohdi shrugs and swallows audibly. “She and I…” he shakes his head, looks up, and gives Steve a bitter smile. “We were both screwed by Loki,” says Bohdi.

      The kid’s eyes are a little unfocused. He sounds so lonely and so lost. With an exasperated sigh, Steve sinks into a seat beside him.
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      Stepping out of the coffee shop, Amy glances down LaSalle Street. Lifting her head, she gazes up at the former Chicago Board of Trade building, still listing to one side. The windows are dark. Weathered scaffolding protects the sidewalk below from falling rubble. The building has been leaning since the largest earthquake in Chicago’s history wrecked its foundations. Coincidentally, at the exact same time, Loki had been dancing in an ADUO interrogation room.

      “Such a lovely day!” says Amy’s grandmother, Beatrice, cheerfully.

      Amy blinks at the sky. There is no snow, just a blanket of early morning fog. It’s warm for December, but gloomy. Turning to her grandmother, her lips quirk. “Do you mean the weather… Or are you referring to the troll this morning?”

      Amy’s staying with Beatrice until she finds an apartment. This morning, a troll popped up in their neighborhood, and their commute involved an hour-long detour. Periodic trolls, wyrms, and others visiting Chicago through magical World Gates is why the city hasn’t been repaired.

      “It is just so nice to have you back!” Beatrice says, sipping at her coffee. Her pink flower umbrella swings on her free arm.

      Amy raises an eyebrow. “Grandma, you drove down to check on me every weekend while I was at school in Oklahoma.”

      Beatrice nods and smiles happily. “And now I can check on you every day while you’re in the office, too.”

      Amy stifles a sigh. Not that she doesn’t love her grandmother, but Beatrice has been a little over-protective of late. Amy only managed to keep Beatrice from moving to Oklahoma with her by finding her a job at ADUO. Beatrice is fluent in English, Ukrainian, and Russian. Just before Loki attacked Chicago, the city had been visited by Dark Elves bearing AK-47s. After the attack, Russia, the Ukraine, and Belarus had pushed for the elves to have the rights of the Geneva Convention. The US government even released the captured elves to the Russians. No one knows precisely what the elves are offering the Russians in return for weaponry, but Steve has Beatrice monitoring communications from those countries, looking for clues.

      Amy appraises Beatrice. She walks with a spring in her step that belies her gray hair and wrinkles. Beatrice has the energy and sharpness of mind of a twenty-something. Before Cera and Loki destroyed Chicago, her grandmother had been in a nursing home, unable to remember her own name. And then…something happened.

      Suffering from wounds inflicted by an ill-advised SWAT team raid, Amy watched the battle of LaSalle Street from Loki’s apartment. When the battle was over, Amy’s injuries were healed and Beatrice was there, her mind and body restored, the outrageous flower umbrella in her hands.

      Steve and Beatrice posit that Loki healed Amy and Beatrice as a parting gift to Amy.

      Amy rubs her temple. What Loki did give her as a final parting “gift” was his memories…and in all his memories, Loki was incapable of healing. Someone else had healed Beatrice and Amy, someone who was a master of biology, someone immensely powerful, and it could only be…

      Pain flares behind her eyes, and she stops sharply. She winces. Sometimes this happens when she tries to think about that time…

      “Are you alright, dear?” says Beatrice.

      Amy drops her hand from her temple, and finds her grandmother’s eyes peering at her from beneath neat, gray bangs. Beatrice has a rather fashionable bobbed haircut. And she’s wearing a sharp white skirt beneath her fitted, black down jacket. She looks more put together than Amy does in jeans, tennis shoes, and casual ponytail; but Steve promised Amy a troll to dissect today. No way is she getting formaldehyde on good clothes.

      “I’m fine, Grandma,” Amy says, trying to give a reassuring smile. Why should she care how she and Beatrice got better? The important thing is that they are better…

      “Hmmm…” says Beatrice.

      As they resume walking, a shiver runs down Amy’s spine. But she shakes her head, and it’s as though her apprehension is swept away by invisible hands. Her mood lifts, and she takes a sip of her coffee. It’s delicious, and she finds herself smiling.

      They pass under some scaffolding. Construction has stalled, and there are no workers about. Across the street, a park appears. Off in a corner of the park, Amy notices a woman in garb that looks vaguely priestessy, talking to a group of camera-toting tourists. A bus bearing the slogan “City of Gods Tours” is idling on LaSalle a few feet away. For a minute, Amy gawks, but then she shakes her head. Scientists, the military, and tourism are the only things keeping Chicago afloat.

      “This is the place I was telling you about,” says Beatrice. “Lovely spot for a coffee break.”

      The park is pretty. There is a gentle bluff in a wide-open clearing. At the top are semi-circular half walls made of smooth stone sheltering a seating area. At the center is a statue commemorating the fallen firemen, police officers, and city council members who died defending the city. Following her eyes, Beatrice whispers, “Some people said it should be a statue of Steve. That man is golden in this town. If he doesn’t run for mayor…” she shakes her head.

      But Amy’s eyes have alighted on the four men sitting at the bottom of the statue. There is Steve, Brett, and Bryant, but it’s the last person that makes her smile. “Look, Grandma! It’s Bohdi Patel. I thought he was in the Marines?”

      Beatrice taps her chin. “Oh, he was. But he was discharged…something about a bum spleen.”

      “Let’s go sit with them,” Amy says as they approach the gentle sloping walkway that leads up to the seating area. “I’d like to talk to him.”

      “Hmmmm….” says Beatrice. “That boy…” she tsks.

      Amy bites her lip, a little nervous as they cross toward the bottom of the stairs. To most people, Loki isn’t the person who saved the world from a mind-warping source of infinite magical power bent on world domination. Instead, he is a psychopath who took out a large portion of the city, its defenders, and thousands of civilians. Most of those who know of Amy’s “association” with Loki do not care for her. Or even feign respect. She smiles ruefully.

      Bohdi has as much reason—or more than most people—to hate Amy. But when she’d woken up in an unfamiliar bed after her miscarriage, in a haze of blood loss, the first thing she’d seen was Bohdi’s eyes on her. Framed by startlingly long lashes, they were warm, wide, innocent, and earnest. “Hi,” he whispered.

      And then he’d taken her hand in his. She’d followed the motion with her eyes. Leaning closer, Bohdi whispered, “I lied and told them we were married.” He licked his lips nervously. “I’m sorry, I just had to make sure…” He stammered. “I’m glad you’re okay.” And then his face had gone a little pale, and his eyes had opened wider. “I mean…you’re not okay, but…I’m sorry.”

      Amy had squeezed his hand. She didn’t know Bohdi really, but she was grateful he was there. She felt lost, empty, and alone. His hand was like an anchor to humanity, and the look of concern on his face was like a balm. If he could care if she lived or died, she could care. And if he could forgive her, then she could forgive herself.

      She’d dozed off a few minutes later, but she remembers waking a few more times after that, just briefly, to see him sitting there, hand still in hers, gazing at her intently, Beatrice standing just behind him.

      Now, as she and Beatrice approach the first of the stairs, she begins to hear the murmur of the men’s conversation, and she has a little flutter of panic. What must Bohdi think of her? He’s a nice Indian boy, probably from a nice Indian family—even if he can’t remember them. All of his compassion in the moment aside, what must he think of her getting “knocked up” by the guy who wiped his memory?

      Beatrice and Amy are almost at the top of the stairs when the first of the conversation becomes intelligible.

      “You did not,” says Bryant.

      “I did too,” says Bohdi.

      Amy’s and Beatrice’s heads clear the stairs. Bohdi’s back is to them; all of the men’s eyes are on him.

      “I’m telling you, I slept with her!” Bohdi shouts, whipping something hot pink from his pocket and hurling it at Bryant.

      Amy gasps. Brett’s eyes meet Amy’s and go wide.

      Bryant shouts as whatever it is lands on his shoulder. Amy blinks. It’s a thong.

      Hopping and shouting, Bryant flicks it back at Bohdi who snatches it from the air and stuffs it back in his pocket.

      Brett clears his throat loudly. Beatrice huffs. Rolling his eyes, Steve says, “Hello, Dr. Lewis. Welcome back.”

      “Hi, Amy,” say Brett and Bryant in unison, Bryant still wiping at his shoulder.

      Bohdi spins around, his eyes wide, mouth open in a startled “O.”

      Amy’s coffee crashes to the ground at her feet.

      Bohdi has filled out over the past two years, in a good way. He’s still a little on the skinny side, but his shoulders are broader. His hair is also neater. His face, with his wide almost orange brown eyes, adorable slightly squished nose, and full lips, is just as open and innocent-looking as she remembered.

      She feels a blush rising to her cheeks. Innocence—that’s a lie, obviously. Maybe it’s Amy’s imagination, but the sky above her seems to darken.

      With a shaky exhale, she looks down at the spilled coffee at her feet. “Grandma,” she says, “I think I need to go back to the café.”

      Beside her, Beatrice says, “Of course, dear.”

      As they turn and walk down the steps, Amy tries not to take off in a jog. Beside her, Beatrice tsks. “That boy is an alley cat…”

      A strong wind buffets Amy’s back. She and Beatrice look up. The sky had been clear when they left the office, but now dark clouds are moving in.

      Beatrice scowls. “I don’t remember rain in the forecast.”
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      The crimson that had crept into the edges of Bohdi’s vision when Bryant had taunted him starts to recede. Bohdi’s eyes are trained on the retreating forms of Amy Lewis and her grandmother, but in his mind, he’s seeing only the look on Amy’s face—her blue eyes very wide, her full lips parted in shock. His throat feels tight. When had she come back to Chicago? Why hadn’t anyone told him she was back?

      Why had she just looked at him like he was a puppy kicker?

      He straightens his shoulders. And why should he care? He thought they’d shared a moment there back in the hospital—but who was he kidding? She had been practically unconscious the whole time. And Amy’s not just cute, she’s a doctor of veterinary medicine, which makes her smart. Caring what smart, cute, girls think is just asking for trouble. You go gaga for them and then they dump you for a neurosurgeon because you don’t have a college degree.

      From behind him, Steve says in a dry voice, “And that is why I have told you time and again, gentlemen tell no tales.”

      Bohdi turns. Steve is cradling his coffee in one hand, arms crossed over his chest. The expression on Steve’s face is so severe and unforgiving—like every drill instructor Bohdi ever had in the Corps—that Bohdi’s body automatically snaps to attention. He almost blurts out “Yes, sir,” before he catches himself. Face heating, he slouches deliberately and gives Steve a devil-may-care smile. “I thought you kept me around because you like living vicariously through my tales?”

      And besides, Steve had also told him never to “get involved” with anyone in the office, but Bohdi had with Marion, and that had turned out all right.

      Steve raises an eyebrow, his jaw set into a hard line. “I keep you around for comic relief,” he says, his tone hard, and not comical at all.

      Bohdi winces and averts his eyes. Besides being his boss, Steve is probably Bohdi’s best friend. But the bastard’s taller than Bohdi’s six foot and change—which gives Steve the unfortunate ability to literally look down on Bohdi when he’s figuratively looking down on Bohdi. Like now.

      “We’ll just head back to the office now,” says Brett, making his way to the stairs. “Right,” says Bryant, following his brother.

      Steve doesn’t budge.

      Bohdi’s eyes slide to the side. “You’re not mad at me, are you? You left the bar, and after you did, Frieda seemed upset so I…”

      “Offered to comfort her?” Steve supplies.

      Bohdi rotates his shoulder and pats his arm. He’s still sore from last night’s comforting session. “Errr…”

      Steve rolls his eyes and looks away. “I’m not mad at you,” he says. It sounds a little forced. “Better it was you.” He shakes his head and lets out a huff. “If it had been me, it would be all over the news that the black mayoral candidate couldn’t keep it in his pants.”

      Rotating his shoulder again, Bohdi says, “But you’re not even officially running yet.”

      Still not meeting his eyes, Steve says tersely, “Doesn’t matter.”

      Bohdi takes in the hard set of Steve’s jaw. Steve doesn’t talk about racism much. Bohdi has experienced racism from the opposite end of the spectrum. He’s taken for the nice Asian boy—not the stereotype you want attached to you in the Marines—but in the real world, kind of convenient. He doesn’t know what to say to Steve, so he says nothing.

      A wind buffets Bohdi’s back.

      “Come on,” Steve says, voice still tight, walking toward the stairs.

      Bohdi remembers how Steve had been so animated talking to Frieda, the woman who’d approached them—well, Steve—last night. It suddenly occurs to Bohdi that the tight set of Steve’s jaw isn’t about sex, or even racism. Steve’s lonely.

      “So, that date your mom set you up on last weekend…” Bohdi starts to say.

      Steve’s eyes slide toward him. They’re dangerously narrow. Bohdi belatedly remembers that little tidbit is something he learned from Steve’s mom, Ruth. Bohdi doesn’t live with Steve’s parents anymore, but he regularly shows up at their house for dinner. He likes Steve’s parents. Also, there is free food.

      Steve’s glare shifts to an indefinable point in the distance. Feet flying down the steps in an unbroken rhythm, Steve grunts noncommittally. “I don’t have time for dating right now.”

      “But when Claire moves with her mom—”

      “We’re not talking about that,” Steve snaps.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, Bohdi finds the familiar comforting cool surface of his lighter. He looks down at the sidewalk. Steve’s ex-wife, Dana, just married the US Ambassador to the Ukraine. Dana and Claire are relocating there to be with him.

      Claire’s smart, daring, and funny. Although Bohdi doesn’t really know what it’s like to have a sister, he thinks Claire is like a little sister to him. He’ll miss not seeing her around.

      Steve won’t just miss her. Steve sees his divorce and inability to provide Claire with a stable two-parent home as the two greatest failures of his life. Having someone else step into the role of father, and not being able to see his daughter more than a few times a year…

      Steve lightly swats the back of Bohdi’s head.

      Bohdi lifts his eyes.

      “Throwing underwear? What were you thinking?” Steve says.

      Recognizing the change in subject as an escape from unpleasant realities, Bohdi gives his most charming smile. “I wasn’t really thinking.” He feigns a yawn. “Probably because of all the sleep I didn’t get last night.”

      Steve scowls at him. “You need to take a sexual harassment seminar.”

      “What?” squeaks Bohdi. “No, I was…”

      Above their heads comes the sound of loud rawking. Bohdi and Steve both look to the sky. Two ravens are circling between the skeletal remains of unfinished construction.

      “Huginn and Muninn,” Steve says, jaw tightening again. “It’s been two years…Why are they back?”

      In the sky, Odin’s winged messengers laugh. “Hey, Steve, miss us?” Bohdi squints up at the birds, he’s only seen them a few times. They used to trail Steve quite a bit, but had stopped shortly after Loki blew up large sections of downtown.

      The wind picks up behind them and Bohdi stares at the clouds. When had they gotten so dark? “I didn’t think the forecast was calling for rain,” he says.

      Steve’s face hardens. “We’re about to get company,” he says, increasing his stride. Bohdi has to jog to keep up.

      Snapping his phone open and putting it to his ear, Steve says, “Lewis? I think I’m going to need you at HQ.” An instant later, he’s shouting in the phone at Bryant, but Bohdi is too distracted by a flash of lightning and almost immediate roll of thunder to pay attention to the conversation.

      On the sidewalk, people stop and stare at the sky. Steve walks around them so quickly Bohdi loses him for a second. When he catches up, he sees Amy down the street, just outside HQ’s revolving doors. Her grandmother is with her, pink umbrella unfurled, despite the fact there is no rain.

      Falling behind Steve again, Bohdi scampers to catch up but then stops in his tracks. A cold feeling of dread rises in his chest, and a sense of déjà vu. They are only a block away from Bohdi’s first memory—being found by Steve. The thought still brings the taste of dust to his mouth.

      A shape comes hurtling through the sky around the corner where LaSalle Street meets Jackson Boulevard, a lightning bolt streaking out in front of it, crackling down the center of LaSalle. Cars and messenger bikes dart to the sides; a flurry of horns and curses rise from the vehicles and are almost immediately drowned out by the boom of thunder.

      The dark shape plunges down to the center of the street, and cars swerve to the side. Bohdi blinks and realizes it’s a chariot, drawn by no visible means, with two men in it. One man is red haired, tall, and muscular. He wears Viking-meets-futuristic-video-game armor and a helmet that seem to melt into the scene behind him. Bohdi’s seen plenty of footage from the battle with Loki to recognize him—it’s Thor. During Loki’s attack, Thor had stood beside the police, government agents, and firemen who tried to defend the city.

      The chariot bounces to a stop on the ground in the very center of the street, and for a few heartbeats, Bohdi and the rest of the crowd stand immobilized in collective shock. It strikes Bohdi that in real life, Thor is a lot bigger and more imposing than in YouTube videos. Without pausing, Steve walks right out into the street to meet him.

      “Well met, Steve Rogers!” booms Thor, as camera flashes wink from the sidewalk and windows of cars.

      Shaking himself out of his personal bout of shock and awe, Bohdi slips out onto the street to stand behind Steve. He’s just close enough to hear his boss say, “What brings you here, Thor?”

      The space Viking nods his head. Bohdi had nearly forgotten the chariot’s other passenger, but now that man exits the chariot and walks around to stand before Steve, his head held high. The man’s hair is bright blond, nearly white, and his skin is very pale. He is wearing metal armor. A sword is sheathed at his side. In one hand, he bears a thin wooden stick like Bohdi had seen the conductor use when Steve’s mom dragged him to the symphony. The man doesn’t give the street, or the throngs of humans pressing closer, a single glance. He just looks at Steve and says nothing.

      Exiting the chariot, Thor nods in the man’s direction. “This is the mage Skírnir. We are here, Steve Rogers, to ask you for a boon.”

      As agents spill out of headquarters to contain the crowd that is forming around the two alien visitors, Skírnir raises his chin. Eyes on Steve, he says, “We wish to speak with the Frost Giantess Gerðr you hold in your custody.”

      Bohdi blinks at mention of Gerðr. “Giants” is a bit of a misnomer when used to describe the people of the planet Jotunheim. The Jotunns visited Earth in the age of the Vikings. Gerðr is only about as tall as Bohdi, but the average Viking male was only five foot six. To them, the Jotunns must have appeared to be giants, and the name “giants” stuck. Bohdi doesn’t know whether the adjective “frost” before the word “giant” is due to the average temperature of Jotunheim, or if they all share Gerðr’s frosty personality.

      Beyond Thor and Skírnir, Bohdi sees Amy making her way forward. Beatrice is at her side, umbrella closed and raised like a sword. Frowning in Steve’s direction, she nods her head in the negative.

      Steve’s eyes flick from Amy back to Thor. “Let’s discuss it in our boardroom,” he says.

      Thor nods, but Skírnir pulls his head back as though Steve has just slapped him.

      Steve gestures toward the HQ’s door and says, “After you.”

      As Skírnir and Thor walk toward the door, the crowd surges. The black-suited agents can barely keep it in control. Flashbulbs go off around Skírnir, Thor, and Steve. Bohdi hears someone that must be in the press shout, “Rogers—did you know about this visit? Is this something you planned to boost your rankings in the mayoral race?”

      “No comment,” says Steve, his face grim as Bohdi sidles up beside him.

      They’ve just cleared the doors, and Bohdi’s about to ask Steve if he did know, but Steve steps away from Bohdi, holding up a hand in Amy’s direction. “Lewis!”

      Amy and her grandmother are at Steve’s side a minute later. She meets Bohdi’s eyes very briefly, and then turns away. Bohdi finds himself staring at the back of her slightly messy, light brown ponytail.

      “What do you know?” Steve asks her.

      Amy whispers, “Skírnir’s presence may be triggering to Gerðr. Don’t make her be in this meeting.”

      The hushed tone of her voice, the set of her shoulders—Bohdi doesn’t have to ask triggering for what.

      Jaw tight, Amy says, “Skírnir forced her to marry his master Freyr by threatening to destroy her homeland and her people…and then later, as Freyr grew tired of her…” There is anger bubbling in her voice.

      Lifting his head, Bohdi looks at Skírnir walking a few meters ahead of them, armor glittering. The Frost Giantess Gerðr has remained in ADUO’s custody as a “prisoner-consultant” since her team tried to steal Cera, the World Seed, years ago.

      Bohdi doesn’t like Gerðr. No one does. She has, upon occasion, loudly declared humans to be on par with snow weevil shit. But still…he narrows his eyes at Skírnir’s back and his hands clench at his side. Glancing down, he sees Steve is having a similar reaction.

      Steve tilts his head. “I’ll look out for Gerðr. I need you in the meeting though, Lewis.”

      She nods. “Of course. By the way…the little stick he’s carrying is Gambanteinn, a magic wand.”

      “Like Harry Potter?” says Bohdi without thinking.

      Glancing back to Bohdi, Amy says to Steve, “It’s not really like a Harry Potter wand.” Her voice goes soft. “It’s not as versatile. I think it may have some powers of compulsion…but in some stories, it was also used as a sword.”

      They step into a hallway, and Beatrice falls back until she’s walking side by side with Bohdi. They’re just past a service hallway when Thor and Skírnir, escorted by Bryant, Brett, and Hernandez, slip between two armed guards into the magically sealed conference room. Steve and Amy follow them in, and Beatrice and Bohdi step forward as one to do the same—and both of them run into a hand of the guards

      “Excuse me, young man,” says Beatrice, glaring up at her guard, the tip of her umbrella just beneath his chin.

      Giving his guard a smile, Bohdi says, “I’ll just go in in case they need audio-visual help.”

      Both guards step sideways so they’re blocking the now-closed door. The one in front of Beatrice says, “Sorry, Ma’am.” The one in front of Bohdi—Smith, or Jones, or something—just glares at him and says, “No.”

      Beatrice backs up a step. “I’ll just wait for my granddaughter here, then.”

      “Could be a while, Ma’am,” says one of the guards, his voice apologetic.

      Bohdi’s eyes dart to the side. The hallway is pretty clear. “Hmmm…well, I’ll just get back to work,” says Bohdi.

      “You do that,” says the guard whose hand he’d run into earlier. The guy doesn’t even look at him. Which is good. Bohdi walks casually down the hall. The guards continue to talk to Beatrice. Which is also good—it keeps them distracted.

      “Do you want to pull up a chair?” he hears the nice guard say to Beatrice.

      “Are you offering to get me one?” asks Beatrice.

      “Well—”

      “We can’t leave,” says the other guard.

      Bohdi checks over his shoulder. No one is looking. He sidesteps into the short service hallway and hears Beatrice’s voice echo behind him. “Well, I’m not leaving either.”

      The service hallway is only a few feet long. Besides some dust bunnies, there is a dirty window, an emergency exit that leads to a fire escape, and a non-descript door. Pulling out his wallet, Bohdi extracts a credit card and checks over his shoulder one more time. He’s still alone. With a quick movement, he slides the credit card between the door and the wall and feels the lock give. Checking one more time over his shoulder, he opens the door, steps into the room, and then shuts the door quietly behind him.

      He looks around. It’s the same room Steve and Hernandez had locked him in two years ago and it brings a bitter taste to his mouth. Of course, Steve would have him enlist into the most fucking gung-ho branch of the armed services. If Bohdi had known what a shit deal joining the Marine Corps would be and how easy this particular lock was to unlatch, he’d have taken his chances being no one in nowhere. He shakes his head. But of course, if he’d run away, he wouldn’t have Steve’s parents to retreat to on Sunday nights for dinner. And enlisting did get him his current job—it’s a job he usually loves—spending all day trying to hack into the classified files of the FBI and ADUO. When he’s successful, he’s not supposed to read the files, but of course, he does. It’s awesome.

      He looks around the room. His job may be awesome, but listening in on Thor and Skírnir’s conversation with Steve right now? He’s betting that’s even better.

      They’ve changed the space into a storage area since he was last here. Unused desks, folded up and coated with dust, lean against one wall. Fortunately, they’ve left the wall with the air-conditioning intake free. Bohdi smiles.

      Instead of being cooled and heated by a central air conditioning and heating system, ADUO’s headquarters have heavy-duty industrial heating and AC units set into the walls at regular intervals. Most of the units cool more than one room. The unit with the intake vent in this little room cools the conference room next door. The units are so loud that in the winter, the office just relies on the building’s ancient radiators.

      Quietly unfolding a foldout chair leaning beneath the window, Bohdi steps up. Through the vent, Thor’s voice booms, “We have come to your realm seeking passage to Nornheim.”

      Amy’s voice isn’t as loud; Bohdi has to press his ear to the vent to hear her reply.

      “Asgard has its own World Gate to Nornheim,” she says, her voice firm and clear even if it’s soft. “What are you hiding from us?”

      Drawing back, Bohdi scowls and takes out his knife. If he’s going to hear all of this conversation, he’s going to have to get a little closer. Flipping open the Phillips-head screwdriver hidden in the knife handle, he begins to work on the grate.
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      The conference room is windowless and lined with magic-blocking Promethean Wire. The wire makes the conversation invisible to Heimdall if he’s looking this way. It also makes it impossible for magic to work in the room, making Skírnir’s wand just a stick, and Mjolnir, Thor’s hammer, just a hammer. Steve is at the head on one end of a long, oblong table. Thor is at the other. Amy is sitting stiffly on one side, half way between them. Brett and Bryant are seated next to her. So is Agent Stodgill, ADUO’s legal counsel. Hernandez and some other men are standing along the walls, eyes on Thor and his companion. Skírnir is sitting directly across from Amy, his very pale eyes trained on her.

      Amy glares right back at him. Loki’s memories of Skírnir make Amy wish that he’d do something threatening. It would be nice if one of the agents had an excuse to shoot him.

      “What are you hiding from us?” Amy says, directing the question at Thor. Skírnir hasn’t spoken since they entered the room. And she doesn’t want to speak to him.

      Feeling something wiggle in her pocket, she blinks. Eight tiny feet scamper up onto her lap. Keeping her eyes on Thor, she reaches down and gently wraps a hand around Mr. Squeakers, the eight-legged venomous spidermouse that Loki had given to her over two years ago. Squeakers doesn’t like it when people upset her. Slipping the stowaway back into her pocket, Amy glances around the room. No one seems to have noticed her tiny protector.

      Thor leans forward and meets Amy’s gaze. “The Norns have closed all known gates to their realm.”

      Tapping a finger on the table, Amy says, “Why doesn’t Odin just create a new World Gate?” Creating a World Gate isn’t as simple as opening one to walk thru, and yet she has this feeling…

      Across the table from her, Skírnir’s head does a quick jerk. “What makes you think that Odin can do that?”

      Amy’s heart beats fast. Loki’s memories don’t normally come to the surface unless she stumbles upon something relevant. Now they come forth in a deluge.
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      Loki awakens to darkness, lying on his side. He tries to open his eyes and finds he can’t. He tries to move his arms to wipe away whatever is obstructing his vision and feels the bite of bonds at his wrists. Dull pain throbs through his shoulders, and his shins and ankles. He tries to move his legs, and succeeds in yanking his own wrists backward. A shocked yell comes unbidden to his throat, but all that comes out of his mouth is a muffled whine and the taste of linen invades his senses.

      From a few feet away, a rough male voice says, “Oh, look, he’s awake.”

      “Broken bellows,” mutters another voice. “The draught of potion should have kept him knocked out longer.” Loki hears more grunts, and the sound of steel against stone.

      Draught of potion? Above his blindfold, Loki’s brows constrict. The last thing he remembers was being in Svartálfaheimr, realm of the dwarves, on a diplomatic mission with Odin. He’d been escorted to the servants’ kitchens, and offered a draught of mead…

      His eyes scrunch tighter. “Broken bellows.” Loki’s mind whirls at the curse words. Dwarves. His eyelids flutter beneath his bonds. He should have realized that immediately from the Dwarven tongue they’re speaking, but he’d magically translated the language without a thought.

      He squirms. Something enters his nostrils. Dust maybe? And are those pebbles beneath him? Is he lying on the ground? If he is, it hasn’t rained in a long time; it’s as dry as the stones of the World Gate in midsummer. Very little light is filtering through his eyelids. Is it nighttime? He strains to hear the sounds of night animals. There is a humming, but nothing like he is used to.

      “He might be more fun awake,” says the first voice. “What is he? Sixteen or seventeen years old? He’s pretty enough to be a girl.”

      There are chuckles around Loki. His body goes still. It’s not the first time he’s heard such words, but never while in such a vulnerable position. The sound of his heart pounding in his ears grows so loud it is almost deafening.

      “Don’t get close to him, Longbeard. He’s scrawny, but closer to twenty-three and made his first kill when he was naught but a boy. Killed a foe too wicked for even Odin.”

      Loki tries to inhale deeply but barely fills his lungs. He tries to swallow, and feels drool trickling down his chin. He hadn’t been trussed up like a helpless blind worm when he’d slain the giant Cronus.

      Longbeard snorts. Loki can’t help but notice that he’s drawn closer. “This boy? Impossible. I’ve never seen a lad this pretty. The Norns said they wanted him intact, but they didn’t say we couldn’t play with him. What could be the harm?”

      “Rites of War,” someone chuckles.

      Loki’s breath comes in short shallow bursts, and he wiggles away from the sound of Longbeard’s voice. Unfortunately, it takes him closer to the sound of the other voices.

      “Look!” someone shouts. “I think he understands you.”

      “He squirms like a worm!” says someone else.

      There are a few dark chuckles. “Longbeard will give him a worm!”

      Curling his body into as tight a ball as he can manage, Loki concentrates. He imagines a hulking troll stomping through the camp—

      Yelps rise up around him. Longbeard gives a satisfying gasp of fear. There is the sound of metal on metal, and then someone snorts. “Don’t let him stoke your battle fires, men. That is just an illusion. Real trolls don’t step into flames…or through trees…”

      “You won’t get away from me that easily,” says Longbeard.

      There are dark murmurs around camp. Loki lets the illusion fade and scowls beneath his blindfold. Hoenir and Odin had always told him he should learn to use his illusions as eyes and ears; they’d even shown him how, but he hadn’t bothered to practice. If he could see the dwarves and their fires, his illusion would have been more convincing.

      There is the sound of approaching feet.

      “Don’t go near him!” the owner of the first voice shouts. “If we fail, the Norns will never reveal the location of Andvaranaut, and our land will continue to be blighted with its curse!”

      “I don’t plan on not delivering,” says Longbeard, drawing closer.

      The sound of Loki’s heartbeat is so loud and strong now, it sounds like hoof beats.

      Something tickles his cheek. Loki writhes in his bonds, his vision going red. Heat flashes against his face and Longbeard screams.

      “Longbeard’s beard is on fire!” someone screams. “Drop and roll on it.”

      Loki would laugh, but he’s too terrified.

      Screams erupt around the camp. “Einherjar! We’re being attacked! Grab the boy! Grab the boy.”

      Loki feels himself hoisted up onto a burly shoulder. He hears a hiss and a thunk beneath him. The wind is knocked out of him as his captor falls and Loki lands on top of his fallen body. Around him, steel rings on steel, and hooves beat in every direction.

      Odin’s voice cuts through the din like thunder. “Find Loki!”

      Wiggling his way onto his knees, hands still tied behind him, Loki tries to let out a cry, but his voice is barely audible even to him.

      “Loki!” Odin roars from behind. Loki tries to turn toward the sound.

      Crossing swords clang in Loki’s ears. Horses whinny and bellow. A hand touches his blindfold. Loki screams beneath his gag, the blindfold disappears, and he blinks and sees a blur of flame dancing before him. Loki screams again and the fire snuffs out.

      “Loki!” shouts Odin.

      The blur in front of Loki comes into focus, and he’s staring into Odin’s single eye. The Allfather’s eyebrows are smoldering slightly. Surprisingly, Odin, Loki’s king and guardian, looks more relieved than angry.

      Loki swallows and feels tears prickle behind his eyes. He wants to throw his arms around Odin, as he did when he was a child. Perhaps it’s best he’s still trussed up like a pig. Odin is a king, and Loki is not a child, nor his kin.

      Loki closes his eyes. Patting him once on the cheek, Odin says. “Easy, I’m going to cut you loose.” Opening his eyes, Loki sees Odin pulling out a long knife. The Allfather walks around him, and Loki feels the knife slice through the bonds. His limbs snap free with such force, he almost topples over, but Odin catches him.

      Loki’s wrists tingle and burn with the sudden rush of blood. “Give yourself a minute,” Odin commands. Loki looks down alarmed. He can’t feel his feet, and his legs feel as limp as newly tanned leather. Rubbing his wrists together, he looks around.

      Surrounding Odin and Loki, backs to them, stand the Einherjar, the human warriors recruited from every corner of Midgard, and made immortal by Idunn’s apples. Their swords are drawn, but no one seems to be confronting them.

      Near Loki’s head, Odin whistles.

      Sleipnir, Odin’s enormous, eight-legged steed, emerges between the other horses, pale as a moonbeam, his halter glowing faintly. Sleipnir’s halter is magical. Woven from the strands of Gleipnir, the rope that can hold anything. Mimir always said that an ordinary stallion was difficult enough to control; give a stallion eight legs and you need magical control…

      Sleipnir snuffles against Loki’s cheek, gently nudging Loki from his reverie, and then the horse pricks his ears toward the darkness.

      Around them, the Einherjar begin to fan out. The night is very dark. Loki cannot even see the stars, but he thinks he makes out the shapes of dwarves lying on the nearly barren ground, arrows protruding from their bodies. He hears a few low groans.

      Odin hauls Loki to his feet and surveys the scene.

      Loki eyes the Einherjar with apprehension. Odin always says their gratitude makes them braver and more loyal than any Aesir or Vanir warrior. That Odin would think he needs them to fetch Loki suggests Odin suspects a dangerous foe, and yet they seem to have dealt with the dwarves quickly enough.

      A tall Einherjar, his skin nearly as black as the night around them, approaches Odin. “We’ve dispatched the dwarves, Your Majesty.”

      Guiding Loki by the shoulder, Odin says, “Good, let’s get back to the World Gate.”

      Shaking, Loki says, “The dwarves were going to take me to the Norns.”

      Hoisting himself up onto Sleipnir, Odin grunts. “Yes, Heimdall heard that just before they slipped you through Svartálfaheimr’s World Gate.” Almost to himself, he says, “The Norns requested you in exchange for information the dwarves were seeking.”

      Loki feels as though his stomach has suddenly shrunk to the size of a robin’s egg. Odin and Frigga have told him that the Norns know everything that has ever happened and is happening—some say they even know what will happen—though Frigga long ago disabused him of that notion. The Norns will provide information to requestors at a price: either an object of power, or a nearly impossible favor. Loki isn’t an object of power, and capturing him doesn’t seem so impossible.

      “Why would the Norns want me?” he asks, wincing at the whine in his voice.

      From the saddle, Odin offers a hand to help Loki up behind him. Loki takes it—he needs it. Sleipnir’s back is nearly as high as the top of his head, and Odin’s got the stirrups. Hoisting Loki up, Odin says, “I do not know. It’s a question for later—we need to escape quickly.”

      “Escape…what?” says Loki, swinging up behind Odin.

      “Everything wicked in the realms eventually makes its way to Nornheim,” Odin says, holding up a hand for silence.

      The tall Einherjar who’d just spoken to Odin follows the direction of Odin’s gaze. “Hoof beats,” he says.

      A horse comes galloping out of the darkness, the whites of its eyes visible as they roll in terror. The beast’s saddle is askew; its rider has slumped forward and is dangling dangerously over the animal’s side, groaning loudly. Wispy gray ropes cling to both steed and warrior.

      Running to grab the horse’s reins, one of the Einherjar shouts. “It’s Hsu! He was with the others guarding the World Gate.”

      In the saddle, the warrior Hsu groans. “They took the gate…they…”

      A bolt of gray-white rope the width of a man’s arm shoots from the darkness above and affixes to Hsu’s mouth. The warrior’s head is yanked up by the rope with such force his neck cracks. An instant later, his corpse is ripped from his saddle and pulled up into the darkness above. More bolts of rope shoot from above and affix to the Einherjar and their mounts. The horses scream as they and their riders are pulled into the air.

      “Follow me!” Odin shouts, drawing a sword and severing a rope that has affixed to Sleipnir’s neck.

      Some of the Einherjar are able to slip from their mounts and jump to the ground, only to have the ghostly ropes shoot from the sky and affix to their bodies and the flat edges of their swords. Sleipnir rears, and Loki clings to Odin. The Allfather curses, and Loki glances above to see Odin’s sword has been ripped from his hands. More ropes affix to Odin. One lands on Loki. Frantically trying to shake the wet sticky thing from his arms, Loki looks around in horror. His arm tightens instinctively around Odin’s waist. They are now surrounded in a forest of glistening gray-white strands.

      Before Loki, two ropes affixed to either shoulder start to drag Odin out of the saddle. Loki locks his arms around the Allfather’s waist and his legs around Sleipnir’s sides trying to pull Odin down.

      “Loki!” Odin screams. “Fire!”

      “But I might set you aflame!” Loki cries.

      Another bolt of rope shoots from the darkness to Odin’s back just in front of Loki’s nose, and Odin starts to slide from his arms.

      Loki gives a cry of rage and fear, sees red, orange, yellow, and blue light before his eyes, and every inch of his skin burns. Beneath Loki, Sleipnir screams, and Odin falls back into the saddle. The heat fades from Loki’s skin, but around him, fires still crackle in clumps of dry grass and dried up husks of bushes on the ground.

      In the flickering light, Loki can see the terrain around them for the first time. The earth is almost completely barren, the sky above…He gasps. They appear to be in a huge tent of some kind. Red lights glint amid the eaves. Around him swing warriors and horses encased in hammocks of sticky rope.

      He jumps in the saddle as a loud crack sounds to his right. Turning with a gasp, he sees the skeletal remains of a tree burst into flame, fire dancing up its trunk to branches hidden beneath the tent’s white eaves. Close to where the tree burns, a horse falls from the sky and lands on its feet with the sound of splintering bones. The horse screams in pain and tumbles to the ground. A few of the Einherjar fall from above and stumble to their feet. “Grab hold of Sleipnir’s mane and tail!” Odin commands.

      Hastening to obey Odin’s words, the warriors run through curled blackened ends of rope to Sleipnir’s sides.

      A bolt of the sticky rope lands on the ground before them, and Sleipnir rears. “Steady!” Odin commands, and Sleipnir stills, shaking his head and snorting. More ropes fall around them. To the warriors around him, Odin says, “Sleipnir will slip through time. Whatever you see, feel or hear, do not let go!”

      Loki barely has a chance to digest those words before Odin gives a tap to Sleipnir’s haunches. Loki instantly feels lighter. Another bolt of rope shoots from the sky—and then appears to stop in midair. Tossing his head nervously, Sleipnir begins to thread his way through the small clumps of fire and sticky rope pillars.

      Staring at the flames, Loki almost falls from his saddle. The flames aren’t flickering, they are just columns of colored light, as though intricately carved and painted statues of fire.

      One of the Einherjar mutters a swear and releases Sleipnir’s mane…Loki blinks…and the warrior is no longer at Sleipnir’s side. Craning his head around, he sees the soldier, body seemingly frozen in place, hand outstretched toward them far off in the distance. Odin doesn’t turn Sleipnir around.

      The sky above them goes from black, speckled with a few distant clusters of red lights, to navy blue, lit by three moons, and unfamiliar stars. Tightening his arms around Odin, Loki looks back again and sees the tent-like structure they emerged from already far back in the distance. Suddenly around them trees rise. Some look familiar. Others look completely alien, leaves like feathers or dinner plates visible even in the low light. In only a few falls of Sleipnir’s hooves, the forest falls away, and they are standing on a bluff. Odin draws Sleipnir to a halt. Loki’s body suddenly has weight again, and his ears are assailed by the sound of chirping insects. The soldiers still holding onto Sleipnir’s mane and tail gasp
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