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Everyday Shadows
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The clatter of keys echoed in the stillness of Miriam’s small flat as she unlocked the door and stepped inside, greeted by the familiar hum of silence. She flicked on the light, illuminating the living room—a modest space cluttered with books, scattered notebooks, and the remnants of last night’s takeout still sitting on the kitchen counter. The worn cushions of the sofa sagged slightly, as if the weight of her day had already settled into them ahead of her.

Miriam let out a sigh, dropped her bag by the door, and kicked off her shoes with little ceremony. The evening stretched before her, the flat too quiet now that the adrenaline of work had faded. For a moment, she stood there, staring at the chaos of her life, wondering if she should tidy up or simply collapse onto the sofa and ignore the mess for another night.

Her phone buzzed—a text from Leah.

Leah: Don’t forget we’re meeting tomorrow at Nina’s for wine and existential dread. 7pm. Don’t be late! 🍷

Miriam smiled, a brief flicker of warmth in her otherwise exhausted state. Leah had a way of summarising their lives with a humour that somehow made everything seem manageable. They had all become close over the years, a group bound by shared struggles, late-night rants, and more than a few bottles of wine.

She tossed her phone onto the sofa and padded over to the kitchen. Her thoughts were still stuck on work, her mind replaying the articles she’d drafted that afternoon. The latest one had been a particularly draining piece about political misinformation and hate speech—another in a series of investigations for the paper. Lately, her work had become more intense, the weight of the subjects she covered leaving an indelible mark on her mood.

As she absentmindedly filled the kettle and set it to boil, she wondered how long she could keep diving into the dark corners of society without it consuming her. It was hard to write about hate and ignorance without feeling their weight settle on your own shoulders. And yet, it was important. Necessary. That was what she told herself every time she felt her spirits dip under the surface.

Her editor had assigned her to these stories for a reason. Miriam had a knack for cutting through the noise, for pulling back the layers of rhetoric to expose the festering ugliness beneath. She was proud of that. But lately, the victories felt hollow—like trying to scoop water out of a sinking ship with a spoon.

She made a cup of tea, inhaling the steam as she cradled the mug in her hands, letting the warmth seep into her skin. The day had been long, but tomorrow was her own—a rare weekend without deadlines. She would meet Leah and the others, laugh about their shared existential crises, and for a few hours, she’d forget about work, forget about the endless stream of negativity she trawled through every day.

Her phone buzzed again, this time a work email. Miriam hesitated, her thumb hovering over the screen. No, not tonight. Tonight was hers.

She placed the phone face down on the table and sank into the sofa, pulling her legs up beneath her. She looked around the flat—her refuge, her sanctuary from the outside world—and tried to imagine a life where she didn’t spend her days chasing down stories of injustice and vitriol. But even as the thought flickered through her mind, she knew it wasn’t really what she wanted. The truth was, as much as her work drained her, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. There was something addictive about it—the search for truth, the feeling of purpose, the knowledge that, in some small way, she was making a difference.

Still, there were days, like today, when she wished her mind could switch off, could stop spinning over and over the words she had written, the hateful comments she had sifted through for research, the seemingly endless well of human cruelty that seemed to feed the news cycle.

A knock at the door startled her from her thoughts. Miriam frowned, glancing at the clock on the wall. It was late, far too late for visitors.

Curious but cautious, she stood and crossed the room, peering through the peephole. No one. The hallway outside her flat was empty, the only sound the faint hum of traffic from the street below.

Weird, she thought, but her nerves were already frayed enough that it didn’t take much to unsettle her.

She locked the door and returned to the sofa, determined to relax for the rest of the night. As she sat back down, she caught her reflection in the window—a woman in her early thirties, brown hair pulled back in a loose bun, dark circles under her eyes from too many late nights and not enough sleep. She looked tired. No, exhausted. But also... determined.

Miriam reached for the remote, switching on the TV, hoping to drown out the lingering unease with the comfort of mindless entertainment. But even as the familiar buzz of a sitcom filled the room, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was shifting, that the darkness she had been writing about for so long was slowly creeping into her own life.

She took a deep breath and sipped her tea, willing herself to relax. Tomorrow, she’d see her friends. Tomorrow, she’d laugh and pretend, just for a little while, that the world wasn’t as heavy as it felt right now.

For tonight, though, she’d settle for tea and silence, with only the faint buzz of the city below to remind her that life, despite everything, carried on.
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The Whisper of Gods and Men

[image: ]


The room thrummed with an undercurrent of murmurs, conversations mingling with the occasional clink of glasses and the shuffle of papers. The air held a faint, peculiar blend of old books and the bitter tang of stale coffee. An odd choice, perhaps, for a gathering supposedly devoted to celebrating the raw, untamed power of Nordic mythology. Yet Miriam had learned not to be surprised by the contradictions of fringe movements. Her notebook lay open on her lap, the pen poised in her hand, ready to capture the sordid details of the event. What began as a cultural symposium had quickly revealed a more insidious underbelly: a meeting place for those who saw in ancient myths an excuse for their own deep-seated bigotry.

Miriam had been sent to cover the event as part of her ongoing investigation into how extremist groups were co-opting mythology to justify hatred. What had been advertised as a harmless academic discussion was now something far darker. She scanned the room, noting the scattering of attendees dressed in the predictable black and grey uniform of subversive politics. At the front, a cluster of men hovered around a vendor’s table, one of them thumbing through a book on Viking runes with alarming enthusiasm. Tattoos peeked from beneath his sleeves—black swirls and jagged lines that mimicked the symbols of gods they claimed to worship.

But Miriam had seen this before. They weren’t here out of a love for history or culture. These were men who had twisted ancient stories into something grotesque, fuel for their anger and fear. A surge of weariness washed over her, thickening with every hateful glance and sneering whisper. It had been a long day, and her patience was wearing thin. She glanced at her watch, wondering how much longer she needed to stay before she had enough material for her article. She could already feel the familiar gnaw of hunger in her belly—a stark reminder that her last meal had been little more than a coffee and a stale croissant, hours ago.

Her stomach gave a muted growl, and for a moment, she considered slipping away to grab a sandwich. But then, she noticed it. A figure—a tall, bald man with cold, piercing eyes—had shifted his gaze toward her. His stare was fixed, unnervingly so, and she felt the weight of his attention as his eyes traced the delicate Star of David resting against her collarbone. Instinctively, her hand moved to touch it, fingers brushing the cool metal.

A nudge passed through the group of men, and soon, they all turned to look at her. The tall man, wrapped in a worn leather vest that strained across his chest, let a smirk twist his lips as he leaned forward. His voice was a low growl, each word sharp and jagged as it carried across the room.

“Not many of your kind here, eh?” he sneered, his accent thick and coarse. “What’s the matter, you come to rewrite our history too?”

Miriam’s pulse quickened, but her face remained a mask of indifference. She had faced these types before. Fear was their lifeblood. Show it, and you’ve already lost. Raising an eyebrow, she met his stare with a cool gaze. “I’m here for the same reason you are,” she said, her tone sharp with defiance. “I’m interested in Nordic myths.”

The man stepped closer, his grin widening as he jabbed a finger toward her necklace. “That so?” His voice dripped with mockery. He reached up and tapped the Thor’s hammer pendant hanging from his own neck. “Bit strange, though, don’t you think? You wearing that symbol, here in a place like this?”

Around them, the group had begun to form a semi-circle, closing in on her like wolves circling prey. One of them muttered something about “bloodlines,” the word hanging thickly in the air like the stench of something rotten. Miriam could feel the hostility crystallizing around her, growing more solid with every sneer and chuckle. They had scented blood, or at least they thought they had.

“Let me guess,” said another, his voice a bored monotone laced with malice. “You’re writing one of those hit pieces about how the evil white men are ruining the world, right?”

Her heart hammered against her ribs, but outwardly she was a pillar of calm. “I’m writing about mythology,” she replied evenly. “It seems like you’re the ones making it political.”

The bald man laughed, though the sound was as empty as the rhetoric he clung to. He took another step closer, and his eyes glinted with the promise of something far darker. But before he could speak again, a voice sliced through the tension.

“Thor would be ashamed of you lot.”

Miriam and the men turned as one to see a figure standing near the stage at the front of the room. He was tall and thin, with hair that seemed to defy all known laws of gravity. His suit was sharp, meticulously tailored, but it was the garish red tie—adorned with cartoonish Viking helmets—that stole the show. The man smiled, a grin that gleamed with mischief, and Miriam could have sworn the very air around him shimmered.

“Honestly,” the man continued, his voice a smooth, amused drawl, “do you think Thor would spend his time harassing women at conferences? Please. He’d be far too busy bashing giants’ skulls in with Mjölnir.”

The men hesitated, exchanging uncertain glances. The bald man frowned, his bravado faltering. “Who the hell are you?” he growled.

The man grinned wider, a grin that practically radiated chaos. “Loki,” he said, as if that explained everything. “But today, I’m your keynote speaker.”

Miriam blinked, unsure of how to process what she had just heard. The name Loki hung in the air, but it felt more like an alias than a true declaration. Surely, this wasn’t serious. Who would walk into a room and declare themselves a god, even as a joke? Still, there was something in his tone—something unsettling, like he wasn’t really joking. But surely, this was just another eccentric academic.

The bald man narrowed his eyes, confusion flickering across his face. “Loki? You expect us to believe you’re the Trickster God?”

Loki’s grin didn’t waver. If anything, it grew more devilish. “Believe it or not, the truth is often stranger than fiction. But let’s focus on you for a moment.” His voice turned mocking. “Here you are, dressing up, barking about ‘heritage’ like a lost puppy. Yet, you’ve misunderstood everything about the gods you claim to worship.”

The bald man clenched his fists, stepping forward aggressively. “You’re just another one of those Jew-loving liberals trying to water down our culture.”

Loki raised an eyebrow, the faintest flicker of amusement in his eyes. “Ah, ‘Jew-loving’? Really? That’s the best you’ve got?” His voice dropped a register, dripping with mockery. “Thor, Odin, and I, we’ve been watching you and your ilk for centuries. You prance around, chanting about ‘purity,’ ‘heritage,’ and ‘bloodlines,’ as if you have the faintest clue what any of it means. If Thor were here, he’d toss you across the room for embarrassing him.”

The group of men shuffled uncomfortably. A few of them glanced at one another, unsure how to react. The bald man, however, wasn’t ready to back down. He squared his shoulders and spat at Loki’s feet. “We’re protecting our heritage from invaders like her,” he sneered, pointing at Miriam. “People who don’t belong, people who corrupt our legacy.”

Loki’s eyes glinted dangerously, though the smile remained. “Ah, ‘heritage.’ What a wonderfully convenient excuse for bigotry. You know,” he said, taking a step forward, “it’s funny how you invoke the gods’ names while knowing nothing about them. Let me guess, you think Odin was some kind of proto-nationalist, right? Someone obsessed with racial purity? That’s always how these things go.”

He circled the group now, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “But here’s the truth about Odin. He was a wanderer, a traveller of worlds. He loved discovering new people, new lands, new knowledge. He was never afraid of the foreign, the unknown. He sought it out, cherished it.”

Miriam watched as Loki’s words seemed to unravel the tension in the room. The men shifted uncomfortably, the bald man’s eyes darting around as if seeking some kind of validation from his followers. But they were faltering. Loki’s voice, calm yet filled with a quiet menace, held them captive.

“And as for Thor,” Loki continued, leaning toward the bald man, “he wouldn’t be impressed by your pathetic attempts to cling to power through fear. Thor valued strength, true strength. The kind that comes from within, not from fear of others.” Loki reached out and tapped the Thor’s hammer pendant hanging around the man’s neck. The pendant flared to life, glowing a fiery orange.

The bald man yelped and ripped it off, dropping it to the floor where it clattered loudly in the silence. His hand hovered over his chest, the skin faintly scorched from the heat. “What the hell did you do?” he demanded, his voice shaking, the bravado gone.

Loki straightened, his eyes dark and dangerous. “Let’s just say that Thor isn’t thrilled with the way you’re using his symbol.”

The other men took a collective step back, eyes wide with fear and confusion. None of them had seen the glow, but they felt the sudden shift in the atmosphere. It was as if the very room had bent to Loki’s will, the energy crackling with an electric charge.

Miriam blinked, her mind racing to process what had just happened. Had the pendant really glowed, or was it a trick of the light? And who exactly was this man? Loki, the trickster god? Surely not. The thought lingered as the tension in the room dissipated. The bald man shot a dark look at Loki, but there was no fight left in him. Muttering something under his breath, he motioned for his companions to follow him. The group slunk out of the room, their pride wounded, their hate temporarily defused.

Once they were gone, the crowd returned to their quiet murmurs, clearly unsettled by the spectacle but eager to pretend it hadn’t happened. Loki turned back to Miriam, flashing a casual grin that seemed far too light for what had just transpired. “You’re welcome,” he said, with a wink.

Miriam, still reeling, opened her mouth to respond but found herself at a loss for words. “Who... are you?” she finally managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Just a guy who enjoys a good story,” Loki replied, his grin widening. “And I hear you’re writing one.”

Before she could ask more, he disappeared into the crowd with an ease that was almost supernatural. One moment he was there, the next he had vanished, leaving her with a strange, lingering sense of gratitude mixed with deep unease.



Later that evening, the surreal events of the conference still rattling around in her mind, Miriam found herself nursing a gin and tonic in a dimly lit bar. Leah had dragged her here, insisting that Miriam needed a break. “You’re far too tense,” Leah had said. “Speed dating will be just the thing to snap you out of it.”

It had not, in fact, snapped her out of anything. If anything, it had only made the day more bizarre. Miriam sipped her drink as the familiar chaos of their friend group swirled around her. Leah, perched across from her, leaned forward with an impish grin. “So? Meet anyone interesting?”

Miriam rolled her eyes, setting her glass down with a clink. “If by ‘interesting’ you mean a guy who wanted to induct me into his Norse mythology cult, then sure, it was fascinating.”

David, ever the idealist, gasped. “A cult? Tell me everything. I live for this kind of drama.”

Ben, sitting a little too close to Miriam, smirked but said nothing. His quiet presence unnerved her, like a constant reminder of the emotional knot she’d been avoiding ever since they broke up. He hadn’t been invited to speed dating, but here he was, showing up halfway through the evening as if everything was perfectly normal.

“You’re not giving it a fair shot, darling,” Nina chimed in, waving her hand dismissively. “Maybe the next guy will be less... culty.”

Leah grinned mischievously. “Or maybe even more culty. You never know. Could be fun.”

Miriam sighed and took another sip of her drink. “I’ve had enough excitement for one day, thanks.”

From the other end of the table, Sam, the sarcastic tech entrepreneur and closest thing to an intellectual equal she had, snorted. “What, the conspiracy theorist didn’t sweep you off your feet? A shock, truly. He seemed like a keeper.”

Miriam shot him a mock glare. “I swear, if I hear one more word about global conspiracies or ancient bloodlines, I’m moving to a cabin in the woods.”

Ben, silent until now, leaned closer, his voice teasing but with an undercurrent of something heavier. “You’d get bored. Besides, you’d miss us too much.”

Miriam felt the faintest flutter of emotion but quickly pushed it aside. She forced a smile, shrugging. “Maybe. But at least I wouldn’t have to deal with cults in the woods.”

The banter continued, flowing as naturally as it always did, but Miriam couldn’t quite shake the strangeness of the day. The man at the conference—Loki, or whoever he was—had left an impression. An unsettling one. And the way he had effortlessly stepped in to defuse the situation... Miriam couldn’t explain it, but it felt like something more than just an eccentric academic having fun. She glanced around the table at her friends, their laughter and light-hearted chatter feeling like a lifeline, something steady and solid after a day of disorienting encounters.

Despite the warmth of the company, a nagging thought clung to the back of her mind: was she imagining things, or had something truly extraordinary happened back at that conference?

She took a long sip of her gin, hoping the night would smooth out the edges of her thoughts.

As the night wore on, the bar grew more crowded, the conversations louder, and the drinks stronger. Miriam found herself half-listening to the playful bickering around her, her thoughts still wandering back to the day’s events. The encounter with the neo-Nazis had shaken her more than she let on, and despite the banter from her friends, the sinister edge of that moment lingered like a dark cloud.

Ben, who had been quiet for most of the evening, finally broke his silence. “You seem distracted,” he said, his voice soft but carrying enough weight to pierce through her thoughts.

Miriam blinked, realising she had been absent from the conversation for a while. She turned to face him, catching the concern in his eyes. “Just a long day,” she said, trying to sound casual. “You know how it is.”

He nodded, but there was something else in his gaze, something that spoke of unresolved emotions. “If you ever want to talk about it...” he trailed off, leaving the offer hanging in the air between them.

Miriam forced a smile. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

She wasn’t sure she was, though. Ben’s presence had a way of stirring up old feelings, and the more he lingered around her, the harder it was to keep them buried. She had thought she’d moved on, that the knot of their breakup had finally loosened. But moments like this, when he looked at her with those eyes full of unspoken words, made her second-guess everything.

Nina, ever the social butterfly, noticed the subtle shift in the air and quickly swooped in to rescue Miriam from the impending emotional quicksand. “Alright, enough of this serious talk!” she declared, raising her glass. “Miriam, we need to get you out of this funk. A round of shots, everyone!”

Leah, who had been laughing with David about something ridiculous, leaned over and clinked her glass against Miriam’s. “Nina’s right. You’ve been in work mode too long. It’s time to let loose.”

Miriam chuckled
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