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To everyone who put a candle in their window when the sun fell from my sky.

––––––––
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Because of you, I was not lost in darkness.


Introduction

The Norse myths were not a big part of my childhood. I vaguely recall having a children’s picture book with some of the cleaned-up stories, but when I watched Marvel’s 2011 film Thor, I couldn’t even remember the name of Odin’s wife. (Freyja, wasn’t it?) A few months later, I found an io9 article titled “8 Things Marvel Got Wrong About Thor and Norse Mythology” from which I learned that Loki was—among other things—the mother of Odin’s eight-legged horse, Sleipnir. Somehow, he just seemed like my kind of guy.

I was suddenly inspired to do a lot of research about the Vikings and their stories. While the analytical part of my brain was happily sifting through resources, accumulating knowledge, and developing a stronger understanding of the myths, the creative part of my brain was giddily transforming the inhabitants of the Nine Worlds into living, breathing characters. I started seeing threads and themes running through the extant stories and began to understand that Loki was in fact the fulcrum of the mythology. He appears in Asgard early on (for reasons modern scholars are not entirely sure of) and eventually precipitates the end of the worlds as we know them. In between, he appears as a major figure in numerous myths.

I also began to understand that Loki was not the demon he is sometimes made out to be. Post–Viking Age conceptions of the infamous trickster tend to portray him as villainous, but the myths themselves don’t bear this out. Yes, he’s a jerk, but sometimes he just makes bad decisions and gets himself in it up to his neck before digging himself back out; other times, he just gets scapegoated. 

The more I understood Loki and his role among the gods (the Aesir), the more clearly I saw a story arc developing throughout the myths. My brain began speculating and filling in the gaps, which required continuous research into the myths and the societies from whence they came. Additionally, some individual stories had to be modified to create a coherent tale, and the better I understood the historical context of the myths, the more confident I was with the changes that I was making.

I felt I had the basic tools necessary to do justice to the stories and the social, legal, and moral codes that underpinned them, but I also had to balance accurate portrayals of a Viking Age society with the needs of a contemporary audience. There are significant challenges in presenting a reader with the nuances of a pagan society that disappeared a thousand years ago. Modern Western societies generally developed around monolithic, monotheistic religions, and their social norms tend to diverge widely from those of the Vikings, who worshipped a pantheon of gods and believed that all things—animate or otherwise—had spirits. Somehow I had to show the logic of the Aesir’s society without resorting to the dreaded infodump or seeming condescending. I think and hope I have struck the right balance in my storytelling.

Above all, I will consider myself truly successful if I can help inspire a fascination with the Viking peoples and Norse mythology that is far divorced from the fancies of those who romanticize history or twist it to justify racism and violence. It is true that Viking raiders were ruthless and terrifying, but the average Viking lived as a farmer or tradesperson in a lawful society. They were fiercely pragmatic people who could adapt to new ways of life when they settled in foreign regions and who were generally accepting of the foreigners in their midst. They adhered to strict gender roles, but did not devalue women’s work in keeping their families fed and clothed in the harsh climates of northern Europe. Some Viking societies exhibited strong democratic elements, but slavery was relatively common, nonetheless. The Vikings believed both that the future was determined and that they could freely choose their own actions, and this served as encouragement to live and die honourably, no matter what the future may hold.

The Vikings were remarkably complex peoples, and their mythology provides tantalizing glimpses into the world in which they lived. In these pages, I hope you will find truth in the fantasy and wonderment in the reality. 

Una Verdandi

2018



PROLOGUE

Odin sat on the edge of the bed, still wearing his dusty cloak and observing his wife gently comb the honey-golden waves that tumbled over her proud shoulder. He was fond of watching Frigg’s nightly ritual, but tonight the act brought him no joy. Frigg’s distant gaze and set jaw betrayed her distress at learning that her son’s nightmares portended his death and the end of all the worlds.

When his dreams began, Baldr nearly stopped sleeping and eating altogether. He screamed through the night and was anxious and short-tempered all day; he was not at all his winsome self. Odin and Frigg had gathered the Aesir, but since none knew what Baldr’s dreams might mean, Odin mounted his horse and rode for many days and nights into the mists of Niflheim to seek a powerful seeress. Though his spells loosened death’s grip on her, she had been reluctant to speak. When pressed, however, she readily recounted the past and the future, the birth of the Nine Worlds and the events that would bring about their ruin.

Odin knew many of these things already. He and his brothers had created the Nine Worlds, and he had hung lifeless against the great trunk of Yggdrasil to gain knowledge of the future and learn the magic of the runes. But he was stunned by the seeress’ revelation that Baldr would die by a brother’s hand, shot through by an arrow of mistletoe.

He raced back to Asgard with the seeress’ words storming through his troubled mind. When he rushed into his marriage chambers, still in his dusty travel clothes, Frigg leapt up from her chair and into his arms. Grateful to see her husband return safely, she buried her hands in his hair and covered his dirty face with kisses, but as Odin faithfully relayed the seeress’ words, her tall, graceful body grew limp and her pink lips pursed until they were a thin, white line. Soon, her brown eyes seemed vacant, and she sat back down to absentmindedly groom her hair.

Odin wished he could change this future for his kind-hearted wife, who cared for Thor and Vidar as though they were her own sons, and who had taken Loki into her arms when he was just a squalling babe. How would she carry on knowing that her elder son would kill her younger? Odin would try to turn the course of time, but for now all he could do was stay by Frigg’s side. She seemed so far away that he was not entirely sure what she had heard. 

“Frigg, my willow?” he prodded gently.

Jarred from her dark reverie, Frigg took a deep breath and lowered her hands to her lap. “I don’t believe that Hödr will kill Baldr. He is a gentle boy and blind, he couldn’t possibly shoot anyone, except by accident, though he would never pick up a bow. He would need help, and who would help him kill Baldr? The only one who hates him is Loki.”

Frigg burst into tears, and Odin’s broad shoulders slumped to see his beloved wife so despondent. He rested a large, gnarled hand on her shoulder and knelt down before her. When she did not respond to his touch, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and she folded easily into his embrace. She cried for some time, her tears washing the dust from his collar, and when she sat up again, her silky hair hung across her long face. Odin tucked his wife’s honey-gold locks behind her ears as she looked up at him with swollen eyes.

“I still don’t understand why you brought that Jötun child here.”

Odin sighed. How could he explain his choice now, years later? 

“Because I knew what he would one day become. I thought we could redirect him, stop him from becoming a threat to ourselves and our children.”

Frigg’s eyes widened with shock and betrayal. “Why did you not tell me then?” 

Odin cupped his wife’s tear-stained cheek in one hand and looked at her earnestly. “Would you have loved the boy so if you had known?”

Frigg tried to turn her face away in shame, but Odin would not let her.

“If anyone’s love could turn Loki from wickedness, it would be yours, Great Mother. I see the way your eyes smile, even when he is troublesome, and he would trample any of his brothers to reach your arms first.”

This made Frigg smile a little, and Odin felt his heart grow lighter. There were few things that could brighten Frigg’s eyes more than the thought of her children. Her joy was a panacea for his pains.

“I know this news breaks your heart, but be calm now, my willow. What the seeress has spoken will happen, but we can give our children more time,” Odin whispered.

“I will be calm when Baldr is safe,” Frigg replied, staring blankly into a dark corner. “I will make sure that nothing in all the worlds will harm my son.”

Relieved, Odin exhaled. Perhaps it would not matter what she had heard.



All-Father’s Bond
Frananger Falls
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Though he was not quite of age, Thor had grown snugly into the mantle of manhood. He was broad and brawny, already quite adept at the skills of warcraft, and he frequently bested more seasoned athletes at games of strength and agility. His coarse hair had grown into a great mane of brassy blond, and his beard was full and streaked with copper. He could be quick to anger but just as quick to forgive, and his jovial demeanour made him many friends amongst the Aesir.

But as he strode across the fields in search of his younger brothers, his mind was clouded by thoughts of his parents’ strange behaviour in recent days and the increasing weight it placed on his shoulders as Odin’s eldest son. Frigg’s rational and compassionate leadership had lapsed suddenly when Baldr grew frail, and Odin’s disappearance had only exacerbated her fragility. Odin himself had remained distant and secretive since his return.

Frankly, Thor was growing impatient with his father’s too-frequent ramblings and had let him know a few nights earlier. The confrontation hadn’t gone as expected.

Odin had excused himself from the dining hall long before anyone else had even finished their meals, and Thor did the same, to Frigg’s bemusement. He barged into his father’s private chambers, nearly taking the antechamber door off its hinges. Thor was taken aback to find Odin standing at the inner doorway, waiting patiently and smiling sweetly, but he followed his father into the main room, closing both doors behind himself. Meanwhile, Odin continued to smile invitingly at Thor as though daring him to speak first, which Thor did reluctantly but with tremendous anger.

“Father,” Thor boomed, his cheeks as red as his beard, “you cannot simply abandon us as you do—have you no respect for the Aesir, for your family? Mother has been heartsick over you, and she worries endlessly about Loki and Baldr! Your carelessness has only ever made her worse.”

Odin stood, head cocked quizzically to one side, hands clasped behind his back. “Do I make her worse?” he queried. “It seems to me she is better now that I have returned. We have devised a plan that should ease her fears, and she is busy carrying it out. ‘Tis a mother’s work, my son.”

Rage clawed a burning trail through Thor’s belly, and he stifled the scream that would have unleashed it. A mother’s work? This from a man who practiced womanly magics?

Thor’s ragged, heaving breaths revealed his anger. “How are you helping? Mother is a wretched mess, and Loki lashes out with every whim. He is as callous and reckless as...as a common thief!”

Odin chuckled, amused by Thor’s attempt to hide his true thoughts. “He is a difficult child, isn’t he? He isn’t strong like you, but rather wily and troublesome. Strange that I had to adopt a child to get a son who takes after me. That is what you wanted to say, is it not?”

Thor sputtered and spat, to his father’s growing amusement, but he would not admit that this was indeed what he had meant. He could only stand and fume as his father clasped his shoulders with both hands, nodding thoughtfully.

“Yes, yes, he is reckless like me,” Odin conceded, his laughing blue eye capturing Thor’s incredulous gaze, “but he is short-tempered like you. Perhaps you two should spend more time together. He could learn from your example.”

Thor shook his head in disbelief. “This is absurd! What could he learn from me? I have no tricks to show him, and you said that he is not strong like me, so I cannot teach him sports or warcraft. He has no interest in such things, anyway.”

Odin stood, unswayed, and Thor felt his face grow hotter under his father’s unswerving gaze.

“Oh, come now, Father,” Thor cried, “Loki is endlessly cruel to Baldr, who shows him infinite patience and kindness! What do you think I can do for him?”

A broad grin spread across the old Aesir’s weathered face. “Why, you will show him finite patience and kindness, of course!”

Thor felt his jaw drop. Odin’s answer did not make any sense to him, and he worried that trying to follow such advice would only land him in trouble with Frigg.

Odin laughed. “My son, my glorious, beautiful son,” he crowed, clapping Thor’s bristly cheeks with the palms of his hands. “You look so intently at everything, yet see so little. Loki is clever but difficult. His waywardness makes him hard to love, while Baldr’s goodness attracts affection. This makes Loki jealous. When Baldr is kind and understanding toward Loki, it reminds him of what he is not, and so he returns love with spite.

“But—as you say—Loki and I are far too alike. What can an unruly boy learn from an unruly father besides unruliness? He already has fine control of his powers for one so young, so I can teach him little more. It is his tongue and temper that must be guided now.”

Unconvinced, Thor glared at his father without even remotely diminishing the mirth in that bright blue eye. “And how do I do that?”

Again, Odin chuckled heartily. “By being what you are. Your brother cannot abide Baldr or myself because we are like him and unlike him in all the wrong ways. We are in conflict with him. But you and he are each what the other is not. You are strong when he is weak, good when he is wicked. But he sees what you are blind to, and he makes clever calculations where you need certainty. It is my belief—and my hope—that the two of you will benefit each other.”

Odin stepped back and resumed his curious stance, his head tilted to one side and hands behind his back, as his son stood as though rooted to the stone floor. When Thor regained his wits, he muttered a promise to do something or other with Loki and quickly retreated.

Thor intended to honour his promise, but Loki was very good at not being found. He had created tremendous chaos in the past when he vanished entirely for several days, causing Frigg to panic. The Aesir searched every corner of Breithablik but could not find the boy within the palace, so the city guard and local huntsmen were dispatched to scour the city as well as the fields and villages nearby. Day after day, the searchers grew more desperate, but there was no sign of Loki until a huntsman realized his pack of hounds was one dog larger than it had been the day before. Shortly thereafter, a very petulant Loki was delivered into his foster mother’s care. Frigg chastised the boy harshly, but Odin held his tongue until Loki was out of earshot before bursting into gales of hearty laughter. Like father, like son, indeed.

The boy wasn’t missing now, but he was hard to find except at mealtimes, and he was often silent and sullen, so Thor’s repeated attempts to engage him in conversation weren’t exactly successful. Still, Frigg encouraged him to sit with Loki. 

“At least he isn’t trying to set you on fire,” his foster mother said, tentative hope creeping into her voice. Thor grumbled.

Spending mealtimes with Loki hadn’t produced the desired result, so Frigg asked the master guardsman, Týr, to release Thor from his training for an afternoon. Baldr and Loki had set out for the river earlier that day, and Frigg casually suggested that Thor join them in their games. Strangely, she did not seem at all perturbed that her two younger sons had trundled off together unchaperoned, and this puzzled Thor greatly.

Thor pondered this change in his mother’s demeanour as he walked east, his thoughts interrupted by the sound of grunting and the clanging of metal against rock. The boys were probably playing with their golden checkers, but Thor worried that they might damage the game pieces by striking them against stone. However, when he crested the hill, he spotted Baldr by himself, his left hand pressed against a boulder and his right hand poised above, gripping a gleaming seax. Thor bellowed for him to stop and rushed down the hill. Stunned, Baldr threw his head back, causing his fair, shining locks to whip around his face.

Baldr started to speak excitedly when his brother drew near, but Thor snatched the seax out of his hand. “Baldr, are you mad?” he hollered.

Baldr grinned, his golden skin glowing with mirth. “I might be, but you should see what I can do! Hit me!”

Thor stepped back in surprise. “What...? No, I will not hit you!” he stammered incredulously, worried that this was Loki in disguise. The little Jötun had fooled him more than once. Perhaps this was Loki trying to convince Thor to hurt him so he could run crying home to Frigg. It would not be the first time the little brat had tried that trick.

Meanwhile, Baldr snatched a fist-sized rock from the ground, determined to show his eldest brother what he had discovered. “Use this!” he exclaimed, stuffing the stone into Thor’s outstretched hand. Thor sneered at it like it was a writhing bundle of snakes and dropped it.

“Oh, come now, Thor. You won’t hurt me, I swear!”

“No,” Thor growled, “at least not until I know it’s really you.”

This confused Baldr until he realized Thor was afraid he was Loki in disguise. He thought for a moment, then pointed excitedly at Thor’s left leg.

“The scar on your left knee—you did that to yourself when you were teaching me swordplay. You stumbled after a swing and gashed your own leg open on a rock. We said I did it by accident. I don’t think they believed us, but they never said as much.”

Thor continued to glare, unconvinced. “And you think no one else would know this?”

Baldr rolled his eyes and huffed. “Honestly, Thor, if anyone else had known it, then everyone else would have found out, and they would have teased you relentlessly. Does anyone tease you so?”

“No,” Thor grumbled reluctantly, still embarrassed about the incident, though it had happened years before. “But why do you want me to hit you?”

A fresh grin blossomed on Baldr’s boyish face. “Because you can’t hurt me! Watch!”

Baldr scooped up the rock Thor had dropped and knelt by the large boulder, splaying one hand against the stone and raising the rock above his head with the other. He brought the rock down with tremendous speed, but it skidded harmlessly off his flesh and cracked against the boulder. This he did several more times, then held out his hand.

“See!” he cried, “not so much as a scratch or a bruise. I hardly felt it! It was the same with the seax. You try it!”

Again, Baldr thrust the rock into Thor’s hand, and again, Thor glared at it as he would a horn of poisoned ale. Despite the impressive demonstration of his brother’s apparent invincibility, he couldn’t bring himself to intentionally do something that might hurt him. Thor had spent his youth guiding and protecting his little brothers, as was his duty—this was simply unthinkable. He almost dropped the stone again when he heard Baldr hollering.

“Hey! Thor! Loki was right—you do have girl breasts! Sif must be jealous!”

Thor’s fist tightened around the stone as Baldr thrust out his chest and strutted effeminately. When this failed to produce the desired result, Baldr made a series of rather disrespectful gestures until Thor lost his temper (which was, as usual, a rather short process) and forcefully hurled the rock, striking Baldr squarely in the chest. The rock simply bounced away and thudded to the ground. Baldr laughed, unharmed. 

Puzzled, Thor picked up another hefty stone and launched it. This one struck Baldr directly in the face but, as before, it glanced off harmlessly while Baldr howled hysterically.

“A good throw! I knew you weren’t really a girl!”

Realizing that Baldr had gotten the better of him, Thor shook his head. “How did you learn you could do this?” he asked.

Baldr straightened out his dark brown kyrtill, and Thor finally noticed the singed hole at the waist. Both the fine wool kyrtill and linen kyrtill beneath were scorched through, and he could actually see Baldr’s flesh above the waist of his trousers. Shrugging, Baldr told how Frigg had sent him off with Loki earlier that morning and how odd it seemed that she showed none of her recent anxieties. But the peace hadn’t lasted long. As usual, the sullen and withdrawn Loki had not been particularly overjoyed to spend the day with his exemplary older brother, and when Loki’s verbal snips were met with the usual kindness, his temper flared—as did his talents.

Loki could take on nearly any form he wished, but when he was feeling especially cruel or wanted to be left alone, he transmuted into flame, a talent he unleashed on Baldr more than anyone else. Baldr was unharmed, but Loki managed to ruin his clothes before taking off toward the river.

Thor huffed. Frigg would be furious if he came home without Loki, but he wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of dragging an angry shapeshifter back to the palace. Assuming, of course, that he could even find Loki in the first place—the child was probably sulking under a rock. For once, Thor actually wished he were handling civil disputes rather than roaming the fields.

Thor sent Baldr home with a crack about how the seamstress would be pleased to see him again and strode off across the rolling hills. He followed the sound of rushing water until the rumble of Frananger Falls filled his ears. 

The river was one of Loki’s favourite places. He could hide like a fox in the small caves in the hills, swim like a fish in the river, fly like a hawk above the lush green lands, and he could do it all far from the Aesir, many of whom feared and distrusted him. This was his domain and the most likely place he would hide. But how was Thor going to find him?

Looking for Loki had proved to be a mistake before—perhaps it would be best to let Loki find him. 

Thor sat near the riverbank and tossed pebbles casually into the water, enjoying the wet plunk of each stone as it sank into the burbling stream. He waited for some time but did not see anything that might have been Loki, who probably did not want to be found after attacking Baldr. If Loki wanted to play tricks, Thor would just have to play along.

Thor stood and stretched, letting out a noisy, exaggerated yawn before clearing a grassy patch and stretching out as though to nap. If Loki thought Thor was sleeping, he might come over to cause some mischief. Of course, Thor knew he had to be careful that he did not alert Loki to the ruse by stirring too much, but he could not allow himself to actually fall asleep lest he awaken with only half a beard—again. Of course, Loki might not be anywhere nearby and this would all be a waste of time. But what could he do?

Thor got as comfortable as possible, ignoring every itch and twitch he could until he heard the grass rustle alongside his prone figure. When something sniffed at his ear, Thor threw his arm around the hairy beast and wrestled it to the ground. It was a small, black wolf—almost undoubtedly Loki in disguise, but he had to be sure.

Thor pinned the wolf’s body with one knee and shoved its head into the ground with the other. “Ah, little wolf, what a magnificent pelt you have!” he cried, slowly drawing his long seax from the sheath on his belt. “I will keep your skin by my bed and enjoy the feel of you under my bare feet each morning!”

The wolf’s eyes grew wild, and he began to writhe and bark and howl even before Thor finished speaking. Thor was not satisfied yet, and he very slowly lowered the point of the blade toward the creature’s face. Struggling and whining, the creature soon began to dissolve and reshape into the screaming form of a gangly, dark-haired boy.

“No!” Loki shrieked. “Don’t skin me!”

“Hmmph. Thought so,” Thor grunted, putting away his seax. He grabbed his little brother firmly by the arm before lifting his weight off the little runt and pulling him roughly to his feet. He took a good look at the scowling child and wondered exactly what had possessed Odin to bring this strange little beast to Asgard. 

Loki glowered at Thor with his strange white-blue eyes as Thor brushed the dirt from Loki’s dark grey kyrtill. 

“You should be more careful, little brother. A hunter might actually have killed you.”

Loki sneered. “I would have changed in time.”

Thor gave the boy a stern look. “You took a long time to change.”

“Well,” Loki stalled, crossing his arms tightly over his narrow chest. “I knew you wouldn’t do it.”

It was a lie, and Thor saw through it. “You panicked. You could have been hurt or killed, little brother.”

Infuriated, Loki clenched his fists, intense heat building beneath his skin. “Stop calling me that—I am NOT your brother or Baldr’s brother or Hödr’s brother or Vidar’s brother! I have no brothers!”

Standing tall with his chest puffed out and his hands on his hips, Thor decided to challenge the whelp. “So then, if you’re not our brother, then you must be a Jötun, like Father says.”

“Odin lies about me,” Loki shot back. “He lies about everyone.”

“And what of Mother?”

A cruel smirk tainted the boy’s lips and hardened his ice blue eyes. “She lies with everyone—hardly one to be trusted.”

Thor slapped Loki hard, causing tears to course down his olive-toned cheeks. Loki called up the burning heat beneath his skin, and when flames leapt from his hands, he rushed at Thor, who grabbed him under the arms and pivoted, heaving the boy into the middle of the river. The cool waters sizzled as they doused Loki’s angry flames.

Thor realized his mistake before the boy even splashed down, for once he was in the water, he changed into a large salmon and began swimming away with the current.

Cursing himself, Thor raced along the riverbank, keeping Loki in sight at all times. He couldn’t swim fast enough to catch the boy, so he ran hard to pass him while dodging obstacles on land. Just a little further downstream, the waters fed into a series of narrow, rocky channels. If he could get there first, he could dash across the rocks and catch Loki or at least block his progress.

Luck was with Thor, as the unusually dry summer had caused the water levels to drop until the tops of the exposed rocks were dry. He leapt across the flat rocks to a channel near the far bank, where Loki flopped about. The channels were too narrow for him to swim through, but he failed to jump clear of the rocks and had stranded himself. Thor captured him, gripping his slippery body in a bear hold.

Unable to breathe, Loki flopped and flailed, smashing Thor’s broad nose with his scaly, bony head. Thor grunted his displeasure, barking at Loki to return to his natural form, but he could not feel Loki’s body change shape. He shoved Loki’s face under the water until his panicked shuddering gave way to a strong, rhythmic wriggle, then lifted him back out of the water and hugged him close. 

“Change, Loki, you can’t stay like this,” he implored, but Loki continued to flail.

Terror knotted Thor’s belly. He shoved Loki’s face back under the water, holding tight to him even though Loki’s fins cut his hands.

“You have to come back, Loki! By Father’s beard, child, CHANGE!” he roared, feeling the scaly body ripple unnaturally in his hands; moments later, he hoisted the gasping, dripping boy out of the water. Thor carried his foster brother back to land, relieved that he would neither have to explain to Frigg that her youngest son was a dead fish nor protect Loki’s body from Odin’s ravenous wolves.

Exhausted, Loki did not resist when Thor’s muscular hands wrapped around his head. Thor stared into his face, and he looked back at his elder brother with none of his earlier defiance.

“Loki, why did you not change when I told you to? Did you think you could still escape?”

Loki turned his eyes to the ground.

“Was it because you were scared or hurt?”

Loki bit his quivering lower lip, and one lone tear coursed down his cheek. Thor turned Loki’s head, trying to get the boy to meet his gaze. When that didn’t work, he shook the boy firmly.

“I’m not weak,” Loki muttered.

So, there it was. He could muster his talents easily to cause mischief, but he lost his focus when danger was present.

“A warrior fights despite the pain because he learns how. I can teach you,” Thor said, pressing his forehead to Loki’s. He felt the boy nod slightly. “Have you eaten anything since you left this morning?”

Loki shook his head. “Baldr carried everything.”

Thor thumped to the ground and gestured for Loki to sit next to him. He reached into his satchel and retrieved two of Idun’s apples, handing one to Loki, who sank his sharp teeth into it. When that was gone, Thor handed him a waterskin, but when Loki brought it near his mouth, he recoiled in surprise.

“Wine?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. “By the smell, one of Father’s best.”

Suspicious, Thor asked how Loki would know, but the boy looked away.

“Yes, it’s one of Father’s best,” Thor grunted. “Just don’t tell anyone.”

A sly grin seeped across Loki’s face as he drank deeply.

[image: image]

Frigg was relieved to see Baldr return home unharmed by Loki’s troublesome talents, even though he had lost yet another kyrtill to Loki’s temper. However, she grew worried that Thor and Loki were gone so long and panicked when Fulla brought news that Thor was carrying his brother’s limp body back to Breithablik. She rushed past her handmaiden to meet her sons.

Thor bowed his head and tried not to look sheepish when Frigg fussed over Loki, brushing matted locks of dark hair from his face. She was about to ask Thor what had happened, but a whiff of Loki’s breath revealed the secret.

“He’s drunk,” she uttered with great consternation, staring Thor down like a dog that had piddled on the floor.

“He talked,” Thor countered, refusing to meet Frigg’s gaze.

Frigg stepped back and clasped her hands together, her chin raised authoritatively. “Put him to bed,” she ordered. “I’ll have Fulla look after him until he recovers. The evening meal will be served soon, so hurry to the great hall before your father feeds your share to his wolves.”
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Sick from his indulgence, Loki did not leave his bed the next day, and Thor was deeply concerned that he might have done the boy serious harm. He was relieved when, on the second day, Hödr’s walking staff moved every time he set it down, Frigg’s golden spindle went missing in the morning and turned up in a ewer of wine at dinner, and a black dog chased one of Freyja’s long-haired cats through the palace, tripping the servants as they raced through the corridors.

Thor also seemed to have grown a second shadow. Loki was often at his eldest brother’s heels in one shape or another—most often as a boy, at least when Thor invited him somewhere, but sometimes as a hawk or a wolf or whatever form seemed most pleasing at the time. Thor couldn’t even court Sif unchaperoned. If they tried to steal some privacy in a quiet corner of the palace or sneak out to the fields, Thor would inevitably be met at the door by a sweet smile and a wicked tongue. At first, Thor cuffed Loki to discourage him, but then the younger boy simply learned to dodge any corrective blows and fly, sometimes literally, to a spot where he couldn’t be reached. Many were the days that Thor was ruthlessly taunted from on high.

Sif, of course, quickly realized what was happening. She suggested they invite Loki along on some occasions in exchange for privacy on others. Thor gritted his teeth at the proposal, but Sif employed some wily charms of her own and easily persuaded her love of the wisdom of this strategy.

The next day, Thor offered to bring Loki on half of his excursions with Sif and was very clear that, when not invited, Loki was to stay home. Loki readily agreed to the deal and abided by it most of the time, but only because Thor threatened to beat him to a bloody mess if he didn’t. In any case, this arrangement helped keep Loki out much trouble that he would have gotten into otherwise.

With Sif around, Loki wasn’t half the pest he usually was. In fact, he was quite charming, which surprised Thor greatly. Loki could sometimes be aloof, even with their mother, but not so with delicate, golden-haired Sif. He would change form to amuse her or fetch some object that caught her attention, and Sif was as fond of him as he was of her. She would talk to him gently, even let him rest his head on her shoulder or knee while they sat. This irked Thor somewhat because he was never sure what Loki was up to, but no harm ever came of it beyond a few twinges of jealousy.

Jealousy and a few of Loki’s more innocent pranks.

One fine summer afternoon, as they walked home after a day by the river, Thor noticed that Sif couldn’t seem to stop smiling coyly at him. He made eyes at her, thinking that she wanted to spend the rest of the afternoon attending to more private matters, but when they approached the palace, the other young men elbowed each other and laughed. Thor was too busy staring at Sif to even notice (he wasn’t terribly observant, even at the best of times) until one of the others shouted.

“What a lovely bride!” he hollered. “Sif must be very lucky!”

Sif burst into fits of laughter. Perplexed, Thor looked to the tormentor, who put together his forefingers and thumbs together to create a ring, then placed them on top of his head and laughed. Thor reached up and pulled a fistful of small white blossoms out of his hair. Loki had given him a crown of wildflowers when he was busy goggling at his future wife.

Thor’s face turned bright red, and he bellowed Loki’s name, whipping around only to find the boy was nowhere in sight. Humiliated, he shook his fists and began tearing out flowers and hair alike until Sif, still laughing, put her soft hands on Thor’s burly arms to calm him. She then picked the remaining blossoms out of her lover’s coarse mane while he blushed deeply.

“He’s right about one thing,” she cooed, smiling sweetly. “I am very lucky.”



Trial by Fire

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

(Age of the Aesir)


[image: image]


Over the next few weeks, Thor made an effort to keep his promise to help Loki master his skills, but Loki, who despised rigour and discipline, often disappeared partway through the lesson. Thor lost more than an hour every day searching for his wayward brother and was ready to give up on the endeavour entirely.

However, one afternoon, Loki reappeared before his brother’s temper had cooled. Thor caught him and held him tightly, twisting his thin arms painfully behind his back, forcing him to his knees. Loki screamed and begged Thor to stop, but Thor was furious. He shook Loki and berated him while onlookers gathered around.

Odin and Baldr were among the first to arrive. Horrified, Baldr cried out for Thor to stop, but before he could rush to Loki’s aid, Odin put a hand on his arm and shook his head. Baldr was stunned by his father’s coldness but obeyed his wishes. He stood by his father’s side and watched helplessly, while Odin’s wolves sat at their master’s heels, their heads cocked and ears raised.

Upon hearing the terrified shrieks of her son, Frigg bolted out of the palace and rushed at Thor, pounding his wide, muscular back and shouting for him to stop. When that failed, she tried to pry Loki out of Thor’s unbreakable grasp, but Odin restrained her.

“This must be done. It is for Loki’s own good,” he calmly assured his desperate wife. But Frigg continued screaming and struggling to no avail.

Soon, Loki’s screams turned shrill and tears coursed down his dark cheeks, but still the raging Thor would not release him. Even Odin became concerned. “Change, Loki, change!” he blared past his wife’s ear, wondering how much more punishment his son could take.

Thor’s eyes gleamed red and his teeth gnashed. Loki’s head flew back, his face contorted in agony, and he loosed a bloodcurdling shriek. Baldr frantically grabbed Odin’s shoulder while Frigg wrenched her whole body in a futile attempt to free herself from Odin’s powerful arms. Desperately, Odin called to his son one last time.

“CHANGE!”

Loki screwed his eyes shut. His wailing was drowned out by a crackling BOOM as his entire body disappeared in the exploding flames. 

Shocked by the instantaneous fire, Thor released his grip and tried to protect his face with his arms. When the heat died away, he lowered his arms and was blinded by a hard slap that made his blistered cheek sting. He looked up to see Baldr leading their weeping mother into the palace.

Thor was wracked with guilt. He had intended to help Loki, not hurt him. For a moment he thought he couldn’t possibly feel any worse until he noticed Sif standing by the courtyard gates. Her shoulders were slightly hunched, and her hands were clenched tightly over her breast as though clamping together her broken heart. Worst of all was the horror and betrayal frozen on her beautiful face. Before Thor could even think to call to her, she disappeared into the buzzing masses of the capital, her silky golden locks trailing behind her.

Ashamed, Thor sighed despondently. He had alienated the brother he was supposed to guide and protect, and the woman he loved might never marry him. He stared down at his blistered hands and felt his skin sting every time he moved even a little.

Odin casually walked up beside his son and touched his shoulder very lightly.

“Loki will come back. Sif will come back, too.”

Thor wanted to glare at his father, but could barely manage a look of firm irritation in his state. “How can you be so sure?” he mumbled miserably. He couldn’t see why either would speak to him again.

“Because it is written.”

Thor was not impressed. He despised how his father knew so many things that were the business of the Norns alone.

Sensing Thor’s unease, Odin smiled warmly and stared at his son with his single appraising eye. “You did what had to be done. A few weeks ago, you nearly killed Loki, and he’s followed you everywhere ever since. He’s difficult, yes, but not stupid. He sees and understands. Sif will understand, too...eventually.”

Odin cocked his head to one side, smiling and waiting for a response.

“I could have injured him very badly. Maybe I did.”

“He’ll be fine,” Odin replied nonchalantly.

Thor stared mutely at his father, not comprehending what that meant. “How can you be so sure?”

Odin waved his hands absentmindedly. “To change shape is to completely recreate your entire body—every hair, every muscle, every bone. When you do this, you naturally rearrange everything so that it is whole. You can, of course, change yourself so that you are broken, but believe me, you wouldn’t ordinarily choose to do that.”

Faced with Thor’s silent incredulity, Odin sighed. “Do you never wonder why the boy always gets into trouble but never has any scrapes or bruises? This is why. But before this, he could only do it when it was easy. Thanks to you, he is learning to change under duress.”

Odin’s enthusiasm did not make Thor feel like less of a brutish monster, but it made sense. Loki never seemed to have any obvious injuries and had only broken a bone once, when he was too young to control his abilities. He certainly hoped the boy would be fine.

Odin gently laid one hand back on Thor’s shoulder. “Let’s get you inside so we can take care of these wounds. And stop worrying—Sif and Loki will come back, just like your beard.”

Taken aback, Thor touched his beard very carefully. His burned fingers could barely feel the charred mess, but it was clear that the hair had burned away almost to his chin. Thor hung his head. This would take months to grow back.

[image: image]

Loki was not seen for the rest of the day, but Odin forbade anyone to search for him. He would come back when he was ready, but if they hunted for him, he would continue to hide.

That night, supper was a strangely quiet and sombre affair, and Frigg was altogether absent as her roiling stomach was clenched tight; instead, she sat in a chair beside Loki’s bed and wept into her sewing until she fell asleep. When she awoke early in the morning, she found her son curled up in bed, hugging his knees to his chest. Disbelief and then relief washed over her, and her terror drained away as she brushed thick locks of dark, curly hair off her young son’s forehead. She moved gingerly to the edge of the bed and watched him sleep.

More than anything, she longed to pick him up and cradle him in her arms like she did when he was just a tiny boy, but she forced herself to refrain. He wasn’t a little child anymore. He was growing fast now and had extraordinary gifts, although some of them were very dark, indeed. He was also starting to favour the company of the men, which stung her even though she had encouraged it. This transition had been difficult with all of her sons, but even with blind Hödr, she had never felt such anxiety. Why did Loki cause her so much unease?

She was no longer afraid for Baldr—the many creatures and things of the worlds had vowed not to hurt him, and even fire left him untouched. Baldr could not be killed and Ragnarök could not be triggered, at least not this way. Her worries lingered, but she dismissed them. Baldr was safe.

At least part of her discomfort was caused by Loki’s new-found attachment to Sif. Frigg was pleased that Thor’s future wife was so kind to the boy, but the relationship was much closer than she was comfortable with. Frigg had cared for Loki day and night while he was a fitful, sickly baby. Had her affections been so easily replaced with the warm touch of a pretty girl? Jötun or not, Loki would grow into manhood soon, and Frigg wistfully accepted that the youngest of her household would no longer be a child.

Frigg debated leaving the room to let Loki sleep. She didn’t want to go, but he might not want his mother hovering over him. Then again, he must have seen her dozing next to his bed and might be distressed to find her suddenly gone. Or perhaps that was wishful thinking on her part.

While Frigg wrestled with her conflicted feelings, she felt Loki stir a little. He inhaled deeply, then his strange, pale eyes fluttered open and looked up at her with such innocence that it broke her heart. For all his troublemaking, he was still just a boy who craved affection.

She decided to stay a while. Great changes were coming, and this might be the last time Loki needed her to simply be his mother.
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Loki wasn’t the only one who benefited from a little motherly care, however, as Frigg’s skills helped Thor recover from his burns.

“When you raise four boys, you learn the healing arts well,” she remarked, bandaging Thor’s hands after applying a greasy unguent to his palms. When Thor tried flexing his fingers, she quickly but gently enfolded his large hands in her own to discourage him. Concerned that he would aggravate the wounds, she demanded that he rest for several days, which seemed like a punishment to Thor. He was already embarrassed by his violent outburst and humiliated by the loss of his beard, and now he had to sit quietly and do nothing like an obedient little girl. But when he tried to argue, Frigg reminded him sternly that he was underage and, therefore, still governed by his parents. 

In a bid to overturn his mother’s orders, Thor visited Odin’s chambers and passionately explained the depth of his humiliation at being commanded to sit quietly. He was nearly of age now—surely he couldn’t be expected to obey his mother like a small child. 

Odin sat next to the detached head of wise Mímir, his long-time friend and advisor whose milky eyes and drooping lips were perpetually half-open. Both listened as Thor pleaded for Odin to use his healing powers. Thor argued it would only be fair, seeing as how he had helped Loki learn a valuable lesson, which was what Odin had wanted. If nothing else, he should overturn Frigg’s decision to bar him from fighting—he could handle the pain. 

When Thor had finished, Odin and Mímir whispered to each other; when Mímir fell silent, Odin gave Thor a hard, unsympathetic smile. “The burns are your lesson for losing your temper,” he said and waved Thor off.

Thor skulked through the palace, baring his teeth at anyone who dared to look at him. Being ordered about by his mother was bad enough, but the jibes he took from the other warriors about his “boyish complexion" and “youthful chin" made him yearn for Loki’s wickedness. At least there was only one of him.

In the meantime, Loki avoided Thor altogether, disappearing quickly whenever Thor approached. Baldr and Hödr also gave their eldest brother a wide berth, and the servants swerved around him in the corridors.

After a few days, Thor’s anger abated, and Baldr came to visit him. Baldr, at least, was sympathetic to Thor’s plight, because he knew how awful Thor really felt about injuring Loki. And of course, as a young male eager to impress, he could understand all too readily Thor’s humiliation at the loss of his glorious beard. At least their mother had salvaged what hair remained so that it was not a singed, scraggly mess.

But the worst was the loss of Sif’s affections. She had made herself as scarce as Loki the past few days, and she refused to see Thor when he called on her. Baldr offered to speak with her, and Thor was grateful for the help. Surely, if she would listen to anyone, it would be sweet, good-natured Baldr. However, when Odin’s golden son called on Sif at her father’s home, she received him out of courtesy but neither left the doorway nor invited Baldr in. She stood listening to his pleas on Thor’s behalf, nervously tucking loose strands of her silky, golden hair behind one ear. She promised to think on what Baldr had said, thanked him for his visit, and closed the door. When Baldr returned to Thor and told him of Sif’s cool reception, Thor’s broad shoulders sagged.

After several more days, Thor’s hands had healed well enough that his skin no longer cracked and bled, and Frigg allowed him to return to his weapons training. Thor thought of the whippings he would unleash on the others for their cruel verbal jabs, but his smile faded when he thought of Loki. He sheepishly inquired about his brother, and Frigg fixed him with a sad smile. She assured him that Loki was fine, although he was still upset about the whole incident.

“Mostly,” she said, resting her hand on Thor’s arm, “I think he misses his brother.”

The following day, Thor joined the other warriors as they practised sparring and cracked the ribs of one who said he had seen a better beard on a Jötun girl. On the second day, one who had mocked Thor’s “girlish blush” had his legs knocked out from under him by a sweep of Thor’s spear. On the third day, Thor smashed the nose of yet another offender with his “delicate, womanly hands.” The great warrior Týr had laughed at all of these retributions, but on the third day, as he laughed heartily, he wondered aloud if Thor would leave anyone standing to fight the Jötnar. His booming voice was jovial, but his eyes flashed a warning that Thor could not miss.

On the fourth day, something rather unusual happened. While the warriors were sparring, a black fox came bounding through the throng of stamping feet and clashing weapons to snap at Thor’s gargantuan calf. Thor howled in surprise and pain, and was rewarded for his loss of concentration with a fierce blow to the belly. The others attempted to catch the fox, which darted around their ankles then leapt over their backs when they bowed down to grab it. They all laughed at the critter’s antics, but soon the chase turned from a game to an earnest hunt. The spears and axes came out, and suddenly the creature was dodging weapons every which way and taking blows to the body that sent it skittering underfoot.

After regaining his wits, Thor realized what was happening and called for the others to stop, but they did not hear or did not listen. When he tried to barge past them to rescue the deranged fox, they stood firm, each hoping to snag the pelt as a prize. The warriors were packed densely enough that the terrified creature could not escape and was forced time and again back toward the centre of the jeering crowd until, finally, one solid blow snapped the beast’s ribs, making it scream. When the fighter began to swing his axe toward the hapless thing’s head, it erupted into flames, singeing the trousers of every man standing near it. Immediately, the men backed away, horrified. Enraged, Thor shoved his way past the stunned fighters.

Loki lay on his back, heaving and hugging his ribs. Half-grinning, half-grimacing, he boasted “I can change whenever I want, now. I am as strong as you.”

Still shocked, Thor reached down and placed his hands firmly around Loki’s slender, angular face. “That was reckless, Loki! You could have been killed!”

“But I wasn’t,” Loki crowed, cackling unnervingly.

Thor swallowed hard, forcing down the urge to pick the boy up and shake him. What had he been thinking, enticing armed warriors to chase him for sport? The boy had clearly learned to control his skills, though he certainly wouldn’t have advanced his talents any further if he had been killed, and it was small comfort knowing that Loki’s injuries would have healed in his transformation. Shaking his head sternly, Thor hauled Loki to his feet and began dragging him back toward the palace. 

Týr barked at the other warriors to continue their practice, then intercepted Odin’s sons and led them aside. When they were all out of earshot of the sparring fighters, Týr lowered himself to look Loki in the eye. “That was some trick, young master. Did you not think you might get hurt?”

Loki looked up at Thor, who nodded.

“It doesn’t matter because I didn’t get hurt,” he replied bluntly.

Týr’s bushy eyebrows shot nearly all the way to his hairline, but a little smile curled his lip. “Ah, is that so? I heard a terrible crack when Ingvarr struck you. I was sure he’d broken your little body.”

Loki didn’t flinch at having his bluff called. “They didn’t hurt me any more than I hurt them.”

Týr chuckled and ruffled Loki’s coarse hair (which made Loki frown), then told him to run home. Thor shoved Loki toward the palace, which earned him a good look at Loki’s long, pink tongue before the boy took off running.

Týr let loose an effusive guffaw. “The boy has spirit!” he declared warmly, straightening up and clapping Thor’s shoulder. “Not unlike his brother.”

Thor disagreed. He was plenty unlike Loki, though he didn’t bother to say it.

“Does the boy know how to fight?” Týr inquired with great interest.

Thor shook his head. “Loki has no interest in such things. He has a mind for mischief, not discipline.”

“Didn’t we all at one time or another,” mused the old warrior. “But it is said he is one of the pureblood Jötnar, perhaps even one of the nomads—and I believe it. If he could be taught a little more control, his skills could be put to use teaching the boys to fight the worst of our foes.”

Týr shot Thor a searching look, but Thor gave him a dark stare, prompting a knowing chuckle from his elder. “Let me guess—your mother would never allow it.”

“She would not,” Thor sombrely confirmed. He certainly had no intention of asking her.



A Crown of Flowers
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Over the coming weeks, Thor and Loki spent plenty of time together and became increasingly fond of one another. Loki teased Thor mercilessly, and Thor chased Loki furiously, and somehow the two became nearly inseparable, much to Frigg’s bittersweet delight. She would often do her afternoon sewing or spinning near a window overlooking the courtyard so that she could hear the boys’ exchanges without allowing them to see her. She occasionally panicked if she thought she heard Loki scream, but this was so often followed by gales of laughter that she eventually learned to ignore it.

What could not be ignored was Thor’s growing distress at Sif’s absence. Although the boys had made amends, Sif was still aloof, often skirting around Thor when he drew near and intentionally averting her gaze. She would take a circuitous path to avoid him when she could and simply hurried past him when she couldn’t.

Everyone knew what was happening, but no one saw Thor’s despair more clearly than Loki. He rarely left his brother’s side unless commanded to, and even then he’d find a way to quietly disobey. Thus, it often happened that Loki was nearby to read the rejection in his brother’s eyes or the sloop of his shoulders when Sif passed him with little more than a courteous nod. Not surprisingly, Loki realized he was in a unique position to remedy the situation.

The home of Sif’s father was a modest dwelling by the standards of the great palaces of Odin and his kin, but it was grand and comfortable in its own ways. The arched entryway led straight into a large hall big enough to seat the small family and the guests they frequently enjoyed, and its walls were decorated with brightly painted shields. To either side, carved staircases led up to a second floor where the family’s personal chambers were located.

Sif’s chambers occupied the southeast corner, where her terrace garden was bathed in sunlight. This was the perfect place for her, as she loved all manner of living things, and her garden was lush with flowers and small trees that made homes for the songbirds she adored. She spent a great deal of time tending to her plants and occasionally shirked her domestic duties to spend time in her private garden.

One morning, she slipped away from the table while her parents and younger siblings finished their meals and tiptoed out into the warmth of the late-summer sun that graced her terrace. There, she spotted a tree swallow sitting on the broad terrace ledge. His head, wings, and back shimmered a rich blue-black, and his pristine white throat puffed out with each sweet chirp. Delighted, Sif slowly approached the little bird, which seemed to be watching her intently, his little head tilting this way and that. However, when she came almost within arm’s reach, the bird flew off, leaving behind a circlet of tiny, snowy wildflowers like the ones she had lovingly picked out of Thor’s hair some weeks before.

Sif gasped and stared after the wee bird as it rapidly disappeared from sight. When he was gone, she gently lifted the crown of delicate blooms and held it carefully on the palm of one hand while the fingers of the other hand tenderly caressed the braid of wee flowers.

It was a sweet gesture, but it made her feel a little queasy. She wasn’t sure whether or not to marry Thor, given the way he brutally attacked his own brother. Thor’s hot temper was no surprise to her, but he had never unleashed it on anyone other than a competitor or an enemy. But Loki was still just a child. She couldn’t help but worry about what kind of husband and father he would be, and she thought back to her own mother’s lament that gentle Baldr was just too young to marry.

But despite the vicious treatment, Loki seemed to have forgiven his brother and now seemed to be advocating for him. Sif hoped that Loki would return to answer her questions and went about her daily routine, frequently checking her terrace garden.

The following morning, she excused herself from the table without finishing her breakfast and practically leapt up the stairs, her mother’s exasperated cries trailing behind her. She rushed to her chambers, slowing as she approached her open terrace, where, as she had hoped, sat the lustrous little bird with another small wreath of flowers. He chirped enthusiastically as she approached.

Sif glanced quickly over her shoulder and listened. Satisfied that no one had followed her upstairs, she crept through her garden and knelt down behind some of the larger plants in a space just big enough for herself and young Loki. She beckoned the little bird, who landed gently in front of her.

She had never been so close when Loki changed shape before, and the sight was rather disturbing. His tiny, feathery body began to bubble and boil, rapidly and unevenly expanding outward. His long, grey-blue toes merged and his legs seemed almost to break as the backward-facing joints snapped forward to become his knees. His tail shrank back into his spine and his round, proud breast flattened down and stretched into a narrow rib cage; his wings fluttered violently as joints dislocated and bones reformed. Flesh absorbed feather, and pale, slender fingers emerged, twitching as they resumed their natural shape.

But the transmutation of his face was the most horrifying of all. Sif was sure she could hear the bones grinding as his skull reformed, and his brow stretched upwards, first on the left and then on the right, before his cheekbones pivoted forward. Loki’s bulging black eyes shrank back into their sockets and the darkness seemed to swirl and sink into his pupils, revealing his eerie, ice-blue irises. Finally, his hard, narrow beak crackled faintly as it conformed to the contours of his jaw, retracting and melting into bone and teeth, covered over by flesh that seemed to ooze down from his cheeks and creep up from his chin to form his thin, pink lips.

“Ow,” Loki whined. It was a moment before he had recovered enough to notice the sheer terror in Sif’s wide, green eyes or the hand she had clamped over her own mouth to stifle her screams. “Sorry,” he muttered apologetically, massaging the back of his freshly recreated neck. “The small creatures are harder to do.”

Sif lowered her hand from her mouth. “I have no doubt of that,” she said breathlessly, wishing she had not just seen that grotesque transformation. She would be sure not to watch him change back before he left.

“I think I know why you’re here, Loki, but please, tell me,” Sif implored in a hushed whisper. She didn’t want anyone in her family to hear, but she was also afraid to hear what he might say. Maybe she was wrong about his intentions.

Loki shrugged with boyish discomfort. His face was angled downwards so he had to open his eyes wide to look up at her, which made him look sweetly sheepish.

“Well,” he started, “I know you’re angry at Thor, but what happened was because of me. It was my fault. He doesn’t say it, but he’s afraid you won’t marry him now. Will you still marry him next summer?”

Sif stared down at her hands and thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” she finally said.

“Do you love him? He loves you.”

Sif bit her lip. She looked nervously at Loki, not sure quite what to say, but eventually she confessed that she did.

Loki’s eyes filled with hope. “So marry him!” he urged in a hoarse whisper.

“It’s not that simple, Loki,” Sif said, sighing.

“No, but Thor is,” he shot back.

Sif chided Loki gently, but it was true—Thor really was a simple creature. He was as he presented himself, and he didn’t hide anything. Still, she was appalled by his behaviour.

Soft, slender fingers reached out to hers, grasping them gingerly, a child’s imploring touch. She took Loki’s small, soft hand in her own and smiled sadly while he gazed up at her.

“Thor loves you. I love you, too. I can’t imagine having a kinder, prettier sister than you,” Loki confided, leaning forward, his striking pale eyes wide with the earnest innocence of an eager young boy. “Please marry my brother.”

Warm tears traced the gentle curves of Sif’s supple cheeks, and the pinkness that quickly ringed her eyes made her emerald irises seem all the brighter. She did not hide her tears or wipe them away. Instead, she ran her fingers through Loki’s long, wild curls and silently considered Loki’s words.

“All right, I will,” she promised. “But let me tell Thor.”

Grinning, Loki agreed and excitedly kissed his sister-to-be on the cheek.

It was time for Loki to go. Sif clenched her eyes shut and did not open them until the fluttering of wings had faded away. The empty space where Loki had sat made her feel a little sad—he was always so sweet and pleasant with her—but she felt lighter and happier than she had in weeks. She sat silently smiling up to the clear blue sky until her mother found her and scolded her for being childish.
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