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      “Freya, you don’t have to leave,” Sela begged her friend. “There is plenty of room at our place.”

      ‘Room’ in a New York sense meant Freya could continue to sleep on the couch of Sela and Loki’s one-bedroom Manhattan apartment. As tempting as a tenth-floor view of the Park might be to most, another night of trying to block out the lovebirds in the adjacent bedroom was untenable.

      Smiling, Freya shook her head and reiterated her plans, “No, sweetheart, I don’t want to be — what do they call it here… the third wheel? — anymore. Besides, I hear Europe is idyllic this time of year.

      “I want to catch up with friends there, and sponge off them for a while.” She dropped a wink, making Sela chuckle as they sipped their overpriced cappuccinos at a boutique coffee shop along Fifth Avenue.

      “I need you here as my maid of honor, Freya. The church ladies are campaigning for their former priest to get married in their church… even if he was corrupted by me⁠—”

      The two could not help but laugh at Sela’s snarky comment.

      “—they insist on planning it.”

      “Do you really want to go through the headache of a religious joining? Wouldn’t a handfasting be more… fitting? Do you even believe in this God they worship?”

      “I know better than to answer that question with you sitting across from me. One wrong word and you’ll turn me to dust.”

      “I would never think of influencing your answer, my dear,” Freya replied, with no hint of humor. “Remember, I’m the goddess of Free Thought as much as I am of Free Love.”

      “Hmm, so always strings attached. With that in mind, let’s just say,” Sela said, hoping to end the topic of conversation, “I’m leaving it up to Loki. He’s known them longer, and you can battle him over it.”

      Freya patted her friend’s hand. A smile returning to her face at the thought of going to war with Loki.

      “Are you sure you want to be a widow so soon after getting married?”

      Sela was about to defend her fiancé’s capabilities when Freya cut her off. Looking at her watch, the goddess said, “I should be going. My fight leaves in a few hours.”

      “Y-you’re actually flying? What in Odin’s name for?”

      “I have a ton of frequent flier miles.”

      “Really? Which airline? I wouldn’t mind coming along.”

      “PussyCat Airlines… and there’s only room for one passenger on this flight. Besides, I doubt you’d find the in-flight service desirable. All those furballs fill up the carriage more quickly than you’d think.”

      Sela knew what Freya meant. The goddess intended to use her cat driven chariot to get there. Why Freya used such an odd sort of propulsion, Sela could never understand — although she was not a fan of metal tubes hurtling through the sky, either — but accepted it as another of her friend’s eccentricities.

      Freya stood, preparing to leave. Sela took a last sip of her coffee, set down the cup, looked up at Freya, and frowned.

      At the back of her mind, Sela knew there was more behind Freya’s decision but all she could think to say was, “You better stay in touch, and don’t let me see on TV that you were arrested for committing some grand heist. I want a better reason to visit Europe than to bail you out of a dismal dungeon.”

      As if I could stop you from doing anything, Sela thought, loudly enough for her friend to hear.

      “Don’t worry, Sela. I’ll behave.”

      “Make sure you do, and bring me home an expensive wedding gift.”

      “Will the city of Rome suffice?”

      Bending, Freya pressed a kiss to Sela’s forehead, and was gone with a gust of wind.
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      Freya was glad of the large floppy hat she had been persuaded to purchase by one of the street vendors in Athens. The walk… or rather hike… up to the highest level of the ancient theater was no mean feat under the blazing Greek sun.

      Yes, she could have ascended in far less exhausting a manner, but her stubborn need to behave like these mortals had yet to abate. Besides, she had come to appreciate the utter normality of being a tourist.

      Puffing from exertion, she paused to catch her breath, then turned and immediately lost it again.

      Below, spread out in all its glory… Delphi.

      Slack-jawed, Freya sank onto the warm lichen-covered stone, and removed her hat to fan her hot face. “Never did I imagine…” she muttered. Throughout the eons of her existence, of all the incredible places she had been privileged to see, this panorama beat them all.

      The graceful semi-circle of the theater, nestled on the southwestern slope of Mount Parnassus, acted as a frame for the site, flowing down towards the Pleistos River in the valley below.

      Behind her, the weathered mountainside rose sheer and rugged, to kiss the cloudless azure sky.

      In front, the craggy rock was alleviated here and there by hardy bushes, disappearing into the verdant swathes of fir and walnut, and the silvery sage, sea of olives blanketing the lower slopes.

      Arriving early, Freya had explored much of the site, from the Roman Agora, through the treasuries, and past the Sybil rock on her way to the Temple of Apollo before climbing to the top of the theater. While she appreciated the archaeological importance of the ruins, ancient history was nothing new to her, being older than most of it.

      The appeal to Freya was the sense of harmony with the earth… with nature… that the site engendered, and the tranquility — despite the number of visitors — was a balm to her bruised soul.

      She could stay here forever.

      Leaning back against the remains of what was once a marble seat, she let her mind roam.
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        * * *

      

      When she left New York, Freya had no specific destination in mind, and left the decision to her cats, who chose Istanbul — for no reason Freya could decipher, although the fact it was the capital of Turkey may have been their inspiration.

      Her, “you do realize Turkey does not mean the place of the edible fowl,” was met with the feline equivalent of a disgusted eyeroll.

      Never mind, they were there, and Freya was determined not to let a single day go to waste.

      A bustling metropolis, the city was a cacophony of sights, sounds, colors, and smells… some good, some best forgotten. Freya preferred the back streets and the path less trodden, deliberately avoiding the typical tourist haunts; she wanted to experience the true Istanbul, not its façade.

      She did, however, venture into the Hagia Sophia, not only lured by tales of its magnificence — which, to be fair, were quite true — but also in search of two inscriptions tucked away in the southern gallery. She had learned about them on a documentary Sela made her watch and, since she was here, why not?

      Following a trail of tourists, she was rewarded with a little runic graffiti, etched into the marble by a certain Halfdan and, further around, another by his compatriot, Arí. Possibly members of the Varangian Guard — the emperor’s protection detail — and, although mostly illegible, the carvings implied that even Viking warriors get bored.

      “They were probably tired of listening to some pompous barbarian, drone on about their magnificence. Been there, heard that.” Freya chuckled, to vexed, “Shush”-es from those nearby.

      “Hmmm, maybe they were part of a plundering force, and left this as a warning… Don’t mess with Halfdan, he knows where you live. Good place for gods to perch mind you.” She grinned unrepentantly at the group surrounding her. “Great view.”

      Amused by her own wit, Freya waved nonchalantly at the frowning killjoys and descended into the sunlight.

      The exchange, while insignificant in the scheme of things, left Freya feeling out of sorts and disinclined to loiter in what had been the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire until 1453. She was a goddess, she didn’t need to be ticked off by ignorant nobodies.

      Grumpily, she summoned her chariot and suggested to her cats that they might like to transport her to a place where Gods were revered.

      Which is how she ended up at Delphi.
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        * * *

      

      Athens proved to be as chaotic as Istanbul and, after the obligatory tour of the Acropolis, outwardly agreeing with the voluble guide that it was a travesty the British museum had not yet returned the marbles, while inwardly perplexed as to why they cared so much about a child’s game, Freya fled.

      Her spirit needed reviving, not crushing, and she yearned for serenity. Somewhere to heal, and to adjust. To be restored. To reconnect with the ancients… if they lingered.

      The receptionist at the hotel had suggested she do some island hopping, take in the beaches and swim in the warm waters of the Mediterranean. She had even pulled up pictures of Mykonos, Paros, and Naxos on the clever machine called a computer — a technology Freya thought more insidious than the entire Norse pantheon put together.

      “Thank you, they do look inviting, but I’m not a fan of the beach, my skin you know…” Freya waved at her porcelain complexion, relieved when she saw the knowing nod of the receptionist.

      “Ahhh, you must preserve such fine skin. A hat, a hat, you must buy a hat. It is essential. Yiannis, around the corner… the stall… he sells many hats. Best price. Go, go…” The woman had beamed, all but shooing Freya into the street, her gentle Ionian accent making her instructions sound like poetry.

      Unwilling to upset the genial clerk, and feeling more like a pickled vegetable than a goddess, Freya did as she was bidden. The young, and Adonis-like stallholder charmed his new customer into the behemoth of a hat she now sported, with barely a flash of his white teeth.

      That he charmed into other things too was neither here nor there… well, she was on holiday.

      Aren’t romances par for the course?

      From her hours in front of Sela’s television, Freya had gleaned that illicit affairs with bronzed heart-throbs were part and parcel of a Mediterranean holiday. It would be an utter travesty to flout tradition.

      While the nights of torrid lovemaking with the delectable Yiannis made Freya feel cherished and desired, they were not enough to dispel the disquiet kindled by her days searching ancient ruins.

      An ardent Greek, Yiannis had waxed lyrical about his country, in particular — because he had grown up nearby — the archaeological site at Delphi and associated wonders.

      His enthusiasm had given Freya the excuse to leave without hurting her lover’s feelings and, after assuring him of her return, left him in a state of goddess-induced bliss.
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        * * *

      

      Freya huffed a disconsolate sigh.

      Overhearing snippets of conversation implied that although mortals were fascinated by the ruins and intrigued by the reasons they were erected originally, gods and goddesses were nothing more than myth. A way to explain or apportion blame to things they could not understand.

      “I am so sorry, Zeus,” Freya whispered to the wind. “You and your fellow Olympians did not deserve to be treated with so little respect. Perhaps one day they will recall your worth.”

      She was almost certain she heard a melancholy lament… or was it naught but a zephyr soughing through the fissures in the stones?

      Shaking her head — dwelling on what had been lost was not getting her anywhere — Freya stood, and stretched, enjoying the afternoon breeze on her face.

      Yes, she could stay here forever, but the day was waning. She had to get back to the modern town, which shared the same name as the oracle, and where she was staying. It was not far, and she did not actually need to walk, but materializing in the middle of a hotel might raise the odd eyebrow.

      “Perfection, thy name is Delphi,” she murmured. Patting the ancient stone in tacit farewell, she rammed the hat on her head, and taking care not to twist her ankle, set off down the hill.
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      Opting not to return to Athens and the welcoming arms of the impossibly handsome Yiannis, Freya pointed her chariot west.

      Her goal, the Italian peninsula.

      Roman deities were younger than those of Greece. From Sela’s obsession with history documentaries, Freya had gleaned that Italy in general and Rome in particular offered an abundance of temples to their vast array of deities.

      This gave her a flicker of hope. Had the populace retained their reverence, or had they too consigned their gods to booklets and information markers?

      There was only one way to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Regrettably, her optimism was dashed, almost before it had chance to flourish.

      Freya traveled the length and breadth of Italy. She was pleased to note the various sites were frequented by more than mobs of vacuous tourists who simply wanted to tick it off their list of must-sees.

      Archaeologists, academics, and armchair historians swarmed around the ruins, lauding the Romans, from their ingenuity to their culture, from their engineering skills to their art and architecture, from their business and economic acumen to their military prowess.

      Freya could not deny the impact the Romans had in antiquity and in the modern world of the mortals, but it was secular not spiritual. Yes, once upon a time, the people petitioned their gods, but that was no longer the norm… or, had their focus shifted?

      She was taken aback by the number of churches which littered the capital. The faith practiced by the followers of this Jesus Christ, a humble carpenter who lived in the early first century AD, seemed to have supplanted every other ideology to become the overarching religion.

      This gave Freya pause. “Do mortals identify with the man because he was…” it galled her to say it… “ordinary? Yet they also call him the Son of God. Which God?” she asked herself.

      Is it the same across the world? It seemed plausible. Had not Loki chosen to hide himself in it?

      Certainly, he was no son of Odin or, as far as she could discern, related to any of the Greek, Roman, or Egyptian pantheons.

      She had a vague understanding of Christianity… who among her peers didn’t?

      Loki’s stint as a Catholic priest had afforded her a deeper insight.

      Just because they were Norse gods and as old as time itself, did not mean they were oblivious to the fluctuations in the ideologies adopted by mortals.

      Until now, she had not given it much credence.

      “Why do people believe in this man?” She sought an answer from a monk-like cleric in one of the more opulent churches — endlessly amazed she had not been struck by lightning for daring to set foot in a so-called house of God.

      She had listened to him talking to a group of tourists about the church, and deemed him to be of higher-than-average intellect; a person with whom she could discuss the esoteric. That he spoke English, albeit with a strong Irish lilt was a fortuitous bonus, and reminded her of Loki’s alter ego, Father Thomas.

      When Loki told her the world seemed to expect the priests of this religion to have a Hibernian dialect, was he actually being serious for once in his life?

      Freya’s pretty nose crinkled in thought, an odd requirement… although his words do soothe.

      She followed the black-robed cleric to the cloister garden at the side of the basilica and, leaning against a slender, spiraled pillar, posed her conundrum.

      “I think it is because people relate to a human with human failings, more than they do the perfect gods and goddesses of say Greece or Egypt. We can emulate the life of a man who was humble, who was flawed, but who strove to overcome,” he said.

      “Yet you call him the Son of God. How do you equate the two?”

      The cleric raised a suspicious brow at the glamorous, blonde woman with the Scandinavian accent who was giving him the third-degree about the tenets of his faith.

      Her perplexed expression suggested genuine interest rather than an attempt to outsmart him.

      He escorted her to one of the creaky wooden benches tucked around the quadrangle, introducing himself as, “Father Dominic.”

      “I am Freya,” she said without thinking, then cursed under her breath at her lapse.

      Father Dominic’s only reaction, to Freya’s relief, was to say, “An ancient name.”

      Steepling his fingers together, he corralled his thoughts.

      The woman’s question was not unusual - it was asked in one form or another almost every day. No, it was the vaguely unsettling impression, his answer would have far-reaching consequences.

      He shook off the notion, took a breath, and prayed for divine intervention should this get out of hand.

      “Okay, without over complicating matters, we believe that God and Christ are one and the same, that Jesus Christ was ‘born’ of a virgin… therefore purity begat by purity… and was, for want of a better word, ‘sent’ to save humanity from their sins, fulfilling prophecies laid down in the Old Testament.

      “By his death and subsequent resurrection, he defeated Satan… or evil… whatever you choose to call it… and paid the ultimate price for the aforementioned sins.”

      “So, he is immortal?” A concept with which Freya could identify.

      “In a manner of speaking, but only briefly. Our faith holds that he ascended to heaven forty days after his resurrection.

      She frowned. “Where is he now? For it is not Valhalla or Fólkvangr.”

      Once again, she had spoken without thinking, but Father Dominic did not seem to register her reference to the halls of the slain. Unbeknownst to Freya, allusions to the people and places attributed to myth and legend were not wholly uncommon.

      “Each religion has its own version, or perception of heaven. Perhaps most easily understood as a transcendental paradise where deities, angels, venerable souls and, of course, the faithful go when they die.”

      “Oh, like Valinor in that book about the ring?” she countered, her face the picture of innocence.

      The cleric pinched the bridge of his nose. This was going to get messy.

      Freya took pity on him.

      “Forgive me, I do not wish to get caught up in a deep theological debate. I want to understand why ancient gods and goddesses are no longer revered.

      “What changed so drastically that a simple mortal reduces the most powerful beings in the universe to a statue in a ruin?”

      “Because powerful beings have no checks and balances. They are limitless, immeasurable, and inexhaustible, which inevitably leads to strife and a battle for supremacy.”

      “Yet, and I repeat, you believe in one god.”

      “Yes, one God. There are no other Gods to usurp him, or… if you believe the books and the movies…  squabble over power like whiny brats arguing over a toy.

      “There is just him.”

      “Or her,” Freya interjected with a sly smile.

      “Or her,” Father Dominic conceded with a dip of his head. “Although an ongoing discussion, faith is faith. It is intangible, ephemeral, and often indescribable.

      “Why does this bother you? What are you seeking?”

      Staring out over the neatly tended garden, Freya was quiet for so long, Father Dominic wondered whether she had actually heard him, and was about to repeat his question when she spoke.

      “My own peace. I come from a…” she paused, searching for a twenty-first century term to describe the Norse pantheon, “...dysfunctional family. Squabbles are the least of it. I read a story once, in which a character was dying and the only thing to save her was belief. A notion not without merit.”

      Freya smiled sadly. “Thank you for your time. Your faith intrigues me and I think I understand its attraction, but because of it, I fear my… kin will fade away like those of antiquity, from this realm at least.

      “Whether that is good or bad, remains to be seen. It is a shame they cannot be revived by a heartfelt chant.”

      She patted his gnarled hand and stood. “Good day to you, Father.”

      With that she was gone, in a flurry of blue silk and a tantalizing hint of an intoxicating perfume, leaving a slack-jawed cleric in her wake.

      This realm?
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Freya walked along the Tiber. The river, older than the city it snaked through, gleamed like an expensive claret under a sky, tinged pink by the setting sun. She found the cadence of the water, the shadow-play through the trees on the pathway high above her, and the ever-changing reflections soothing.

      Climbing the steps to the Ponte Sant’Angelo, she was startled to see a fast-approaching cloud. She glanced around, but no one seemed perturbed.

      The balmy air was filled with the trill of birdsong and the flapping of wings. From every direction flocks of starlings, hundreds… no, thousands of birds converged above her.

      Everyone came to a standstill, as though, right at that moment, the world was holding its breath.

      The dance began.

      Fluid patterns ebbed and flowed, weaving and whirling
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