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Published 2015

Loki vowed Asgard would burn.

Bohdi Patel, latest incarnation of Chaos, wants nothing to do with Loki’s psychotic oath. 

Stranded on the icy world of Jotunheim with Amy Lewis, his friend Steve Rogers, and an unlikely band of civilians, magical beings, and elite military, Bohdi just wants to keep himself and his friends alive … but when you’re Chaos incarnate, even the simplest goals are complicated. 

If Jotunheim doesn’t kill them, Odin will, and if Odin doesn’t, the secrets they harbor might.

In the final installment of I Bring the Fire, Bohdi, Amy, Steve, and their companions learn that Chaos cannot be contained, some secrets cannot be kept, and some vows cannot be broken.
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Chapter 1

Amy Lewis is a woman at war … with her brain. She is riding on a make-shift sled of branches and duct tape. The sled is hitched to the back of a stealth-bomber equivalent of a snowmobile, and is racing over the ice of Lake Balstead in Jotunheim, land of the Frost Giants. The lake is filled with man-eating, claw-flippered, horned orcas that will pop out and eat anything or anyone who stops too long. Amy is stranded here with unlikely company—her grandmother Beatrice, Bohdi Patel, Steve Rogers, his daughter Claire, an elite military team, the Frost Giantess Gerðr, and Loki’s family—his ex-wife Sigyn, and their sons, Valli and Nari. Amy’s dog Fenrir and her spidermouse, Mr. Squeakers, are also with her. Odin blew up the World Gate to Chicago during what should have been a short exploratory mission. Without a way home, they’re making a break for the Iron Wood, hoping the Frost Giants there will be friendly. If the whales don’t get them, Odin will, and if Odin doesn’t get them, Jotunheim’s winter will—unless they get to the Iron Wood in time. Terror should be enough to keep her awake. Still, Amy’s fighting the urge to fall back on the gear behind her and go to sleep. If she falls asleep, she will roll off the sled. If she rolls off the sled, she will die.

But if she dies … she will be asleep. 

Amy shakes her head and sits up with a start. Last time her brain hopped on that train of thought she wound up running her car off the road.

Her obviously traitorous brain whispers, “But that was all because of Loki. There’s no Loki here. It’s safe to rest your eyes for a moment.” Her eyelids start to droop, and then the nearly silent hybrid snowmobile pulling the sled hits a snowbank. Amy feels the sensation of weightlessness as she is briefly airborne, and then the sled lands hard. Her joints scream and she fights back a groan. She doesn’t remember the ride hurting when they started this journey. Why does she feel so stiff and achy now?

She takes a long breath and reaches to take off her hat. Even with the wind whipping against her back and the cold sled beneath her butt, she feels hot. She stops herself, mentally cataloging her symptoms: pain in joints, fever, and exhaustion. Carefully she reaches to touch the lymph nodes in her neck with her mittened hands and finds them tender and sore. 

Awesome. She’s picked the perfect time to catch a cold.

She looks out at the other snowmobiles. Everyone seems to be sitting up and alert. Admittedly, she can’t see anyone’s face, and the only person she can identify is the Frost Giantess Gerðr. Gerðr’s magic makes her infinitely desirable to any man who looks at her. To protect the men on the team she’s wearing a magic-blocking cap and bracelets. The cap is visible just between her hood and her goggles, and it’s glinting faintly in the starlight. Gerðr has been a captive of the U.S. Government for many years. The exploratory mission was to prepare for a larger expedition to return Gerðr to her people—and to open up weapons trading with the Frost Giants. 

Amy sniffles. Of course she would get a cold. She is the weakest link in the chain. Her eyes shift to Bohdi sitting with his back to her on the tail of the sled. He’s not supposed to be here—well—even less than she’s supposed to be here. Bohdi, Claire, and Amy’s grandmother had followed them to warn Amy, Steve, and the team Steve was leading that Odin was on to their exploratory mission.

She can’t see Bohdi’s face, but she can see the tip of the rifle he has balanced on his knees. No one had offered Amy a rifle … because she can’t shoot and probably could even miss one of the giant man-eating orcas if it was charging right at her. Bohdi could probably improvise a weapon with his hat and kill one in a single strike.

She’s glad he’s sharing the sled with her. It’s good to have someone on her side besides Beatrice and Fenrir. Some of the Special Ops guys don’t exactly trust her. Amy just found out a few hours ago her code name among the military top secret types is “Pandora,” after the woman in Greek mythology who let all the evil loose in the world. She smiles ruefully to herself. They don’t know how appropriate the pseudonym is. Amy made a serum that makes humans magical. She gave some to Steve to cure his paralysis. The government stole most of the remainder and gave it to the SEAL team. What they don’t know is that she made the magical serum contagious and that it’s already spreading on Earth. Bohdi, the only person who knows, thinks she’s saved humanity. 

She bites her lip. She knows he’s wrong. The serum is untested; it could wind up a plague. Her eyes slide to her dog Fenrir sitting at the front of the sled, nose lifted to the wind. Her once tiny, nearly furless mutt got the serum and now is turning into an enormous wolf, thankfully with a thick luxurious coat. It is a transformation that suits Fenrir fine—but for humans would be unpleasant. She swallows. And magic development in utero, if excessive, can lead to miscarriages. That’s how her own child died. She may have condemned countless women to the same experience she had.

After she told him all of that, Bohdi kissed her forehead and said, “Amy, the only way you are like Pandora is that you saved hope.”

The memory is terrifying. Because he said it with the same conviction someone might say, “I love you.” Or maybe that’s just what her brain wants to believe. 

Bohdi is a great guy, he wouldn’t leave anyone to be eaten by spiders or adze, or to become Odin’s latest pet. But he’s also not that guy. He’s not ready for commitment. She rubs her temple. In fact, right before they’d left Chicago, he’d had a one night stand. Sometimes he flirts with her—but he flirts with everyone. The best thing for her to do is to take it with a smile and a laugh.

With his back to her, Bohdi suddenly sits up straight.

Amy is about to ask him if he’s seen something when he slumps backward. His head lands on her lap, eyes closed, rifle still in a death grip.

Amy looks out over the ice. Nothing is moving. She hears nothing. She looks down at Bohdi. Flicking up her radio headpiece so she can’t be heard by the team, she whispers, “Okay … umm … that’s very funny …” They’re not supposed to talk; they’re trying to keep their trip over the lake as silent as possible so the man-eating whales don’t pop up for a snack.

He doesn’t move. His head lolls slightly to the side. He looks like a marshmallow person in all his winter gear. The only part of him that looks human is his dark skin between his muffler and his cap. She holds her breath. Any moment he’s going to open his eyes, grin, and say, “Beautiful night for a sleigh ride!” And she’ll flush, because she’s beginning to worry even though he’s obviously playing a joke on her. She should say something witty and clever, and he’ll laugh. She glances to the pocket of his parka and sees the top of a package of cigarettes. Trying to keep her tone playful, she leans forward and whispers, “If you don’t sit up, I’m going to throw your cigarettes out on the ice.”

Bohdi doesn’t move. Amy resists the urge to scream. Instead, she rips off a mitten with her teeth and presses her hand to his forehead. He’s burning up. She feels a rising wave of panic. She squashes it, just like she would in the operating room. Flicking her headpiece radio back into place, she says slowly and clearly, “Captain Rogers, Bohdi Patel has a fever, I’d guess at least 104 degrees. He just passed out. I want to check in and make sure no one else is getting sick.”

There is a pause, and then Steve says, “Dr. Lewis, I feel fine. But agreed, we need a check in. Team report.”

One by one all of the special ops team, Gerðr, Sigyn, Nari and Valli check in. They all feel fine. Amy’s brow furrows. “Grandma? How are you feeling?”

Beatrice doesn’t answer. Amy is about to turn around and look, but then a flash of black catches her eye. Her mouth falls as she digests what she’s seeing. “Captain, Claire is slumping …” Fenrir barks, the sled careens wildly and Amy, Bohdi, and Fenrir go rolling into the snow.

x x x x

Steve barely has time for Lewis’s words to sink in before the mutt barks, and he hears muffled thuds break the eerie silence of the Jotunheim night. And then he feels Claire slumping against his back, and Lewis’s voice is crackling in his ear again, cold and calm. “We’re overboard, but alright.”

“All halt,” Steve orders, his heart racing. He barely hears them as they slide to a stop. The winter gear the team wears is as high tech as the vehicles, and even when Steve catches glimpses of them, it’s hard to tell who is who—their gear covers them from head to toe. Through his green-tinted night vision goggles, Steve just barely makes out Lieutenant Larson’s snowmobile, distinguishable because it is a two seater with a sled attached to the back that Amy’s mutt is sitting on. The doctor and Bohdi should be on the sled too. The vehicle has veered off course by nearly ninety degrees. In the passenger seat, Beatrice is bent over sideways, held on only by her seat belt. Her weight is probably what caused Larson to swerve.

Steve’s attention returns to his own passenger. “Claire?” he says. He gets no response. Unlike some of the snowmobiles, Steve’s is a one-person vehicle, but his ten-year-old daughter Claire is so slight she fit behind him with room to spare. They’d used bungee cords to strap her to him—they may have saved her life—now if he moves he will pitch his daughter into the snow.

“Claire,” he says again. Her silence fills him with a panic greater than thoughts of man-eating orcas.

“I’ve got Bohdi!” Lewis says. “I can pull him onto the sled.”

“We don’t have any more bungee cords,” says one of the guys. “Should we take some off the gear—”

“No!” says Warrant Officer Harding, one of the two female Marines on the team. “We’ve got duct tape.”

“Use it,” says Steve. A moment later, Harding is running toward them. She’s the easiest to recognize in all her gear. Harding’s the smallest, but she moves with a lot of power despite her size. Beneath them the ice groans. 

Over the radio, someone’s voice cracks, “Bogies underneath us.”

Behind Steve, Harding whispers, “Sir, she’s very hot.” Her voice shakes. Steve knows it’s not because she hasn’t seen men and women in worse situations, but Claire’s a kid, and a sick kid just sucks at your heart.

“Just move as fast as you can, Marine,” Steve says, lifting his arms to give the woman room. Harding begins taping Claire to Steve. Over the radio Warrant Officer Berry’s voice crackles. “There’s a thermal vent in the ice at ten o’clock, about eighty-five meters away.”

Thermal vents are where the whales congregate and come up to breathe. Steve’s team can’t stay in one place on the ice for very long; they need an island away from the whales and a safer place to check out their teammates. He glances over at Berry. The short, stocky man is standing on the back seat of one of the double seaters, binoculars in his hand. Berry is a warrant officer with a specialty in tactics. He is part of the original SEAL team—unlike Warrant Officer Harding who is a Marine on loan. Because of his experience, Berry probably commands more respect among the men than Steve or Larson, though technically they outrank him. Berry’s voice cracks in his ear. “There is an island about two clicks away at two o’clock. We can stop there.” 

Exactly what Steve needed to hear. Scanning the lake, he just barely makes out a jagged rise covered by wicked-looking black trees.

“Done, sir,” says Harding, patting his side.

“Beatrice is secure,” says Larson. 

Fenrir starts to growl. The ice below Steve groans. “Get to your vehicle, Marine.” Revving his engine, Steve shouts, “They know we’re here. Everyone head to the island, combustion engines on!”

The words are barely out of his mouth when the ice between Steve and Harding explodes and a giant white-horned whale breaches the surface.

Harding leaps onto her machine, but the beast spins and lunges toward her snowmobile. Before Steve can swing his rifle around, it slides toward Harding, propelling itself with the talons attached to its flippers. She guns the engine, but the whale grabs the gear loaded on the back, swings its head, and Harding and the snowmobile go flying through the air. 

Steve speeds toward Harding and her life flashes before his eyes. He’d insisted that she be on this journey because they needed at least two team members with combat training and winter survival skills who wouldn’t be affected by Gerðr’s glamour. Harding is all that and is a warrant officer with a specialty in communications, but she’s so damned small. He sees her rolling through the snow and his gut wrenches—she has to be stunned. Just as he thinks that, she springs up, covered in snow, rifle on her back. “Get on,” he shouts, sliding to a halt just beyond her. He feels the snowmobile sink behind him and Harding shouts, “Go! Go! Go!” 

He hits the gas, and they jerk forward. The whale lets loose a bugle that makes every hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Steve feels Harding grabbing his parka and has to lean forward to keep from slipping backward. She must be sitting on the sloped area of metal just behind the seat; it won’t be easy for her to stay on.

He hears another bugling sound behind him and another crack of ice. An instant later he sees another whale bobbing across the snow and ice in front of him. The snowmobile he’s on can reach speeds of one hundred fifty miles per hour when it’s not in stealth mode, but that’s with one rider, not with three. “Hold on!” he shouts. Hitting the gas, he swings around the new whale in a wide arc, and then hears a ripping noise and prays it isn’t his parka. 

Someone’s voice cracks over the shared frequency. “Two more bogies. Ten o’clock and two o’clock!” 

Ten, two o’clock, and two more at six o’clock … Something in Steve’s mind sparks. He sees his teammates as though suspended in slow motion, like he is just an observer behind glass. Suddenly, he knows what is about to happen. “Prepare for incoming twelve o’clock!” he says, veering his own snowmobile to the left.

He hears the ice explode exactly where he thought it would, someone shouts, and there is the roar of one of the snowmobile’s forward guns.

The whale at ten o’clock lunges toward Steve’s vehicle, the whale at twelve o’clock does likewise—probably picking the straining one seater as the weakest target in the herd. Harding swears. The whale at ten o’clock collides with the tail of the snowmobile and they go skidding toward the whale at twelve o’clock, furiously clawing its way onto the ice. Steve turns into the skid and throws down a leg, barely managing to keep his snowmobile upright.

Before they come to a stop, Steve hits the gas, and the overloaded vehicle strains forward. Over the engine he hears the ripping sound again, and the sound of whale talons clicking on the ice. The ice starts to crumple under them, and cracks directly in front of them as the whale behind them tries to haul up its weight. Even gunning the engine the snowmobile barely moves.

He hears a Barrett rifle firing very close, and he feels Claire jolt against his back. Harding whoops, “Got it!” There is a splash, the incline flattens out, and the snowmobile shoots forward right over the crack. If they can just keep ahead of the one to their right ...

A shot rings out, again Steve feels recoil, and Harding shouts again, “Two for me!”

Another shot fires and Berry’s voice crackles. “Got our friend at two o’clock.” 

Air rushes out of Steve’s lungs—he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding his breath. Over the sound of engines, and the distant bugle of the one remaining whale, Steve hears Harding chuckle. “I win.”

Steve almost laughs in relief. Shaking his head, he says, “Marine, how are you holding on?”

“Duct tape.”

Over the radio he hears someone laugh. “You can’t see her, Captain. She’s taped herself on side saddle.” 

Steve almost smiles, but then he feels Claire’s head slip lower behind him. He’s soaked with sweat beneath his gear. Still, he shivers.

x x x x

Amy gulps as they clear the whales. At the front of the sled, Fenrir has stopped barking. On the snowmobile, Beatrice is slumped to the side, only in a sitting position because of the duct tape.

She looks down at Bohdi passed out in her lap. Putting the rifle next to her, she puts her hand on his forehead. His lashes don’t even flutter. Despite his dip in the snow, he’s still too hot. He’d gotten deathly ill in Nornheim, too. Amy’s been to Nornheim, Asgard, and Alfheim, and this is the only time she’s gotten even a tiny bit sick. Her brow furrows. Asgard and Alfheim have had enough recent contact with Earth to explain why she didn’t get sick there, but she should have gotten sick in Nornheim, like Bohdi ...

Searing pain flashes behind her eyes. Squeezing them shut, she shakes her head. In Nornheim, Bohdi’s lungs had been flooded with water, but not hers. That’s why he’d gotten sick. Taking a deep breath, she takes off Bohdi’s cap and runs her fingers through his now short hair. She’d done the same in Nornheim. She bites her lip. Bohdi’s an unrepentant flirt, a serial bed hopper, and the most dependable friend she’s had in a crisis since … ever. The sled hits a bump, they are airborne, and their snowmobile lands with teeth-rattling force. Bohdi doesn’t even moan. Amy’s shoulders slump. “Don’t do this to me, Bohdi,” she whispers, dropping her face to his.

His lips split in a wide grin. “Are you going to kiss me again?”

Amy sits up with a gasp, expecting him to laugh. But his eyes don’t even open, and the smile fades away.

Amy swallows at the reference to the kiss in Nornheim. It had been part of her ploy to convince him that his mind was stronger than the disease that was killing him—and for a little while it had worked. He’s never teased her about that, until now … Her brow furrows. Maybe he isn’t teasing. Her head hurts and her stomach flutters, but not in a good way. Under usual circumstances she wouldn’t want to kiss anyone feeling like this. 

Larson must change the snowmobile’s course, because the sled slides sideways, and Bohdi nearly rolls off. As they straighten out, Amy adjusts his body as best she can. He is absolutely silent, his body completely pliable. It’s terrifying.

Fenrir gives a little bark. Amy turns her head and sees an island coming up fast. She looks to the side, they’re at the back of the snowmobile pack, and no one can see. She drops her lips to his and kisses him. 

He doesn’t respond. Not that she expected him to, but maybe she had hoped. She almost pulls away, but then his lips move softly against hers. It’s just relief that makes her press her lips more firmly against his. And then heat floods her, burning away the unease in her stomach, and the headache behind her eyes. The power of that heat is so unexpected she jerks away. Bohdi opens his eyes. She expects another joke, but he just looks up at her with deadly seriousness. It’s the same way he’d looked at her when she told him the magic serum is contagious. “Thank you,” he whispers. And then his eyes slip shut.

Closing her eyes, Amy silently wills Bohdi, Beatrice and Claire to hold on, and desperately wishes she knew some way to help them. She blinks in the darkness, and looks back at her pack, eyes wide. She does know how to help them.

x x x x

Putting his feet down on either side of the snowmobile, Steve tears off his hand protection with his teeth and starts ripping off the duct tape strapping his daughter to his back. Harding, loose locks of blonde hair encrusted in snow, bolts off the sled and out of his way. Moments later, he’s gathering Claire in his arms, reminding himself there are three magic users on the team and one will know how to make her well. Still, as Steve ploughs his way to the tent that’s already been put up in record time, the first name on his lips is, “Lewis!” 

A light goes on within the command tent. The doctor pokes her head out. “I know how to help them,” she says, drawing back in. How did he know she would?

Steve strides into the tent. Bohdi and Beatrice are already stretched out on sleeping bags on the floor. Fenrir is sitting at attention beside Beatrice’s head; Steve would swear the dog’s grown since that morning. She looks to be the size of a small German shepherd, but with outlandishly large paws and head. Members of the SEAL team are milling around; he can read their uncertainty in their furrowed brows and uncharacteristically fidgety stances. They all have advanced emergency trauma training. Any of them would know immediately how to patch up a gunshot wound, or set a bone, but this is different. 

Steve kneels down beside a bag opened for Claire, but doesn’t put his daughter down; instead he clutches her more tightly to him, resisting the urge to kiss the top of her head. 

“Nari and I can offer some aid,” says Sigyn, stepping into the tent, her son beside her. 

“And I too,” says Gerðr, too quickly, as though she’s afraid of being left out.

Dropping to her knees beside a pack, Lewis says, “We should do that, but it will only be a temporary fix… until they… we... get sick again.” 

Steve looks up at Sigyn. She nods. “What the doctor says is true.” She swallows. “And I should say, none of us specialize in medical magic.”

Gerðr puts her hand on Beatrice’s forehead. “Thor trained long years in biological magic. He can heal you humans in minutes, but not us.” Sighing, she comes over to Steve. She reaches toward Claire, but before she can touch her, Steve draws Claire closer, tucking her head beneath his chin. He doesn’t meet Gerðr’s eyes, and the giantess withdraws. 

Pulling a rolled article of clothing from her pack, Lewis shakily unwraps it and reveals a plastic first aid kit. Opening it, Lewis exhales in audible relief. “They aren’t frozen.”

“What’s not frozen?” says Steve.

“We’re sick because we’re not magical,” Lewis says, waving to Bohdi, Beatrice, and Claire.

“But we’re not magical, either,” says Jung Park.

“Yes, you are,” says Nari. 

Berry’s face flushes a deeper shade of red, and he clears his throat. “We should probably tell them about that, Captain.”

“We’ll discuss it later,” says Lieutenant Larson. Murmurs rise in the tent.

Ignoring them, eyes on Lewis, Steve blinks. “You’re sick too?” He takes in her flushed cheeks, her too bright eyes, and her slightly sloppy movements. “I see,” he says. “Why aren’t you unconscious like them?”

Lewis sighs. “I’m not as sick for the same reason some people don’t get AIDS and some people survive smallpox, cholera, and the Black Death without modern medical care.” She pulls out a hypodermic needle and a test tube. Stabbing the top of the test tube with the needle, she says, “Lucky genes.” 

Steve feels like his hair has been rubbed the wrong way. She didn’t get sick on Nornheim, either. He’s heard people of European descent have greater resistance to disease. The theory goes that during the Middle Ages, Europe was a cesspool and those who survived had to have hardy immune systems. His eyes drop to Beatrice. European ancestry can’t be the only factor. He has the nagging sense of missing something important, but Claire’s body sags hopelessly in his arms, and he pushes the thought away. “What is that, Doctor?”

Lewis taps the air out of the needle. “The same serum that made all of you magical.”

Steve’s chin drops, a dark thread of suspicion entering his mind. “I thought that was confiscated?” 

“Nope,” says Lewis. “I knew they’d do that, so I kept some for Bohdi, Beatrice, and me so we could get our memories back and …” she nearly falls over, clutching her head with one hand.

One of the SEALs, Corporal Tucker, drops beside her and puts a hand beneath her elbow.

Amy mumbles, “I’m okay, really.”

Steve’s jaw ticks. The serum has given Steve access to memories he hadn’t known he’d had. Loki had wiped out Bohdi’s memories when he made him the incarnation of Chaos. Bohdi braved going to another realm to recover them, so of course he would brave an injection of a barely-tested drug. He probably convinced Lewis it would be good for her and her grandmother to get the serum, too. Steve exhales. He’s furious at the deception, but it was understandable, and maybe now it will save Claire. Steve tilts his head. “You have enough for all of you?” 

Lewis rubs her forehead. “No, I only have three doses.”

For a moment Steve cannot even find the energy to breathe.

Lewis continues. “Enough for my grandmother, Claire, and Bohdi.”

Pulling down his muffler, Corporal Tucker says, “What about you, Doctor?” His blue eyes are on her, a furrow is between his brow, and his hand is still beneath her elbow. Steve tenses; his brain calls up everything he knows about Tucker: good kid, stable two-parent home, father a retired factory worker in Kansas. 

The doctor shrugs. “I’ll be fine. This illness isn’t any worse than a nasty cold for me.” She smiles thinly. “The longer we stay here the more likely we are to be attacked. My grandmother and Bohdi are as good in a fight as anyone.” Steve hears some harrumphs and men clearing their throats in the tent. Lewis doesn’t respond to them. Eyes on Steve, her face crumples. “And no one is going to give the serum to me when it can be used to save a little girl.”

The room falls silent. Steve wills no one to argue, especially Tucker, looking too earnestly at the doctor. It’s the choice Steve would have made. Bohdi and Beatrice will be useful when Odin’s men attack—and Claire—well he would always choose Claire. He closes his eyes, gives in, and kisses Claire’s head. Beneath his lips she’s too hot, and she smells like fever. She doesn’t stir. “Thank you, Doctor,” he says. He opens his eyes, tries to meet hers, and wills her to see his gratitude, but Lewis’s eyes are unfocused. Staring at a point on the floor, she says, “I really need to take a nap. Does anyone here know how to administer an intravenous injection?”

“All of us,” says Tucker. 

Lewis hands him the needle, walks on her knees over to her grandmother, and falls over.

“Lewis!” Steve says. 

She waves a hand. “I’m fine. Like I said, I just need a nap. Best way to let the immune system take over.” Her eyes slip shut. 

“Someone check her out,” Steve says, his heart jumping. Take care of Lewis, Prometheus had said.

Tucker puts his bare hand on Lewis’s forehead, looks up at Steve and shrugs. “She’s only a little hot.”

Lewis makes a raspberry noise with her lips, but doesn’t open her eyes. “Nobody listens to me. Sometimes I don’t even know why I bother to speak at all.”

Steve feels the skin on the back of his neck prickle. There’s something about her words…

Still holding the needle, Tucker says, “Sir, should I give your daughter the first injection?”

Steve looks down at Claire, her skin flushed dark. He looks up to Sigyn. She nods. “The doctor’s logic is sound. Being magical gives an extra boost to the immune system—it’s why we are so poor at dealing with infections. We rarely have to.”

Kneeling next to Beatrice, Nari says, “I would recommend administering the serum immediately.” 

“I agree,” Gerðr says softly.

Steve looks down at his daughter. She hasn’t been so pliant since she was an infant. “Do it,” he says, laying Claire down on a sleeping bag spread out on the ground. He begins unzipping her parka.

“Someone get the old woman and Patel prepped,” Larson says.

A few minutes later, Claire and Beatrice have both received their injections. Bohdi’s arm is bare, and Steve is kneeling beside him. Tucker is just about to inject the serum when Steve catches his wrist. “Stop,” Steve says, heart picking up in his chest.

“Captain?” the SEAL murmurs.

Steve looks down at the kid. Odin hadn’t been able to identify Bohdi as the incarnation of Chaos because Bohdi’s humanity made his magical aura invisible. Sigyn can only detect Steve’s aura when she’s very close, but she says it grows stronger every day. If Bohdi receives the serum, it will only be a matter of time before Odin and others recognize him. What would Odin do to Bohdi if he found out he’d known he was Chaos and still fled Asgard? 

“Worried about him becoming more powerful?” Sigyn says above him, her voice sharp. 

Steve’s eyes snap to hers, the meaning of her words connecting in his mind. She’d pieced together who Bohdi is. Now she thinks Steve is stopping the injection because Bohdi will become … well, Loki. 

“No,” Steve says, and it surprises him how much he means it. His jaw ticks–the choice is between death taking him now, or Odin trying to take him later. To Tucker, Steve says, “Do it.”

As the SEAL slips the needle into Bohdi’s vein the kid doesn’t even twitch.

Crossing her arms, Sigyn watches Steve through narrowed eyes. He sighs. He is a manipulator, and sometimes walks the line between manipulating for personal gain and the greater good. But this time … Shaking his head and meeting Sigyn’s gaze head on, he whispers, “I’m afraid for him.”

 


Chapter 2

Bohdi is in a room he doesn’t recognize, lying on a strange bed, completely naked, but he is not afraid. His legs are covered by a duvet, his chest is bared to cold air and it feels like someone left the window open. He is absolutely not going to do anything about it though, because Amy is straddling his hips wearing nothing but a plush white robe, open in the front. The curves he’d imagined when she’d worn the princess get up in Asgard are on beautiful display. She’s hovering above him, smiling—a little coyly, a little shyly—and it’s perfect. Their bodies are not joined, but he is ready for them to be. He reaches up to stroke her cheek, to entice her closer … and for the first time notices his skin is the same sapphire blue as the pools of Lake Balstead. He flexes his fingers before his eyes in wonder. 

“You’re blue, again,” Amy whispers, taking his hand and kissing his knuckles. Her lips are even softer than he had imagined, and her skin is shockingly pale against the blue hue of his. 

He is the color of a cloudless sky and in bed with Amy, and it feels completely natural. Obviously, it’s a dream, and there’s only one rule for a dream like this: don’t wake up. Giving her a smile, he slips his free hand down her side. She feels warm and silky and Bohdi’s not sure if he wants to slow this dream down or speed it up.

“The blue doesn’t bother me,” Amy says, massaging his hand. Her fingers are very small next to his. She bites her bottom lip, the pink fold beneath her teeth going white. “Don’t let it bother you.”

Bohdi pulls his hand away from hers and brushes her cheek. The fingers on his other hand come to rest on her hip. “Don’t worry, I am so not bothered.”

She smiles, warm and wide and genuine. “Oh, Loki, I’m so glad.”

Bohdi wakes up.

He takes a deep breath. The air is shockingly cold. He catches a whiff of burning wood and roasting meat. Someone is snoring. Outside he hears footsteps and Larson’s voice. A snowmobile revs. He finds himself staring at a grayish ceiling—the tent—but without the Promethean wire up, which means Heimdall, Asgard’s magical all-seeing sentry, can see if he’s looking in this direction. More immediately, his top half is freezing and he’s very, very, hungry. He rubs his eyes. Why did he wake up? He really feels the cold now, and he’s still aroused and … 

Amy’s voice sounds to his left. “Bohdi?” And suddenly she’s in his line of vision, distressingly dressed in full winter gear. She smiles, warm and wide and genuine and his brain short-circuits. He almost reaches up to stroke her cheek. 

“You’re awake, I’m so glad,” she whispers. She bites her lip, and his eyes drop to where the pink flesh turns white beneath her teeth. “Have your memories come back?”

“What?” he says. It comes out a squeak. 

The smile drops. “We were all sick. I think we caught a viral or bacterial infection from the bear. We were running fevers, and they had to give you, Beatrice, and Claire the serum. You were talking in your sleep in Hindi, I think … ” Her eyes drop. “I was hoping that your memories were coming back.”

He rubs his arm; it does feel a little sore inside the elbow. “The serum?” He blinks and she nods. The last thing he remembers is sitting on the back of the sled, a rifle between his knees. He remembers feeling warm, even though it was cold, and weirdly elated. He’d just found out the magic-bestowing serum Amy gave Steve was contagious and spreading on Earth while Odin thought all he had to do was hunt magical humans down here.

His breath catches. He has been given the serum! It brings back memories. He’ll know who he is soon; he’ll remember all the memories Loki stole. For a moment he is overwhelmed and awed, and then a horrible thought occurs to him. Was what he just experienced a dream or a memory? The vividness of it, the blue skin against Amy’s, her lips pressed to his knuckles ... hadn’t Amy said Loki had turned blue at the end? Closing his eyes he mumbles, “No, no, no.” Those aren’t the memories he wants—well, he kind of wants them—but not with Loki in them.

“Oh,” Amy whispers. “They didn’t come back, I’m sorry.” He hears her gulp. “I need to check your temperature…” She drops her hand on his forehead. Her fingers are just as soft as the dream. “You don’t have a fever,” she says, mercifully withdrawing.

Sitting up, avoiding her gaze, he says, “I feel fine.” He’s only wearing his skivvies. Shivering, he rubs his naked arms.

Holding up a pile of neatly folded clothes, Amy pointedly looks up at the ceiling. “You were burning up, we weren’t sure how much clothing to put on you.”

As Bohdi snags an undershirt from the top of the pile, he notices that she’s flushing. He wants to give her a suggestive smile, but he’s still too flustered from the dream.

“How long will it take to get to where we’re going?” he asks, to try and think of anything else. Amy and their magical companions believe the dwellers of the Iron Wood are their best hope of finding someone willing to give them shelter from the Jotunheim winter and Odin. He doesn’t say the name of the place aloud in case Heimdall or Odin’s other spies might be listening.

Amy sighs. “I think about a week.”

Bohdi’s jaw gets tight. Odin’s going to attack before that. He shakes his head. They’ll have to deal with it when it comes.

As he slips the under layer over his head, he notices that the team sleeping around them are sharing sleeping bags. He sees Claire and Beatrice still asleep in a double bag, and Mills and Harding snuggled up together in another. Bohdi’s eyebrows rise looking at the two women Brett and Bryant dubbed Zena and Gabriella. Harding’s blonde hair is tangled with Mills’s long black mane; Mills is nearly six feet tall, and she has one arm draped protectively over tiny Harding. They look very innocent, but thoughts of the two of them snuggled like that is going to keep the guys warm enough at night. And then he realizes why they are sharing. Tucker, Claire, Beatrice, Nari, Valli, and Bohdi aren’t supposed to be here. They don’t have enough gear.

The tent flap opens and Steve steps inside. “Bohdi, you’re awake,” he says, keeping his voice low. 

Glancing up at Steve, Bohdi nods, and then proceeds to struggle to put on his long johns.

Steve takes a step closer. “We were worried about losing you. I gave you the serum to save your life … I hope … it doesn’t cause you any trouble.”

He says it in the same tone someone says, “I’m sorry.” Bohdi stops struggling and looks up again. His friend-boss-whatever looks distinctly uncomfortable. Steve doesn’t apologize. Bohdi’s neural circuits spark, and he pieces together what Steve is saying. Bohdi won’t be invisible to Odin much longer. Bohdi had planned on taking the serum anyway … but, he’s not going to tell Steve that. Instead he just nods. “It’s fine. You did what you had to do.”

Steve lets out an audible breath, and then taps his head and gives a smile Bohdi thinks is supposed to be encouraging. “Maybe you’ll get your memories back.” 

Bohdi has a sudden flashback to Amy’s breasts spilled out inches from his lips. Restraining a groan, he manages a tight smile. “Yeah, maybe.” 

Turning to Amy, Steve whispers, “Claire and your grandmother?” 

“Their fevers broke a few hours after Bohdi’s did,” Amy says. “They’re still asleep, but I think they’ll be fine.”

Steve looks to his daughter, and then back to Amy. “And you, Dr. Lewis?” 

That’s right, she’d said “we were sick.” Bohdi’s gaze slips to Amy. 

“I’m fine,” she says. She shrugs. “I wasn’t that sick to begin with. And anyway, Beatrice got the serum. Maybe she’ll be able to fill me in on the missing hour?”

Pulling on his undershirt, Bohdi raises an eyebrow at the mention of Amy and Beatrice’s “missing hour.” In the hour between the time Loki destroyed the World Seed, and the FBI retrieved Amy from Loki’s apartment, someone had teleported Beatrice from a nursing home to Amy’s side, and cured Beatrice’s dementia. The same person had also completely healed some nasty stomach lacerations Amy had gotten when the Chicago Police Department had made an ill-advised raid on Loki’s apartment. Most people think Loki healed Amy and rescued Beatrice. Amy has always insisted it couldn’t be—that Loki’s magic didn’t work like that. Now … he eyes her carefully. There is something about her tone and the openness of her expression. She sounds relieved, not disappointed that the mystery has not been solved.

Bohdi sees Steve’s eyebrows lift, but his boss doesn’t ask Amy any more questions. Reaching into his pocket, Steve pulls out a razor and a fresh blade. Handing both to Bohdi, he says, “Shave and get cleaned up. You can’t have a beard in this cold. You don’t want to wear ice on your face. After you’re done, come around front and get something to eat.” He looks once more at Claire. Outside, someone calls, “Captain!” and with one last worried look, he ducks out of the tent.

A few minutes, and a very rough shave later, Bohdi steps outside. They’ve pitched the tent among the strange black trees that dot the islands of Lake Balstead. He adjusts the collar of his too big, borrowed coat. It’s windier than he remembers, colder, overcast, and it looks to be late afternoon. Out of the corner of his eye, a figure leaning against the tent makes him jump. Spinning, Bohdi draws back. A woman he’s never seen before, dressed in weirdly tight-fitting camis, loose muffler, and a jauntily-placed helmet is casually leaning against the tent frame. She doesn’t move when Bohdi stares at her, nor does her smile slip. She doesn’t even blink.

Bohdi takes a step back in awe. It’s not a real  woman, it’s a snow sculpture of a woman. The muffler and hat are real. Someone has given her eyes black charcoal pupils, and gray charcoal irises—both make her disturbingly more lifelike. 

Around the corner of the tent steps Redman, with an armful of branches. Redman’s mouth opens in a small ‘o.’ His green eyes slide to the statue, and his cheeks, already pink with cold, go bright red. “Uh … sorry if she scared you. Don’t know what came over me. Just, I dunno … my hands knew where to go, and it didn’t take any time.” Tipping up his helmet, he scratches at his sandy brown hair and then scurries away in a very un-Special Ops-like way. Bohdi blinks, unable to look away from the statue. It is eerily lifelike, just like the statue of Ruger, the slain comrade Redman had created. He hears another crunch of snow and turns his head.

Walking up to him is Jung Park, holding a hunk of dark meat on a bone. Inclining his head to the statue, Jung says, “Redman’s girlfriend. Freaky likeness.” 

But Bohdi’s lost interest in the statue. His eyes have fallen on the meat Jung is carrying. It’s dark, smells gamey, and is glistening with fat. Bohdi’s stomach physically aches with hunger, he starts to salivate, and it’s an effort not to rip it from Jung’s hand.

Bohdi’s vaguely aware of Jung nodding. “Magic. They say it’s making us all extra hungry.” Jung holds out the meat. “Go ahead, take it.” 

Yanking off his gloves, Bohdi takes it by the bone and tears off a hunk with his teeth. “Thanks,” he manages to say. The meat tastes somewhere between lamb and beef, but sweeter, a little stronger, and very fatty. Taking another bite, he says, “What is this?”

“It’s bear,” says Park. “The guys say you’re supposed to take off the fat, but we need the calories. Tastes better than anyone expected. The Frost Giant lady says that this time of year it’s probably been eating the sweet tubers and nuts that grow around the geyser vents around here.”

Someone shouts, “Park!” and Jung heads off with a wave. 

Tearing off another piece of meat, Bohdi hears a clicking sound below him, drops his eyes, and sees Fenrir chewing on something like it’s bubble gum. She’s nearly the height of his thighs now, and the fur that a few days ago looked like someone had played a cruel joke with electric clippers now looks thick and full. Looking up at him, she wags her tail, teeth flashing. 

He swallows a hunk of meat and raises an eyebrow. Fenrir seems to be growing several more sets of canines, and whatever it is she’s chewing on clacks between her teeth and sounds vaguely metallic. 

“What cha’ eating, Fenrir?” Bohdi says.

Growling, Fenrir backs up.

“Sheesh,” Bohdi says. “It’s not like I’m asking you to share your metal bubblegum.”

Still chewing her mystery thing, Fenrir narrows her eyes up at him, swallows whatever it is, and then trots over to the tent. Bohdi looks down at the bone in his hand. What could be more interesting to a dog than meat with a bone in it? Shrugging to himself, he saunters off to the other side of the camp. The ground turns steep more quickly than he expected. He sees the guys on patrol, waves at them, and bites into another hunk of bear meat. He follows the rise of ground with his eyes, and then, almost unconsciously with his feet. The trees are interesting. The closer he gets to them, the more he realizes they’re not so much black, as very, very, dark green. Still chewing his breakfast—or is it dinner?—he inspects the bark. It’s actually tiny little leaves. He looks around. So they’re evergreens maybe? That’s kind of cool. 

He sees a bit of steam wafting up ahead. Curious after Jung’s talk about geysers, he heads toward it, sucking on the now bare bone as he does. He looks down at the bone. A bare bear bone. Heh. 

He’s about thirty meters from the camp, and ten meters away from the wafting steam when it occurs to him that he is eating a bear because there are bears in these parts, in fact this one attacked Sigyn. He looks down at the bone. He doesn’t have a rifle on him. He’s heard that bears are really smart; would they take extra offense to him eating one of their own? Bohdi’s eyes slide to the side. Suddenly anxious not to have any evidence of bear slaughter on him, he tosses the bone to the side without watching where it lands. He hears the sound of bone hitting metal, and then a very unbearlike curse. He doesn’t know what the swearer is saying, but he recognizes the language. Spinning back to camp, Bohdi sprints down the hill through the trees. At the top of his lungs he shouts, “Asgardians!” as a bolt of plasma streaks above his shoulder.

x x x x

As Bohdi leaves the tent, Beatrice murmurs, “We have to go. The FBI will be here soon.”

Amy turns to her grandmother. “Grandma?” But Beatrice is sound asleep. Amy puts her hand on her forehead. Beatrice’s eyes flutter open and then go wide. Beatrice sits up fast. “I have to take care of you. Where are my clothes? Where is my umbrella? My rifle and pistol?” Her voice is almost a shout. Around them the men stir.

Amy blinks. Picking up Beatrice’s winter gear and umbrella, she says, “Here, Grandma.” Beatrice takes the pants from the pile and begins slipping them on in the sleeping bag. “I have to protect you,” she says. “I can’t sleep.”

Amy’s mouth falls open. “It’s okay. We got sick, but I gave serum to you, Claire and—”

Beatrice looks at her sharply. “You didn’t get sick.”

Amy freezes. And then she shakes her head. “No, I did, but not as bad.”

Pulling on the outer layer of waterproof pants, Beatrice says, “You can’t die.”

Amy blinks. “Well, I’ll try not to …”

Beatrice’s nostrils flare. “That’s not funny! You took the serum … you know ...”

“No,” Amy says, shaking her head. “There wasn’t enough. I gave the last dose to Bohdi.”

Where she’s furiously pulling on her middle upper layer, Beatrice stops. Her brow softens. Outside the tent Amy hears paws, and a moment later, Fenrir slips inside, casually wagging her tail. Amy takes a breath. Her dog seems to have grown again overnight. She’s the size of a full-grown German shepherd now—but her paws and head are still too big. Amy holds out her hand, and Fenrir walks over, collapses, and rolls over on her back for a tummy rub. Amy’s brow furrows. At least she isn’t hungry … the guys must have fed her some bear.

“I’m sorry,” says Beatrice, drawing Amy’s attention away from her magical mutant mutt. Beatrice is giving her a beatific, grandmotherly smile that is kind of incongruous with the gun holster she’s slipping on. “I don’t mean to be cross. I just worry about you.”

Wiggling on her back, Fenrir thumps her tail and whines. Around Amy, the team starts to rouse in earnest.

The tent flap opens and Steve steps in. His eyes go to Beatrice. “You’re awake.” 

“And fit as a fiddle,” says Beatrice, slipping on the last of her gear. 

Steve’s eyes drop to Claire. Amy sees his shoulders fall, and his eyes get soft. “Dr. Lewis,” he says, wiping his jaw. “Is it alright to move her?”

Amy looks at Claire, still sound asleep, and looking very tiny in the adult bag. “It’s not ideal, but I think she will be alright.” She tries to give Steve a reassuring smile. “I can sit beside her.”

Steve nods fast. “Yes, please, I’d appreciate that.”

“If my granddaughter is watching over her, you can be sure she’ll be fine,” says Beatrice, and Amy feels her cheeks burning with the compliment.

Steve tilts his head sharply, as though someone has tugged his ear. His gaze goes to Amy’s grandmother. “Beatrice,” Steve says, stepping toward Amy’s grandmother. “Now that you’ve had the serum … do you remember anything?” His says his words slowly and cautiously, and his head ticks again, as though he’s heard something.

Beatrice smiles and meets his eyes. “About what?”

Amy’s brow furrows. She knows very well about what. The hour that they spent out of time, after Beatrice was rescued from the nursing home where she’d been suffering from dementia. Everyone thinks it was Loki that rescued Amy’s grandmother, but Loki couldn’t have done it. Amy had been injured too, by an ill-advised SWAT team raid on Loki’s apartment. Loki, even with all the power of Cera, the nearly omnipotent sentient entity with aspirations of galactic domination, hadn’t been able to help her—but Amy had been completely healed when the FBI had found Beatrice and her later. 

Steve stares at Amy’s grandmother a beat too long. Sigyn steps into the tent behind him. Smiling at Amy and Beatrice, she says, “Where is Bohdi?”

Steve spins. Lifting the tent flap, he gazes outside. “I don’t see him.” He taps the radio in his ear. “Anyone see Bohdi?”

Someone’s voice cracks on the radio. “I saw him about ten minutes ago. He was heading in the direction of the geyser. Thought he was just going to take a leak.”

Steve’s eyes get a faraway look. “Odin’s men have found us. They’re here.”

“What?” says Sigyn.

Unholstering the handgun she carries, Beatrice picks up her umbrella. The team around Amy is suddenly in motion, putting on gear and picking up very big guns.

Amy taps her earpiece. Larson’s voice crackles in her ear. “I don’t see anything ...”

“They’ll be coming from the geyser!” Steve says. “We take them here, we take them now.” 

Larson is suddenly at the door of the tent. Amy thinks of him as a golden boy—he’s chisel jawed, blue eyed, and under his helmet he has blonde hair. His mood seems to be permanently set to stern. He thinks being Loki’s lover makes Amy unreliable and has told everyone as much. The memory of it still makes her feel embarrassed, helpless, and angry. 

“Sir,” Larson says. “I don’t see anything; there is no need to panic. We can load up our supplies and be out of here in less than ...” 

“No,” says Steve, staring at the thin strand of trees separating their camp from Lake Balstead. The plain of ice dotted with occasional pools of geyser-heated water is calm and empty. “Get in the defensive formation we talked about, now!” Steve shouts.

There is no sound. It is like everyone is holding their breath. Amy shivers, and it’s not just from the cold. Steve is the leader, why aren’t they obeying? She looks at Larson. Despite her and Steve’s somewhat troubled past, she trusts Steve more than the young lieutenant, maybe just because Steve seems to at least respect her brain.

Eyes on Steve, Larson says in a slightly bored-sounding drawl, “You heard him, get moving.” He turns away, and everyone springs into motion again.

Amy looks to Steve; his nostrils are flared, his eyes are on Larson’s back, his jaw is tight, and Amy can feel his anger. In a too-calm voice for the fury she just saw, Steve says, “Get the gear packed and roll up the tent.” With that he scoops up Claire, sleeping bag and all, and carries her outside. Sigyn follows him. Amy hears Sigyn say, “Valli, get ready.”

Over the radio Larson’s voice cracks. “I still don’t see anyone.”

A blood curdling shout rises over the din of the men hustling to get going. “Asgardians!” 

It’s Bohdi! Amy runs out of the tent; it collapses behind her like a deflated balloon. She looks back and catches her breath. A woman she’s never seen before is standing out in the open, a smile on her lips. Amy blinks. It’s a snow sculpture. “My, my,” says Beatrice. “That’s very pretty, but we have to get to cover.” Taking Amy’s shoulder, Beatrice steers her to a large boulder. The boulder is about six feet wide and seven feet high. It juts toward the beach, offering some scant protection from the sky. Some downed tree logs have been laid against it, offering more protection. The snowmobiles are arranged around the structure in a semi-circle, providing a little more cover. Claire is already tucked at the bottom of the large rock between snowmobiles and the rock face, still in the sleeping bag, sound asleep. Nari is huddled near her. Valli crouches on top of the boulder behind another crude barricade of rocks and downed logs, facing up the mountain slope, his back to the shore of Lake Balstead. His magical wind-controlling sword, Kusanagi, is drawn. Other men are positioned at the base of either side of the boulder and behind trees.

A flash of green from the lake catches Amy’s eye. She turns and gasps. There is a wall of green fire out on the ice. She hears a crack and the bugling of whales. Black shapes in the sky above the fire draw her eye, and she sees the winged shapes of Valkyries. If they had left the camp, they would have been out there trapped between water, whales, and whatever enemy is coming down the mountain. But now … her heart pounds. She looks between the flaming lake and the mountain’s slope. They’re trapped here instead. The Valkyries fly out in wide arcs, avoiding the air above the team. “Out of range,” she hears someone say. Unholstering the Glock she was issued back on Earth, Amy clicks the safety. It shakes in her hand. 

Beatrice guides her beneath the rough arbor of logs leaning against the boulder. Putting a hand on her shoulder, she says, “Don’t worry, I’m covering you.” In Amy’s pocket, Mr. Squeakers, Amy’s spidermouse, gives a squeak, as if to say, “Me too.”

Beyond the makeshift fort, Fenrir turns to the forested incline and begins to growl. 

Over the shared frequency comes Larson’s voice. “I don’t see anything.”

Amy taps her radio. “With Asgardian nearly-invisible armor there won’t be much to see.”

“Fire traces,” says Berry, voice crackling with static. “Follow up with incendiary rounds if you see them bounce.”

Someone chuckles. Amy hears shots, and then hears a few whistles. Someone says, “Oh, this will be easy.” More shots go off. And then someone swears. “Incendiary bullets aren’t working.”

Nari mutters, “Damn, Odin’s given them the good armor.” 

Amy swallows. Loki had armor that was nearly impenetrable to heat and projectile weapons, too. She squeezes her eyes shut. It was expensive stuff, normally something only worn by the highest ranking officers. 

Amy hears someone laugh in the forest. And then a voice rises, speaking in stilted English, “They have women and child. Freyr’s own bitch Gerðr is with them ... who going to fuck the princess?” Raucous laughter follows, male and female. Amy’s eyes slide to Gerðr. The Frost Giantess’s face is red, rifle raised, and she’s aiming into the forest. She’d been married against her will to Prince Freyr, a Vanir loyal to Odin. Larson puts a hand on her shoulder. Over the radio, Amy hears his voice. “Wait.”

Someone among the enemy shouts, “Gerðr, surrender, and I’ll be gentle.” Amy hears more laughter. She feels a chill at the base of her spine—the rude calls, the laughter. Tapping her radio she says, “Those aren’t Einherjar.” 

“Explain,” says Steve.

Sigyn beats her to it. “These are mercenaries in very nice armor.”

Nari shudders. “That’s … not good.”

Amy bites her lip. In her mind she sees Loki’s memories of Odin’s mercenaries. They were the ones who forced Odin’s hand on reinstating the brutal treatment of prisoners that even Odin found unpleasant. She remembers the bloodied, tortured Fire Giant she saw in Asgard. If they lose, it will be very bad. She looks up the slope, her heart sinking. And Bohdi is up there alone with them.

x x x x

Bohdi zigzags behind a tree, and another bolt of plasma streaks through the space he was just in. He hears wood cracking and smells smoke.

Someone swears. He veers hard right. He hears footsteps and more shots. He sees the orange light of plasma above him and feels heat. Snow, rocks, and wood pieces fall on his back and shoulders. Ducking behind trees and rocks, he tries to head toward camp and finds himself entering a small clearing with tree tops just beyond it. He’s dashing across when his brain catches up with his feet. He comes to a skidding halt right at the edge of a small, rocky cliff. He looks down and sees a twenty-foot drop … He hears laughter and bolts to the right just in time for a blast of plasma fire to go over his shoulder. He finds himself once more surrounded by trees. Glancing to his left, his heart drops in dismay. The small cliff he’s found himself on continues in the direction he’s running.

Laughter rises behind him. His skin heats as his feet pound through the snow, and his breathing becomes louder in his ear. Of course they’re laughing—he is a helpless rabbit on the run. He’s separated from his team, and from Amy, Steve, and Claire. He won’t be able to help them fight. He starts to see red at the corners of his vision. He hears a growl. Somewhere in his brain it registers—it’s him. The men continue to laugh, and intermittent bursts of plasma fire over his head. The edges of his vision get darker. 

Pausing, he looks over his shoulder. He can’t see his pursuers, but he hears their unhurried, unworried voices. It makes him furious. He will not be helpless. He sees a fallen tree leaning against a boulder and another tree with low branches just before a small clearing. Racing forward, he pulls off his parka and throws it over the log. As an afterthought he puts his hat on the log’s jagged top. He surveys his handiwork for only an instant. The black log with his clothes makes a good decoy of a skinny Indian guy. Jumping onto the boulder he launches himself onto the tree and climbs up. He knocks down a significant quantity of snow as he does, and hopes they’re too far back to see. 

Pulling out his knife—a wickedly curved karambit he’d won from one of the agents back in Chicago—he hears footsteps approaching, but peering around the tree trunk, he still sees nothing. And then a black shape descends from the sky. Bohdi’s breath catches. It’s a humanoid figure with black wings, carrying a plasma spear in one hand. The chest and face of the new person are armored and nearly invisible, but whoever it is wears leather armor on their legs and arms, and from the form he would guess he’s looking at a woman. Bohdi squints. Something about her isn’t quite right. Her wings look dirty, the leather armor on her limbs looks worn and unkempt. 

She lands and he sees three more sets of footprints in the snow beside her, and three more plasma-firing spears that seem to be walking themselves. The winged figure says something in a voice that’s clearly feminine, but rough. A visor flips up above one of the sets of footsteps in the snow, and a man’s face appears. His cheeks are red, and his nose looks swollen. He laughs, says something to the other sets of disembodied footsteps and marching spears, and then flips the visor down. 

Bohdi tilts his head. Their laughter and the woman’s dirty wings—these aren’t like the cool and professional Einherjar and Valkyries he’s met. Did Odin send the dregs of his army to exterminate them? One of the four sends a blast of plasma fire at Bohdi’s parka. All of them laugh as they stroll over.

Their slow pace gives Bohdi a chance to think and to feel the cold. A moment later he can hear the four warriors below him, but in their armor, they’re nearly invisible. He is an idiot. He has a knife against four battle-tested warriors with spears and who knows else what. 

A voice echoes up through the barren landscape. “... Gerðr I’ll be gentle,” and then laughter echoes up from down the slope. The heat beneath Bohdi’s skin returns, the edges of his vision go crimson, and he doesn’t want to fight the warriors, he wants to end them. The clouds must clear, because a bolt of sunlight streams over Bohdi’s shoulders, and he can see that the armor on their backs is reflecting the blue of the sky. Bohdi leaps from the tree. 
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