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        The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.

      

        

      
        — Proverb
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        Do that good mischief which may make this island

        Thine own for ever, and I, thy Caliban,

        For aye thy foot-licker.

      

        

      
        — William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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            BLADE AND BONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sigyn thrust her dagger between my ribs.

      A punch of steel. A flash of white heat tearing muscle.

      “I didn’t want to do this,” she said.

      I know.

      But that didn’t make this any easier.

      Blood spilled inside me, flowed warm over my stomach, filled my chambers and empty spaces.

      I tasted copper on my tongue. Hot silk coated my lips and trickled down my chin.

      Sigyn yanked out the blade, her skin taut over her rigid knuckles.

      Pain followed, deep and searing and splitting.

      The world shifted and blurred. I reached out to her.

      I wavered. My knees buckled.

      I fell.

      My head struck hard earth, forcing dirt and rot and damp into my nose that burned with the blood coursing out my nostrils.

      I choked on iron and stretched my fingers towards Odin standing over me, a tangle of roots and shadow behind him.

      Help me.

      But that wasn’t how this worked.

      His mouth moved quickly, chanting a guttural and ancient language brimming with dark magic.

      His words drowned in the ringing that battered my eardrums.

      Cold raced through me as fast as my blood raced out of me.

      I crushed my hand against the jagged gash in my flesh, trying to stop my blood from emptying. Trying to stitch my torn sinew back together. Trying to survive.

      I must survive.

      Sweat coated my skin.

      The wound wasn’t healing itself.

      Damn.

      I’d already forgotten.

      Of course it wasn’t healing itself.

      I wasn’t a god anymore.

      I was mortal.

      I dragged in thin breaths that kept growing thinner.

      So, this was dying.
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            NO REST FOR THE WICKED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Weeks Earlier

      

        

      
        Midgard

      

        

      
        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      I tapped my black painted fingernails against a desk scattered with legal pads and student papers. Soviet posters of angry Russian women shushing me in bold reds and whites lined the grubby cinder block walls. Delightful. 

      Of course he’d be fifteen minutes late, and after I rushed with straightening my hair and doing my makeup—only an edgy look would work with this divine gray suit and its matching bra top. That pissed me off more than having to wait in his dingy office, rot filling my nose courtesy of the bookshelves crammed with Marx, Voltaire, and Foucault. 

      A key scuttled in a lock.  

      The jiggle of a doorknob followed. 

      Finally. 

      The office door creaked open and a middle-aged man walked in. Clean shaven, a protrusion of fine hair dusted with salt at the temples, and a face that screamed I interrupt conversations with “actually…” as often as I can.

      “Hello, Professor,” I said, with that power bitch voice I loved when I was a woman.

      His brown eyes latched onto my green ones. They widened, and a throaty wail burst out of his lungs as he dumped coffee down his off-the-rack tweed blazer and over his tasseled loafers. 

      This man really had no self-respect. 

      William’s face scrunched as his fear melted into outrage. So, he was one of those. Good. It made this all incredibly more fun. 

      “Who the hell are you?” He sat his mug and stack of stuffed folders on the metal file cabinet beside him. 

      I flashed him a smile and chuckled as I leaned back in his worn desk chair that was held together more with duct tape than fabric. I ran my fingers along the silver chains hanging between my breasts—size C, because going Double D would distract him from the message I wanted to send.

      “Does the university know about your penchant for harassing its students?” I asked.

      His cheeks reddened further with a wash of that beautiful, growing anger I so desired.

      William pushed his black plastic frame glasses up his wide nose. I tried to ignore the forehead grease clouding the corners of the lenses. 

      “How did you get in here? Did Mark let you in as some kind of twisted prank?”

      “Why is it always changing the subject with people like you?” I said.

      He straightened his spine and took a step closer. 

      “You can tell Mark I’m done with the Theology department and their continual hijinks,” he said.

      I took out my compact from my purse and flipped open the mirror. 

      “I’m not from the Theology department.” I applied a fresh coat of dark red lipstick. “Although, I guess an argument could be made⁠—”

      He pointed his finger at my nose.

      “Get out.”

      I snapped my mirror shut.  

      “Believe me, I’d love to leave this cozy—” I frowned, looking at a half-eaten egg salad sandwich sitting beside the worn keyboard, “—do you really consider this an office?” 

      I stood and walked around the desk, the click of my heels muffled by the berber carpet. 

      “As it is, I’m here on rather important business.”

      “What business?” He squared his shoulders. 

      He was trying to intimidate me.

      The dear. 

      “Seems there’s all kinds of nasty complaints against you from your students.”

      I stepped behind him and walked to the doorway. 

      “I’m only ever professional with my students.”

      I laughed as I closed the door. He was hilarious. 

      “You mean you didn’t ask Lauren why she quit wearing skirts to class?” I said. “Or pull Kristen into unwholesome conversations under the guise of research? And then failed them both despite excellent coursework because they didn’t find you as charming as you believe yourself to be? Is that the professionalism to which you’re referring?”

      I turned and faced him. 

      His jaw firmed. He stomped behind his desk and shoved papers off the yellowing campus telephone. 

      “I’m calling security.” 

      He picked up the receiver and pressed the direct extension button. That’s when he noticed. 

      The phone cord dangled, limp and frayed at the bottom where I had severed it twenty minutes earlier. 

      Oops.

      He stared at the exposed wire and sweat broke out across his forehead. 

      “Afraid security can’t help you.” I locked the door. “And neither can anyone else.”

      I grabbed him before he grabbed his mobile from his pocket and shoved him against the wall of bookcases. He yelped as books toppled out of the shelves and struck his shoulders.

      “You’re probably thinking I’m a bad person.” I coiled my fingers harder into his tweed blazer. “But you’re wrong. I’m far worse.”

      I filled my eyes with fire. I let them burn bright and wicked with my chaos. 

      He screamed, but it died in his throat the second I pointed the tip of my dagger at the cleft in his chin. The sweat beading along his hairline ran down his temples as he lifted his hands over his head. 

      “Please…don’t…don’t hurt me.”

      I smiled, loving how he begged. Loving the reflection of my eyes blazing back at me in his glasses.

      I leaned in to him until I smelled the spice of his cologne. Felt the heat of his panic rising off his neck. 

      “What you do leaves scars on a person.” I pressed the blade into the thrashing pulse of his throat. “Just like nine inches of steel. If I hear one hint about you harassing students again, I will make you one appendage less, and I promise that will be very unpleasant for us both.”

      A disco beat of drums layered with claps and sharp plucks of a guitar pounded out of my vibrating mobile in my pocket.

      Damn. 

      “Apologies,” I said, relaxing into ease and charm. 

      I pulled out my phone and swiped right, shutting off the alarm before the melody soared into a chorus about some man named Rasputin. Time really did fly when one was enjoying oneself.

      “Wish I could stay a bit longer,” I said. “Unfortunately, I have a rather pressing appointment I cannot miss. Hope you don’t mind?” 

      He shivered in response, his face frozen in terror and muscles rigid. 

      I patted his clammy cheek. 

      “Wonderful!”

      I sheathed my dagger and stepped away letting him crumple to the floor. He huddled against the bookcases and drew in his knees, hugging them against his chest. 

      I swear humans never could keep their wits around flashes of the divine.

      Turning, I put on my round sunglasses and walked out the door.

      I had an important question to ask Sigyn tonight, and I couldn’t be late.
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            WHY IS IT NEVER A GOOD SURPRISE?

          

        

      

    

    
      I sped along Highway 101, twisting along the rugged California coast outlined by the breaking surf of the Pacific Ocean. Wind filled with salt tore through my hair as I hugged the sharp ridges and hairpin turns. 

      I downshifted a gear, and the engine of my black Audi R8 roared, accelerating and chasing the road that kept disappearing behind every bend carved into the sun-baked cliffs. Even though I had preferred the Lamborghini at first—Sigyn found it bumpy—the v10 was keeping up with me just fine.

      Nothing beat this new age. Everything was fast and wanted to go faster. 

      Like me. 

      After saving everyone from a fiery end at Ragnarok by stopping Golda—sorry, Gullveig—Sigyn and I decided to call California home. Not because I had any fondness for Midgard, but because Odin and all the powdered arseholes of the Aesir high court highly suggested I stay and never leave—unless I wanted the other realms to find out the particular part I played in the whole ending the worlds thing. 

      Namely, causing it. 

      I know. 

      I had been in a rather bad place. Starting the apocalypse seemed like a great idea to get my revenge on all the gods for that five-hundred years of torture bound in a cave.

      While that was all water under the bridge now, the other realms wouldn’t see it that way.

      The Dark Elves were already on the hunt for whoever caused firestorms to annihilate their entire crop of mushrooms.

      I would not have my thumbs snipped off over a few sautéed morels.

      And so, on Midgard I would remain. 

      Sigyn told me that if we were to live a Midgardian life, she would get a proper job, and attend medical school to become a proper surgeon. She had a true passion for medicine and healing, and knew more than any doctor already, having spent the last five centuries treating orphans in Alfheim while I…while I was otherwise engaged.

      While she refused to accept my help with faking a few diplomas to skip the entire process and get right to work—it would be terribly easy—she acquiesced with a defeated sigh when she realized she did indeed need a believable background in order to even apply, since converting Elvish to Midgardian credits was rather impossible, given that Elvish credits did not exist.

      UCLA accepted her without a blink.

      As for myself, I chose to take a crack at something new. Something quite bold for me.

      Retirement.

      I spent my days laid out beside our pool, sunbathing in the nude with a glass of chilled white sangria in one hand, and a book in the other. 

      In the better part of a week, I had brushed up on all literature, philosophy, and science published since 1526. 

      It relieved me that humans finally got over their belief in humorism. Imagine thinking that bodies consisted of only four types of colorful bile? Horrifying.

      I took up cooking next at the suggestion of my son, Fenrir, after he begged me to do something else. Anything. 

      It wasn’t my fault that he always chose to video call me when I was au natural at sangria o’clock. The shrieks of the restaurant guests behind him had nearly burst my eardrums. Evidently, while humans had gotten over humorism, they hadn’t gotten over their prudishness.

      After filling the kitchen with copper pans and cast iron cookware, I had cooked my way through Mexico, Japan, and France. I perfected my Beef Wellingtons, Soufflés—the trick was whisking enough air into the egg whites—and claimed victory over the scourge that was the omelet. 

      That kept me occupied for a month. 

      Then I grew bored. 

      Quite bored. 

      That’s when I dragged out my knives from beneath our bed, strapped my daggers at my hips, and returned to the only line of work that ever brought a smile to my face. 

      Was being a mercenary the most noble of professions?

      Not really, as Sigyn kindly reminded me when I excitedly mentioned the Russian mafia paid double the Italian.

      Apparently, decent people didn’t help criminal organizations. And furthermore, we didn’t need the money and I could take my principles and hang them on the nearest tree.

      Fine.

      She suggested I channel my energy instead into doing one random act of kindness every day. And the universe seemed to agree when I overheard Lauren and Kristen complaining about William Harlaxton while they prepared my usual cinnamon latte…well, fixing their little professor problem seemed the kind thing to do.

      Surprisingly, I found doing these random acts of kindness had their own reward. They gave me quite the rush. It was new. Different. 

      I liked it and I wanted to keep chasing that feeling. 

      Shifting the gears of my Audi again, the exhaust lowered into a deep growl, and I pulled into our driveway. A sleek, five-bedroom, three bath Malibu Beach house—all straight lines, black windows, and 180-degree views of the Santa Monica Bay.

      I walked into the foyer and dark hardwood floors spread through airy rooms, all white and modern and accented with Danish furniture. The crack of ocean waves against rock tumbled through the full-length windows and filled the open spaces with thunder as I bounded up the stairs and into our bedroom.

      Kicking off my heels, I shimmied out of my blazer and trousers. I removed my makeup and undid the bra top and flung it on the bed draped in white sheets. I just didn’t feel like a woman anymore. No matter. I flattened my breasts into a chest of lean muscle and narrowed my hips, returning to my male form. 

      I walked into my closet that complimented my fluid nature and riffled through layers of suits and gowns and red velvet trousers, all Dolce and Gabbana, Gucci, and Versace. Everything extravagant. Delicious. 

      Me. 

      But for tonight, I wanted something more subtle and chic. 

      Leaving the top two buttons of my white shirt open, I put on a black Prada suit, loving how the slim fit perfectly accentuated my tall frame. My lips pulled into a wider smile as I fastened a crown pin brooch to the silk lapel, the crystal accents giving that necessary bit of flash. 

      The entire ensemble set off my long copper hair that waved like flames around my angled cheekbones and sharp chin, and made my green eyes dance more than they already did. 

      Perfection.

      I popped back downstairs and into the kitchen that gleamed with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances. Walking past the six burner range, I stopped in front of the double ovens and pulled out a venison pie. The savory scent of meat and carrot filled the house, bubbling beneath the golden crust flaking with butter.  

      Now for the wine.

      I walked to the wine rack and trailed my gaze over twenty bottles capped in red and yellow foil. I slid out a Chateauneuf-du-Pape ’47, a beautiful red that would blend seamlessly with the sauterne I’d serve with the crème brûlée. Of course, espresso and pear brandy would follow dessert and then a full night of vigorous love making.

      But first…

      I tugged open the wine cooler, grabbed a bottle of chilled Dom Peringon, and walked back through the kitchen, picking up the venison pie on the way as I went out onto the deck lined with glass.

      The sun fell softly towards the hard line where a dark ocean met a sky smeared with pinks and purples. The Pacific pounded the coarse sand and rock, interrupted only by the crunch of ice as I twisted the champagne deep into the silver bucket sitting beside the table.

      I placed the pie next to the canapés and beluga caviar, and covered it with a silver dome to keep warm.

      Scooting out one chair, I plopped into the wicker and stared at the empty chair across from me where Sigyn would soon sit.

      All I could do now was wait, and continue to let that single question I wanted to ask her burn me raw.

      I shoved my hand into my inner pocket and took out a ring. It was a wide band of gold, decorated in Aesir patterns and carved with interlocking knots and runes and symbols. I had it specially made for her of my own design.

      A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I brushed the smooth metal with my fingertip.

      I loved Sigyn, and I wanted to bind myself to her. To be hers alone.

      Now, everything rested on a single answer to a single question: did Sigyn want the same?

      To bind herself to me.

      To be my wife.

      The door leading from the garage clicked open.

      I pocketed the ring and turned and peered through the windows. Sigyn walked across the living room, framed by the teak wall unit behind her stuffed with books, ferns, and delicate glass trinkets she wedged between her collection of rocks and minerals.

      She slipped the straps of her leather tote crammed with medical texts off her shoulders and dropped them onto the Wassily chair.

      A flush of heat warmed me as she smoothed the puckers from her gray sweater over her curves, tugging the hem past her thighs squeezed into black leggings. Sigyn pulled a pen from her tied-back honeyed ginger hair that threatened to burst out of the elastic hairband and placed it on the glass coffee table.

      I couldn’t wait to dig my fingers into her curls and free them from being so rudely tamed.

      I stepped through the sliding patio doors and walked into the living room.

      “Well?” I leaned on the walnut sideboard. “How did you do?”

      Her face of soft arcs and round cheeks brightened as her brown eyes met mine. Gentle and warm. Kind. Always kind.

      “I passed the exam.” Her face brightened further.

      I smiled.

      “As if there was any doubt.”

      She walked to me and brushed her thumb across the tops of my knuckles. Over the silver rings on my fingers.

      “I wasn’t so sure when they asked about the lymphatic system,” she said. “Everything I ever knew fell out of my head. The various forms of immunoglobulin alone.”

      I squeezed her hands. Warm. Soft.

      “But you got it right,” I said, stopping her doubt. “And now, I think you need to take the next few days easy before classes resume.”

      Her brow twisted.

      “You know taking it easy isn’t something I’m good at.”

      True.

      Sigyn was talented at many things, but relaxing was not one of them. Then again, she was happiest hunched over anatomy books at the table, highlighting paragraphs, dog-earing the corners of pages, and marveling at all the gooey bits of the human body.

      Her ability to be giddy over something as pathetic as the spleen was one of the many reasons I loved her.

      “Are you sure you want to do this the long way, Sigyn?” I said. “A few charms and I can make any degree you wish. I really don’t understand why you⁠—”

      She pressed her finger against my lips, shutting me up. Playful teasing crept across her grin, making me smolder harder. She always could undo me without a word.

      “We discussed this,” she said. “If I’m to work here, then I do it honestly. Remember?”

      I slid my hand behind her back and gently pulled her against me, cradling my body in hers, obliterating the remaining distance between us.

      “I do, it’s just I prefer remembering the discussion we had after…” I whispered, grazing her lips with my own.

      Sigyn shuddered and lifted her chin, meeting me in a kiss that nearly punched the air from my lungs.

      No matter how many times we lay together, every time was like the first time, and in those soft moments, I was whole.

      She was so true. Good.

      And I was…I was trying to be worthy of her.

      She smiled against my lips. Laughter followed.

      “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Can I not ravish you as soon as you come home?” I purred against her neck.

      I slipped my hand beneath her sweater and raced up the curve of her spine.

      My blood ignited, savoring her bare skin heating against my palm.

      To hell with the canapés.

      I led her to the sofa and sank into the buttery leather, pulling her onto my lap. My hips nestled between her thighs and she wound her fingers in my hair and lowered her mouth towards mine.

      I braced for her kiss again, yearning to feel the silk of her lips on mine. To feel her…

      “Is that blood on your neck?” she said.

      I clapped my hand over a small splattering of crusted residue and rubbed it away.

      Oh dear. I guess I got a little too carried away with Harlaxton.

      “It’s not mine, if that puts you at ease.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she pushed herself back, sitting on my knees.

      “Then whose blood is it?”

      I gave her a sheepish grin.

      “I must have accidentally nicked his skin in my excitement. I assure you he had plenty of other veins I left untouched.” I looked at the red coating my fingers. “I didn’t think he’d be that much of a bleeder. I swear, he’s fine.”

      “Loki…”

      “You told me I should help people.” I wiped the evidence away on my trousers. “He was quite the louse and⁠—”

      She stood and crossed her arms, her cheeks hollowing as the most exquisite irritation settled in her features.

      “I think you misunderstood my meaning of help.”

      I really didn’t want the mood spoiled with this conversation again. Especially tonight.

      I scooted to the edge of the sofa and reached out to her, lacing my fingers with hers.

      “Before you start yelling at me, how about some champagne first?”

      I stood and dragged her out to the patio before she could decline.

      The edge of the sun peeked over the horizon. Stars blinked, filling the sky as pinks faded into twilight blues that faded into black ink.

      The breeze from the ocean caressed us as I pulled the champagne from the ice. A pop! exploded as the cork flew out of the bottle. An arc of froth followed, cascading down the sides and over my fingers. I filled two champagne flutes.

      “Is there a special occasion?” Sigyn picked up a canapé piled with caviar and stuffed it into her mouth.

      I handed her a glass, delicate bubbles scurrying to the surface.

      “Must there always be a reason for me to dote on you? Oh! What’s this?”

      I lifted the cover off the main course as she took a seat at the table.

      Her eyes widened.

      “Is that⁠—”

      “Sylvia’s venison pie?” I finished, sitting opposite her. “Yes. Took ages for me to replicate the recipe. But I recalled it being your favorite in the sixteenth century.”

      Sylvia had been Sigyn’s maid back in Basel in 1526. She was a dear until she wasn’t, and wouldn’t think twice before trying to smack you upside the head with a pan if you crossed her.

      “I still find myself missing Sylvia,” Sigyn said. “She was my closest friend in those days.”

      “Whatever happened to her?”

      “I actually had Falael search for her,” she said. “I couldn’t think of Sylvia struggling to find new work due to…well.”

      She didn’t have to remind me. My throat tightened at the memory of Narfi and Nari, our twin boys we only knew hours before they were ripped from us. Before Frigg…

      I scrubbed my arms, ridding them of the sear of venom, and set my eyes on the sun disappearing behind the Pacific, focusing on the beauty of the sea instead of the chill of rock and unending darkness of that cave.

      I am safe.

      I am not in danger.

      “He found her and ensured all my assets, the house, the print shop, everything, be given to her,” she said. “Apparently, she became a cut throat business woman. Never married, but had scores of lovers.”

      “Cheers to that.”

      Sigyn chuckled as I clinked her glass with mine.

      I took a swallow of champagne, loving the bubbles snapping across my tongue.

      “I also had him search for Simon.”

      I choked, a rush of fizz needling the back of my throat.

      “Your brother?” I wheezed, trying to clear the prickle of champagne.

      I didn’t like the idea of Falael digging around this particularly thorny grave…especially since I was the one that put Simon in it.

      My palms burned with the memory of his windpipe crushing beneath my hold as I suffocated him. Cruel? Perhaps. But Simon was dangerous and made deals with even more dangerous thugs.

      I ensured his death before he ensured Sigyn’s.

      “And did he find anything of Simon?”

      Had the eels in the Rhine I tossed his corpse into not been as hungry as I thought?

      “No.” She glanced at her lap. “Falael checked every record book, and even as recently as last year sent my DNA to some database hoping to discover a match or relation. But, he found nothing. It’s like Simon simply vanished.”

      The muscles in my shoulders I didn’t realize had stiffened, relaxed.

      This was definitely one skeleton I preferred to remain buried deep, deep underground.

      If Sigyn ever discovered the truth of what I’d done…

      “What a pity.” I raked my fingers through my hair.

      “I’ll always be curious about what happened to him,” she said. “I mean, it’s obvious when one joins the military, but…it would be nice to know.”

      Even after all this time, her devotion to him remained.

      “I don’t see why you care.” I uncorked the ’47 and flooded our second set of wine glasses with the red blend. Hints of Syrah and Grenache diffused into the salty air.

      “I care because he was my brother.”

      I snorted.

      “He was a swine.”

      She tensed.

      “I know you hated him. You don’t have to always remind me.”

      She stood and walked to the edge of the deck and leaned on the stainless frame of the glass railing, and stared out at the ocean.

      I cursed myself. I always had a talent for saying the wrong thing to her.

      I picked up both glasses off the table.

      She kept her eyes firm on the sea as I stood next to her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      She sighed and met my gaze, her annoyance melting until it disappeared entirely into forgiveness.

      “It’s alright,” she said. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have brought Simon up. I know the bad taste he puts in your mouth.”

      I smiled and held the glass of wine out to her as a further peace offering.

      “Yes. Unfortunately a taste that doesn’t compliment the ’47,” I jested.

      She chuckled, letting me know all was well again, and took the glass and gave the wine a firm swirl. Lifting it to her nose she breathed in the earthy tones.

      “Let’s not talk of the past anymore, and only of the future,” she said.

      “You read my mind.”

      I dug into my inner pocket and grasped the ring, the metal warm as I closed it in my grip that was unusually sweaty.

      Was this nerves? This woman continued to bring out the oddest of sensations in me.

      The wind skated off the ocean waves, cold and saturated with brine, and tousled through her hair. The lights from the house cast her in gold and shadow, deepening the hollows of her eyes and shading the curve of her jaw.

      Sigyn was so beautiful and I never wanted to be parted from her.

      She tilted her head and her smile widened, making my knees weaken further.

      “You’re being uncharacteristically quiet right now,” she said.

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “With you it usually means you’re plotting something dangerous. Oh. You better not have Bananas Foster planned. I told you no more flaming desserts after the Cherries Jubilee incident.”

      I shook my head, reassuring her I kept my promise.

      “Don’t worry, there will be no flambéing of any sort this evening.”

      She breathed out in relief.

      “I’m still finding exploded cherries all through the house, you know,” she said. “Never. Again.”

      I laughed and neared her, planting my right elbow next to hers on the railing.

      “Besides the cherries…Are you happy?” I asked. “With me?”

      “Loki, you may sometimes make an art out of trying my patience, but…” She reached out and stroked my hand, love radiating from her. “Yes. I’m perfectly, and wholly happy. I love you.”

      My heart pounded harder against my ribs.

      “Before I met you, I’d learned to live a half life,” I said. “But you’ve made my life whole again, and⁠—”

      All I wanted to say. All I wanted to tell her—what she meant to me—it all turned to cotton in my mouth.

      “Are you alright?” she said. “You look like someone who’s accidentally eaten a bad prawn.”

      “I’m quite well. It’s just…”

      “Just what?”

      “Sigyn, there is something I want to ask. Will you—or, would you ever consider⁠—”

      The roar of the ocean drowned in a deep and consuming hum that gouged my eardrums with invisible spears.

      “What the bloody hell is that?” I said.

      Sigyn didn’t answer. She only stared through me, catatonic and her entire body rigid.

      The hum ascended into a screech.

      Her eyes turned black.

      “Sigyn?”

      A rush of energy stormed out of her, kicking me in the chest, forcing me to stumble back. Away.

      The glass railing shattered, launching a million shards across the deck and over my head and shoulders.

      I raced back towards Sigyn, resisting the urge to clap my hands over my ears that burned as the hum continued to burrow deeper into my skull.

      The champagne flutes cracked and burst along with the bottles, a deluge of wine and champagne flowing over the table and flooding between the translucent slivers that crunched beneath my heels.

      Sigyn’s knees buckled.

      She collapsed.

      I caught her in my arms.

      And I felt a force.

      Power.

      Raw.

      Hungry.

      I lowered us both to the ground littered with broken glass and food and wine and cradled her head in my lap.

      I pressed my hand over her chest, trying to feel, to understand, what was happening to her.

      The energy writhing within her center snapped and bit beneath my palm and…and a knowing darkened my center, recognizing the familiar growl. Recognizing it because I had felt this energy once before, writhing in Gullveig’s heart.

      Surtr.

      Sigyn had pulled Surtr into herself to save us from Ragnarok. Her contrary element of hope and fidelity had smothered this lethal and consuming darkness. At least, that’s what we all thought. But now…now that darkness raced through Sigyn’s veins, pulsing and alive.

      Awake.

      Awake? That’s not possible.

      My heart pounded against my ribs like a pick against ice.

      The hum died.

      The rhythmic thunder of the ocean that the hum had drowned out returned.

      Sigyn’s eyes fluttered open, normal and brown.

      Wincing, she sat up and leaned forward, rustling the surrounding glass.

      “What happened?” She pressed the butt of her hand against her forehead.

      I couldn’t find my voice. I lost it in the tempest of terror and panic filling my mind, each fear worse than the next.

      Her cheeks flushed taking in the surrounding destruction. Her eyes settled on mine. I wanted to break seeing the worry blazing in them.

      “Loki…” alarm filled her voice. “What happened?”

      “You passed out and…”

      I gathered her to me and held her against my chest. I pressed my face into her hair and kissed the top of her head.

      “I did this?” she whispered.

      “Have you noticed feeling anything odd? Rumblings? Twinges?”

      She bit her bottom lip.

      “I thought they would go away.”

      My pulse quickened and my stomach burned.

      “Away?”

      “I thought if I ignored it…” she paused. “We’ve fought so hard to have our present. Our future. I didn’t want anything to get in the way.”

      I held her tighter, caressing her upper arms with my thumbs.

      I understood what she meant. Our futures always tended to blow up in our faces, and now this…

      When could we just be happy?

      “How long has this been going on?”

      She huddled deeper in my arms.

      “Two weeks…maybe a month. But never anything like this.”

      I stood, beads of glass racing down my shoulders, and faced the house, needing to collect my thoughts. Webs of fine cracks split the thick windows.

      “A month?” I turned and helped her to her feet. “This explains the broken mirror in the bathroom from a week ago. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I know how you get when things like this happen.” She shook the glass from her hair. “You tend to get carried away.”

      “I do not get carried away.”

      She shot me a look that said are you serious?

      Perhaps she had a point. I could be a tad rash. I had tried to destroy the worlds, after all.

      She brushed the collar of her sweater. She stiffened as her fingertips grazed something resting beneath the fibers.

      “What is it?” I said.

      She tugged her sweater off her shoulder and…

      I thought some invisible hand gripped my insides and clamped shut.

      Horror filled her gaze as she stretched her neck and stared down at a crusted, black spot festering on the ridge of her collarbone. That wasn’t there this morning…

      “What’s happening to me?” she said.

      That question gnawed my insides further raw. Because I didn’t have an answer.

      You think you’ve stopped Ragnarok. That you’ve won. But Yggdrasil’s roots remain shaken.

      I hushed Gullveig’s warning from my mind, but I couldn’t hush Odin’s voice that trailed after.

      Time will tell, he had told me when I asked him if there would be a price for Sigyn defeating Surtr.

      And time told, but I had no idea what it meant.

      “I don’t know.” That thought made me sick. I hated not knowing. “But I know who might.”

      I hated that more.

      “No,” she said. “Not him. You can’t trust him, or any of the gods.”

      “I know.”

      “With what they’ve done to us⁠—”

      “I know!” I pulled in a calming breath. “But this episode you’ve just experienced—we haven’t the time to find anyone else who might be able to figure out what’s occurring inside of you. What choice do we have?”

      I wanted never to see him again, to need him again, and now, he was my only option.

      Sigyn shook her head and took my hand in hers and squeezed, her nerves dampening her skin with sweat.

      “But you’re exiled,” she said. “You can’t return to Asgard. It’s too dangerous. If you break the terms…”

      I waved her worry away.

      “It’s just a measly little banishment,” I said. “I’m sure the gods will make an exception.”

      She raised her right eyebrow.

      “I’m sure if we go in the back way, we won’t get caught and they’ll never find out,” I added.

      I really could do without giving the gods the satisfaction of finally being able to spill their juicy gossip about me causing Ragnarok to all our neighbors, who in turn would spill my guts across their fields.

      It was a mess best avoided.

      No, it was better to be prudent and err on the side of caution, even though doing so really disappointed me. Besides, I had Sigyn to think about now.

      I had a new life with her.

      One I would not surrender.

      Yggdrasil’s roots remain shaken…

      “I don’t like this,” she said.

      I didn’t like this either, but it was the only course to stop whatever was happening to her. Surtr boiled hotter inside of her and I swallowed a spark of fear.

      “It’s a quick jaunt via Bifrost to Asgard. We will return before supper gets cold,” I said.

      I lied, knowing what had to be done, and what we stood to lose.
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      Rain poured out of a sky thick with clouds, soaking our hair and trickling off our brows and chins. My clothes stuck to my skin, and my socks squished in my shoes with each cold step. 

      I didn’t want to be back here. And, it seemed Asgard didn’t want me back either, throwing me an incredible metaphorical finger with this wet bullshit. 

      I grumbled, splashing through the third ankle-deep puddle.

      Rivulets of water ran between cobblestones that gleamed blue in the dim light from shop windows and colorful limestone buildings. I tugged Sigyn tighter against me as we kept in the darkness, squeezing through city alleys and beneath archways. 

      We took a hard right on Gretha Street and slunk past doors that shut on either side of us.

      Left we swung and slipped down Njoll. Shutters on windows snapped tight, snuffing out the remaining yellow light pooling in the shadows.

      If there was one silver lining, it was that the storm drove everyone inside, making the usually packed streets sparse. If we were noticed before...

      Before we make it to Odin.

      Odin. 

      The thought of him alone turned my stomach. 

      Unfortunately, dark prophecies with a penchant for ultimate destruction were outside my territory, but they weren’t outside of his. 

      As much as it pained me to admit, no one bested Odin when it came to understanding dark things—charms, spells, magic—and Surtr was as dark a thing as ever existed.

      If anyone knew what this meant…knew how to stop whatever was happening to Sigyn…

      Sigyn chilled against me, as if Surtr read my thoughts—my hopes—and laughed. 

      Lightning coated the city in flickering, garish white. 

      Thunder rumbled in the distant mountains. 

      The storm hardened, dousing the palace that lay ahead in curtains of rain. The building sprawled along the hill, halls of fine stone and leaded windows and tile shingles.

      Though I would have preferred to use my secret passage, it was no longer an option after my last performance with the whole killing Balder thing. I knew the gods would have swept through and barred any crack or crevice that led inside to prevent any more of my fun surprises.  

      We crept across the gardens, mud splattering our legs as we squelched through a bed of tulips. I peeked over a hedge and scanned the grounds and walls for any guards roaming about.

      The hinges of rusting metal squealed. I ducked with Sigyn behind the greenery.

      Two guards marched out of an arched gateway, whining about the wish for a good fire and a pint of ale. 

      Once they passed through the tower door, I tugged her the opposite direction and fled beneath a covered walkway lined with pillars, letting us catch our breaths and wipe the rain from our eyes hidden in the gloom.

      “Are you sure this is the best way?” Sigyn whispered. “Anyone could catch us. Or we catch them. I don’t know how I’ll react if I cross paths with that monster.”

      Frigg, she meant. I didn’t know how I’d react either.

      Lightning flared, glazing her face in white. Red flushed her cheeks. Fatigue deepened the fine lines around her eyes. 

      I needed to get her inside.  

      “It will be fine,” I said. “Trust me.”

      Rolls of thunder drowned the crash of the Asgardian Sea as I grabbed her wrist and pulled her along the path. Our clothes hung off our shoulders, heavy and wet and dripping trails of water behind us. 

      I stopped at the back entrance and smiled as men heaved sacks of potatoes off a cart and flung them over their shoulders. They walked one after the next through the massive door and into the warm glow of the kitchens.

      The staff and I had come to an understanding long ago. They stayed out of my way, and I didn’t tell Frigg who nicked the mead. It was quite the lovely little symbiotic relationship. One I hoped remained.

      But, just in case.

      A bald man dug his fingers into the burlap sack and swung the potatoes over his shoulder. Keeping Sigyn concealed to my right, I snuck behind him and did the same, carrying the potatoes so they hid my face. A woman with a stubby nose buried in her ledger made a check mark without noticing us slip past her and into the roar of crackling fire, sharpening knives, and the curses of cooks.

      The floor warmed my feet as we walked through the soot-stained kitchens, dodging the scrambling staff as they grabbed copper pans off shelves and tended the hearth, full of spits and boiling cauldrons. 

      The clatter of dishes and shouts at the scullions grew faint as we turned onto a black and white tiled hallway. Now where was…ah! There. I chucked the potatoes behind a statue of a boar, flung open the door across from its snout, and hurried Sigyn up a spiral staircase with steps so worn my heels nearly slipped off their sunken edges. 

      I clicked open the door at the top and peeked through the crack and into the feast hall. 

      Empty. 

      Perfect. 

      “This way.” I led her between heavy oak tables battered from eons of feasts. 

      The hollow echoes of our footsteps on the flagstones rose into the hammer-beam roof, the carved wood richly painted in golds and midnight blues. 

      She faltered. I held her up, pressing us forward towards Odin’s quarters. 

      I didn’t even have to second guess if he’d be at his desk, quill in hand, scratching a million illegible notes into book margins. His excruciating routines infuriated me to no end. 

      Now, it’s what I counted on. 

      I slid back a piece of paneling and shuffled us through a passageway. A mouse scurried past. Cobwebs clung to the fibers of my jacket. Wonderful. The cherry on top of an already steaming pile of⁠—

      We popped out into a marble hall filled with the drum of rain beating outside the open archways, and the scent of jasmine and oleander brought me back to times I wanted to forget.

      Times with him. 

      Extinguishing such disgusting recollections, I knocked on the oak door of his rooms. 

      No answer. Probably busy feeding liver to his ravens. I would never understand why he enjoyed keeping such gloomy rats as pets.

      I pounded on the door again. Louder. 

      Sigyn leaned against the wall and the pallor of her skin turned a nasty shade.

      “I’m about to faint or vomit,” she said. “I’m not sure which, but I know it will be one or the other. Gods. What if I get sick on the furniture?”

      “Don’t worry over such things. I’ve vomited on Odin’s furniture loads of times after a night of heavy drinking and never thought twice⁠—”

      More color drained from her face and she wobbled.

      That’s it. If he would not answer…

      I struck the door with my shoulder and broke the bloody thing down. 

      I expected a rush of curses. Rage. 

      Nothing.

      Mildly disappointing. 

      “Odin?” I called. 

      Gathering Sigyn to me, I guided her around the splintered wood and walked into an absolute mess of books, and scrolls, and mahogany furniture that needed a good polish. 

      I darted my gaze to every corner, over tapestries and to his desk crammed with papers and pots of ink. 

      My throat tightened.

      He wasn’t here. 

      Damn.

      I sat Sigyn in a leather chair by the fire. Kneeling on a sheepskin rug, I pulled off her wet shoes and socks and grabbed a wool blanket off a stool. I draped it around her shoulders. 

      “Don’t go making a fuss,” she said, her voice strained. “I’m alright now I can sit.”

      She was not alright.

      Squeezing through the labyrinthine stacks of books—this man, I swear. After all these eons, still a pack rat—I walked to the small table wedged between bookcases of sagging shelves crowded with ancient trinkets and baubles. I recalled each.

      “I just need to focus on my breathing,” she said. “Whatever this is will pass.”

      For being practically a doctor, she was the worst patient.

      Picking up a goblet, I filled it to the rim with claret, hating the familiarity of my every movement. Hating the familiarity of being back here.

      I returned to Sigyn and handed her the goblet. She lifted the claret to her lips and took a large swallow. A small part of me relaxed as color started returning to her cheeks. 

      Where the bloody hell was Odin? 

      “Stay here,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      I left before she had time to argue and marched down the hall in search of him.

      Of course, he would choose now to form new habits. 

      Clannggg!

      I turned as a continuous metal ringing melted into an irritating spin.

      Balder stood rigid at the far end of the hallway, his perfect mouth agape, a silver bowl whirling at his feet. Green apples rolled across the marble, one stopping at the tip of my Louboutin shoe. 

      My lips pulled into the biggest grin, I suspect with a hint of evil at the corners.

      Balder the Beautiful. All blonde hair, chiseled jaw, and a smile so white it made everyone weak-kneed. Everyone except me. I often fantasized about pulling each tooth out with a pair of rusted pliers.

      Maybe my luck had turned around after all.

      “Hello, Balder.” My voice dripped charm.

      His eyes widened—so blue, so grating—and he took a step back, crushing an apple beneath his polished boot heel. 

      “Stay away from me,” he said.

      Every muscle of his lean frame tensed, pulling his shoulders up nearly to the bottoms of his ears.

      I sighed. 

      Murder someone one time and they never forgive you. 

      “I just want to have a little chat,” I said.

      He rubbed the side of his neck, as if recalling our last meeting when I had rammed a spear of mistletoe into his jugular. One of the great highlights of my life. I smiled wider at the memory.

      “Chat?” he echoed.

      He took another step back. 

      I took one forward, putting up my hands. Trying to reassure him I came in peace.

      “Yes,” I said. “Won’t take long. I need a bit of information.”

      He nodded slowly. 

      “What do you want to know?” he said.

      I relaxed, lowering my hands to my sides. 

      Good. Maybe there was a functioning part of his brain after all. 

      “Where is⁠—”

      Balder spun on his heel and ran away down the hall. 

      That little shit.  

      I ran after him. 

      He stumbled on an apple, smashing it into pulp. He flung out his arms in a kind of pirouette to catch his balance and—I clawed into his tunic, tackling him to the ground.

      His forehead smacked the stone, and I flipped him onto his back. Apples rolled past us as he scratched at my face, swiping at my eyes and my nose with all the strength of a pathetic kitten.

      I straddled him, squeezing his waist between my knees and grabbing his wrists. At least, I tried to grab them. Layers of heavy creams made his hands so slick he kept slipping out of my grip. 

      “What do you smear yourself with?” I said, fighting to keep hold of him. “You’re like trying to grab a slug.”

      “Don’t kill me again!” he sobbed.

      Of course. Always making it about him. 

      “Please, I’ve moved on,” I said.

      He winced as I finally wrenched his wrists above his head, pinning him still.

      “Now,” I said. “Where’s your father? Oh, stop it. You know your blubbering has no effect on me.”

      “He’s…”

      He fought for breath beneath my weight.

      “Yes?”

      “He’s in the stables. Must you grind your nails into my wrists?”

      I smiled.

      I suppose I didn’t. But, I never could help myself.

      “The stables?” I said. “Since when did he become one for manual labor?”

      His muscles relaxed and that delicious spark of fear in his eyes dissolved into something malicious.  

      “He said it helps him forget.”

      “Forget what?”

      A smile cracked his face, the kind of smile that always begged me to punch him in the jaw and shatter all those prized teeth.

      “The gods won’t like knowing you’ve broken your banishment,” he said. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      He thought he got me. How precious.

      I lowered my face to his cheek, feeling the heat rise off his prickling skin.

      “You shouldn’t be here, either,” I whispered into his ear. “You should be rotting away in Hel where I put you and…why do you still smell like the grave?” Mushroom and damp saturated his hair, rather ruining my threats. I got off him and wiped my hands on my trousers.

      “It’s nothing.”

      He pushed himself up and rubbed the red marks I left on his wrists away.

      Dirt filled his fingernails.

      Odd.

      “I see it’s been awhile since our last manicure,” I said.

      He hid his hands behind his back.

      “I said it’s nothing.”

      I eyed him. It certainly didn’t seem that way.

      Whatever. I didn’t have time for this.

      I pointed my finger into his chest covered in layers of silk.

      “One word about this meeting and I swear I’ll⁠—”

      “I promise,” he cut me off. “Not a word.”

      He held my gaze, telling me the conversation was over. Brave. Especially for him. Delight washed down my spine. I always loved it when he challenged me.

      “Good. Then we’re done.”

      I picked up his fruit bowl, the silver embossed with grapes and vines catching the torchlight.

      “Really?” he said, a bit too brightly.

      “No.” I gave the bowl a flip.

      He looked to the right just in time to admire the full force of the sturdy silver that I raced directly for his forehead.

      Whack!

      He dropped at my feet, a lovely indentation of a grape leaf stamped into his bruising skin.

      “Terribly sorry,” I said. “But for some reason, I don’t trust when the gods make promises to me anymore.”

      I lifted his ankles and dragged him to a large chest with brass fittings pushed against the back wall.

      Hoisting him up, I dumped him inside the pungent camphor wood.

      He’d be fine. Although, if it did take a servant a day or two to find him…

      I picked up an apple off the floor and tossed it onto his stomach and slammed the lid shut and gave the key a twist, locking him inside.

      Straightening my lapels, I started off for the stables and threw the key out the window into a gardenia bush.
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      Veins of lightning shuddered in the roiling clouds. The stables fluttered in and out of blues and purples. 

      The ground rumbled with the growl of thunder.

      I hated how my heart thundered louder.

      I hated how I
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