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File #4

This is an adventure story. It has some action parts, it has some fun parts. It’s slightly based on Norse mythology, but that’s all. I used the parts I like and find fascinating and didn’t care much about correctness. Thus Loki gets a lot to do and assassination attempts are happening. Thus, like in the Marvel universe, Thor and Loki are brothers (ok, I did take quite some pointers from Avengers, but that was just what spawned my ideas). To explain discrepancies between the mythology and my story, I claim it’s Loki’s fault. Prove me wrong.
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“Those were the hardest weeks ever for the field agents.” Loki closed his eyes and sighed.

“The field agents have only been around for about a year.” Sarah’s voice drifted up from where she used his chest as a pillow, stretched out in front of the fireplace in his living room.

“Yet those were the hardest weeks ever.”

“I’m not really disagreeing, they were a nightmare. And the rest of us doesn’t have the double duty of council member and agent of Asgard.”

“I could very happily murder one council member at the moment.”

“And I don’t even have to ask which one. How can two people be as different as Balder and his father?”

“Pure luck on Balder’s side.”

“Possibly.” She laughed. “William and Maggie are planning to marry soon, by the way.”

“They do? Jenner mentioned that he isn’t going to wait much longer, but here in Asgard that doesn’t necessarily mean ‘soon.’ No more than a century would still be ‘not much longer,’ after all.”

“I’m still not used to thinking in divine time spans.”

“Some are even hard on me.”

“Like ‘when Odin was a little boy?’” Again, she laughed, a sound he could never get enough of.

“That one is beyond me.” He laughed as well.

“That one is beyond everyone, I think. Does your father remember his childhood?”

“Yes, I think he does. He remembers what happened then, he remembered the gem, too.”

“He must have a very good memory, then. By the way, I had a mail from Angela today.”

“How is your sister?”

“She’s fine, but annoyed.”

“Oh?”

“A high school friend of hers, Pauline, has sent her an invitation.”

“What kind of invitation?”

“Angela and me and any boyfriend, husband, or fiancé we have are invited to stay with her in England for a week. Pauline met a guy two years back, turned out he was a British nobleman on a trip through the states. They got married last year.”

“And now she wants to gloat and show both of you how much better her life is?”

She smiled. “Only you would automatically think that, but the terrible truth is you’re probably right. Pauline was always like that and she competed fiercely with Angela when we were all in school.”

“Why does she want you to tag along, then?”

“Probably so she can prove nobody is ever going to marry me, because I’m a bookworm.” He felt Sarah move slightly against him. “She was annoyed, because I was good at school and her mom and ours were friends and she was always told to ‘be more like Sarah!’”

“I’m shocked.” Loki grinned. “My fiancé was a good example. You know, we might have to stop dating.”

“Is that so? You wouldn’t mind me going out with Balder and Thor, then? As they would appreciate a girlfriend who was a good example.”

“You grew out of being a good example, obviously.”

“Does that mean we can continue dating?”

“Yes, we can do that.”

“Too bad, I could have exchanged the younger prince for the crown prince.” She heaved a theatrical sigh. “Pauline’s plan is going to flop, anyway. She wants us both or none of us and I can’t come along.”

“Who says that?”

“My boss and yours...”

“I guess after the last few weeks I can get a leave for a week out of father. He can always contact me, if need be.”

“And my boss?”

“You might have to get more persuasive there.”

“Would I, now?” She sat up and turned to him. The fire behind her back made her red hair glow. He leaned back on his elbows, enjoying the view. She ran a few fingers through her hair. “Boss, I really, really, really need a few days off.”

“Do you?”

She smiled at him and twirled a wavy strand around her finger. “The last few weeks have been terribly stressful and I have a family matter to attend to.”

“I don’t know, Miss Lucas, that doesn’t really convince me.”

She pouted. “I didn’t get to spend enough time with my fiancé lately, either, because we were both stressed. And I fear he might commit a crime, if I don’t help him relax. He mentioned killing a council member a little while back.”

Loki gave in and laughed. “I can’t argue with that. It would be terrible, if your fiancé murdered someone. You have leave.”

Sarah laughed, too. “I thought that one might convince you.”

“We’re really lucky that the ‘Maiden’ in your title is merely honorary, Tree Maiden.”

“Yes, otherwise your family planning would be in even more jeopardy.”

“Oh, but it is, as my fiancé is so uncooperative about the number of children we’ll have.” He smirked.

“So, I can tell Angela we’re coming along?”

“You can mail her tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

He sat up completely. “Tonight I need your help to prevent a crime from happening.”

* * *
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Since it might be suspicious, if they simply turned up somewhere, Loki and Sarah joined Angela at the airport for a flight to Great Britain. Loki was juggling the luggage and following in his fiancé’s wake, highly amused. It was a good idea to argue that she should wear a more leisurely look for the flight. Too bad tight jeans aren’t part of Asgard fashion.

Sarah’s older sister smiled at them. “I’m so glad you could both come.” Then she mustered Loki and her smile grew broader. “And I see my dear sister managed to win the argument about your clothes.”

He grinned back. “Well, I can’t say I mind. I won mine as well.”

Angela laughed. “Sounds like a classic win-win situation, then. I really appreciate you’re coming along. I mean, I can’t tell Pauline the whole truth, but you are a very attractive man and you two have been together for three years now.”

“Happily so.” Loki dumped the bags and suitcases on the ground for a moment. It would really make people suspicious if I didn’t ... even though they’re not that heavy for me. “You’re still single?”

“Well, my last boyfriend tried to feed me to trolls, so I’ve decided to take things a little slower right now.”

“And if the husband of your friend happens to have a few single friends, you can take the chance.”

“Well, why not? I can’t win against Sarah, but I can still get myself a nice, rich guy. Unless you think your brother would like dating me for real.”

“Thor has other problems right now. It’s time for him to choose a warhorse.”

“It is?” Sarah looked at him. “Why don’t you have to?”

“Because I’m never going to lead an army into battle. I’ve got time to find a horse.”

“Isn’t he going to ride your son one day?” Angela shot him a questioning look.

Loki laughed at that. “Mythology again, I’m afraid. Sleipnir isn’t my child, he’s a genetic experiment. Someone thought a horse with eight legs would run twice as fast. Besides, so far Sleipnir isn’t letting anyone else than father ride him.”

“Really?”

“Thor and I tried when we were children. We ended up in the hospital wing with a couple of broken bones each.”

“Did you?” Sarah ran her hand over his arm. “Poor dear.”

“Well, I dare say I got away a little better ... Thor had two more broken bones than I had.”

Angela laughed. “You’re always entertaining, that much is for sure. We should board now, though.”

Loki added their luggage to Angela’s trolley and took it over. They made their way to the right check-in and the right gate. Soon afterwards they were in their seats, relaxing.

“How were your last weeks?” Angela looked at Sarah.

Sarah sighed. “Stressing. We had a very hard job to do and there were a lot of council meetings, too.”

“What is so bad about council meetings?”

“The Model Warrior.” Loki sighed as well.

“The Model Warrior?”

“Balder’s father, he’s a council member.”

“Balder was the guy with the grey eyes, right? The one who caught me when I fainted?”

Sarah nodded. “That’s him, the most honourable warrior of Asgard.”

“Why is his father so bad, then?”

“Because he’s not like Balder at all.” Loki shrugged.

“And he can’t stand Loki,” Sarah added. “Thinks he has too many privileges for a non-warrior.”

“Ah.” Angela nodded her head sagely. “Sounds like an annoying guy.”

“He’s extremely annoying and behaving badly towards everyone who’s not a warrior,” Loki explained.

“He’s also extremely annoyed that he has to treat Loki as an equal.” With a laugh, Sarah leaned back in her seat again. “Having a break for a week will be great. The last weeks were incredibly hard.”

* * *
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Sarah’s and Angela’s friend met them at the entrance of Heathrow. Loki didn’t miss the moment she stared at him in disbelief. He put one hand on Sarah’s shoulder and gave their hostess a friendly grin.

“Angela, Sarah, how great to see you again!” she greeted them.

“Pauline, nice to see you again, too.” It was clear that Angela enjoyed the situation. “You remember Sarah, of course, and this is her fiancé.”

Loki took a step forward and extended his hand. “Loki Swenson, nice to meet you.”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine.” She looked at Sarah and back at him. “And you two are engaged?”

“Have been for the best part of a year now.” Sarah smiled. “And we’ve been dating for two years before that. Known each other for four years overall.”

“Congratulations, then.” Pauline’s smile looked a bit forced. “The car is waiting over there.”

During the car ride, Loki learned quite a few titbits of information about Sarah’s youth while he pretended to watch the scenery passing by. He filed several away for further use. Then the car approached an old manor house. The base is from the time of the Normans, it has been added to regularly and in logical patterns. I dare say this house has been in the same family for a long time. He smiled. A good place for a holiday. He watched as two men, clearly father and son, came out to greet them. Traces of Norman descent in them, too. He waited for all three women to leave the car and slipped out last.

Pauline took the lead, presenting them to her new family. “Edward, father, these are Angela and Sarah Lucas and Sarah’s fiancé Loki ... Swenson, was it?”

“Yes.” He bowed slightly, to her as well as to the two men. It’s easy to hear she’s still not used to her new social position. “Thank you very much for extending the invitation to me.”

He could see that the older man had difficulties in bringing Loki’s actions and looks together in his mind. He knew Sarah especially appreciated one aspect of Asgard’s rather archaic fashion: the frequent use of leather as a very durable material in male fashion. Her part of their bargain about the clothes they wore had been the tight jeans he enjoyed seeing on her a lot. His part had been to keep leather pants with his outfit, something he didn’t mind at all. However, to a British nobleman who wore hand-made suits, a relatively young man with long hair, an emerald-green shirt with quite some buttons undone, and a pair of leather pants probably didn’t look like a person with good manners.

The younger man cleared his throat. “Well, my dear wife wanted to know what happened at home and how her best friends were. Meeting their significant others was also important to her.”

“Of course.” Loki flashed the younger one a smile.

They entered the house and were shown to their rooms. Loki found it amusing to share a suite with Sarah, so they both had their own bedroom, but a small living room between them. Obviously, the family kept to old-fashioned rules of behaviour. An unmarried couple shouldn’t share a bed. That is old-fashioned, but not old-fashioned enough for me. Asgard has more of a ‘share your bed with whom you want, but choose your mate with care’ approach, after all. He put his clothes away and left the rooms, leaving Sarah to organise her more extended wardrobe. As he walked down the stairs of the main hall, he met the older of the two men again.

“I hope you are satisfied with your rooms,” the other one addressed him.

“They are wonderful, thank you. This whole house is breathing history and I’m enjoying every minute of it.”

“You are interested in history?” He had obviously managed to surprise the man again.

“It is something I have caught from my father. He always taught my brother and me how important it is to know where you come from. Roots are as important to people as they are to trees.”

“Well said. You have a brother?”

“An older brother, yes. While I work for my father in an important position ... one I will keep when my brother takes over, too ... I am not the firstborn. It has good and bad sides, of course.”

“You have steady work, then?”

“Very steady. My father holds interests and shares in companies all over the world.” And various others. “Most of the time, it’s my job to make sure everything runs its course. Very demanding, but also satisfying. Sarah has always been very supportive when it comes to that, accepting it when I had to cancel a date on short notice or had to leave for an extended trip.”

“That is very important.” The man looked at a portrait which could not have been painted during the subject’s life time - the style was all wrong. “I sometimes wish my son and his wife were just as sensible about things. I thought it was something about Americans, but you prove me wrong there.”

“Not all Americans are like me or Sarah. She is a scientist, first and foremost, she has studied old societies and is sensible in most things she does. I have been brought up in old Scandinavian tradition, to be a support to the family, to my father, and to my older brother in time.”

“Your family is from Scandinavia? Of course ... your last name is Swenson.”

“From all over Scandinavia, according to my father. My ancestors travelled far.” He paused for a moment. “Your family has always lived here?”

“Yes.” Surprised by the remark, the man looked at him. “How did you guess?”

“Well, the manor has a Norman base with regular additions. A very study in architecture through the ages. And you bear a certain resemblance to that man in Norman clothes hanging over the fireplace, as does your son.”

“He is our ancestor, yes. You know a lot about styles.”

I’ve seen most of them develop. The Normans brought their old gods along and I was in and out of quite some manors like this one over time. “A hobby of mine. I travel a lot, which allows for me to study various building styles and visit a lot of museums.”

“You have a great interest in learning, then.”

“So does the woman I love. It’s always nice to share interests in a relationship.” Out of the corner of his eyes, Loki saw Sarah coming down the stairs, still in her travel outfit. He turned to her. “Is Angela still organizing things?”

“She’s gossiping with Pauline, but I thought I’d rather make sure you’re not doing something stupid.”

“Who? Me?” He smiled at her.
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Loki spent the next two days mainly with Sarah, Angela, Pauline, and Pauline’s husband Edward. For the third day, they had planned a riding outing, but a problem presented itself.

“We’re a horse short, I’m afraid.” Edward sighed.

Loki shot him a quick smile. “Well, I’ll stay here, then.”

“Are you sure? Pauline could stay here, so I could show all of you the area.”

“But I don’t want to stay here!” Pauline looked annoyed, not that Loki was surprised.

She has a lot to learn, before she can really be considered a lady - unlike Sarah who took to being a goddess with speed. “I don’t mind that, your father promised me a full tour of the manor and I look forward to it.”

Edward shrugged. “Well, if you say so.”

Loki turned to Sarah. “You’ll have fun, won’t you?”

“Of course.” She smiled at him. “The summer camp where I learned to ride will at last have a use.”

“Angela’s idea?”

“Yes. Mom said if one is going, so is the other.”

He gave her a quick kiss. “Be careful ... although even falling off shouldn’t be too dangerous for you.”

“You’re right there. Try not to take over the manor while I’m gone.”

“How did you guess that plan?” He smirked. “It would make a nice summer house for us and our five children.”

“Three, Loki.” She shot him a mock glare. “You know why.”

He laughed and nodded. After seeing the group off, he went back inside the house to meet Frederic, the father-in-law of Sarah’s friend. They went on their tour of the house. Loki appreciated the large library - two levels, filled from floor to ceiling with books. He also appreciated the overall care which had been taken with the building. While it had been renovated several times, the work had always been done as not to change the air of the building  too much. They walked into the basement last.

“Half of it is missing, isn’t it?” Loki measured the rooms he could see with his gaze.

“It was blocked off at one time, but there’s no information about the reason.”

“Perhaps a punishment? Someone buried alive for terrible crimes?”

“There is no mention of that, no family member suddenly missing, either. Old texts suggest that there was a crypt down here once. The new crypt is outside, behind the manor.”

“I’ve seen the building, yes. Very nice Gothic construction, which suggest the blocking off was done at that period.”

“Yes, it does. Perhaps it was just the construction. After the many times the manor was renovated and added to, it might have been unsafe.”

Loki nodded, but he didn’t believe it. It doesn’t look like it, no reconstruction has ever been done down here, the Norman base has been conserved through all ages. There must have been another reason to block part of the basement off. Perhaps a dirty family secret. They walked back to the stairs.

“It’s too bad you had to miss the outing. The area is very nice at this time of the year, especially when seen on horseback.” The manor lord sighed. “We have another horse, but nobody has ever been able to ride it.”

“Why did you buy a horse nobody can ride?”

“I didn’t know. My nephew organized everything and the steed is impressive. Do you want to see him?”

“Certainly.”

They crossed the yard and entered the stables. Loki’s eyes adapted quickly to the lower light and he spotted the only horse left inside. He almost smirked when he realized what he was seeing. A Sidhe-bred stallion, no wonder he’s not letting a mortal ride him. But he’s tall, even for a Sidhe warhorse. He approached the horse carefully, allowing the animal a sniff. Immediately, the head came up and turned to him, the ears rose. Loki stretched his hand out and rubbed the horse’s nose. The stallion neighed and relaxed slightly. I’m a sorcerer and a god, two good reasons for him to accept me. He scratched the nest of curls between the horse’s ears for a moment.

Beside him, the manor lord gasped. “Amazing. Nobody has ever gotten that close without being kicked or bitten.”

Loki turned. “I’ve met horses like him before. It’s all about the right first impression with them. You have a saddle for him?”

“I have, but it would take four stable hands at least to saddle that devil.”

“I can do it alone.”

The stable hand, an elderly man, handed him the saddle and bridle for the horse. Loki opened the door of the box and stepped inside. A short while later, the stallion was groomed and saddled. Loki took the reins and led the horse out of the box. It followed him happily enough.

“I wouldn’t have believed it if anyone had told me.” The manor lord stared at the horse. “Nobody has ever been able to get close to him without danger, yet, you saddle him and lead him outside and he’s demure as a little lamb.”

“Well, I’ve worked with a lot of horses at home. Compared to my father’s favourite horse, this one is a harmless, little lamb.” Less legs, too. Outside, Loki swung himself into the saddle. He felt the horse tense underneath him, not out of fear or anger, but in anticipation. Sidhe warhorses were bred for speed and endurance, this one had spent too much time locked away recently. He patted the horse’s neck for a moment. “Do you think you could direct me to your son and his group?”

“Well, they wanted to take a longer break on the meadow you see over there. I guess they still will be there. You could cross through the little forest you can see from here, if you dare to do that on horseback.”

Loki grinned. “I definitely dare.”

With a quick movement of his legs, Loki set the stallion off. The horse shot forward eagerly, going from standstill to full gallop in a matter of seconds. He bowed low over the neck, encouraging the horse to run even faster. The pure happiness of the stallion was almost palpable and Loki, who had always enjoyed riding fast, shared the feeling. Nothing better than a Sidhe horse for a fast ride. They moved into the forest at high speed, weaving between the trees without slowing down much. It was only when Loki’s sharp ears picked up the voices of Sarah and Edward that he reined the horse in. He stopped at the edge of the forest and saw the group still resting on a meadow. They had taken the way around, he guessed, which had taken the best part of an hour.

“Let’s scare them a little, shall we?”

The horse’s head moved up and down for a second, as if nodding. Loki knew it was slightly more sentient than a mortal horse - it had a basic understanding of his intentions. He led the horse back a little, then they set off again, breaking into a gallop by the time they reached the edge of the forest. The horse easily propelled them both over a narrow stream and onto the meadow. Edward, Pauline, and Angela scattered, as did two riders they had met after leaving - relatives of Edward, from what Loki knew. Only Sarah, sitting in the shade of a tree, stayed calm. She had grown used to his tricks and could feel his presence when he was close by, being a sorceress herself. Loki slowed down in the middle of the grassy meadow and dismounted.

“I don’t believe it!” Edward stared at the black horse in utter surprise. “Nobody has ever ridden this horse before.”

“Your father was just as surprised, but I’ve worked with horses like him before. He just needs to be treated right.”

The two other riders approached slowly, as if not trusting the situation. One of them turned to Edward. “Isn’t that the steed nobody can tame?”

“The one you helped father buy, yes.”

So this is the nephew. “An excellent horse, isn’t he?”

“I owe you an apology.” Edward still stared at the horse.

“You do?”

“When you were so ready to stay back, I thought you probably couldn’t ride very well, but to ride this horse and to ride it like you did ... you looked like you were born on horseback.”

“My father has always kept horses. My brother and I basically learned how to ride the moment we could walk.”

Sarah walked over to him and the horse. It sniffed the air again and slightly moved towards her. With a smile, she started to scratch it between the ears.

“It seems like your fiancé knows how to treat it right, too.”

She’s a goddess, a sorceress, and her strongest magic is life magic. Not a surprise he loves her. “Yes, seems like he likes her, too. I think I will offer to buy him from your father. I’ve been looking for a new horse for a while now and it would benefit us both. He’s rid of a horse he can’t work with and I will have a new one to ride. Finding a horse which fits with my own height isn’t easy.”

“Yes, you’re a regular giant.”

Too small for a giant, but one by birth. Loki grinned. “Quite some people say that.”

* * *
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Loki had no problems with buying the horse, as its current owner was rather glad to get rid of it. On the day before they were leaving, he took it and Sarah for a walk, pretending to hand it over to a friend who would take it to the US. In reality, he planned to slip into the realm of the Sidhe and hand it to one of the many rangers there.

“How did it come here?” Sarah looked around.

“It probably ambled through a pathway. The realm of the Sidhe is very close to earth, the borders are thin in some areas. Once it had walked through, it couldn’t find its way back.” He ran his hand over the animal’s neck. “I dare say it comes from the Queen’s personal stables.”

“How so?”

“It’s a very exquisite horse and the Queen only keeps the best. She has a very good taste, both in horses and in men, they say.”

“Oh, I forgot. She has several consorts.”

“That’s traditional. The Sidhe Queen keeps at least five consorts, most have had even more than that. The consorts are advisors as much as they are mates.”

Sarah grinned. “I’m just imagining I had five consorts. You and four others ... that is too much for one person to handle.”

“Imagine five of me to handle.”

“That is a prime example of why we won’t have more than three children.”

He laughed. “I will have to get more persuasive, it seems.” Then he spotted one of the pathways between the realms and steered towards it. “It’s more polite than just using one of my portals.”

“You rarely use them to enter another realm than earth, do you?”

“Yes. As I said, it’s not considered very polite. Earth is still under the protection of Asgard, basically a colony, so I can come and go as I need. For visits to other realms, I normally use the Bifrost ... or other entrances which present themselves, like this one.”

They stepped through into the eternal twilight of the Sidhe realm. Unlike the realm of the Frost Giants, which was cloaked in eternal darkness, the Sidhe realm had light, but it was weak. Loki gazed around and listened to the sounds of the forest. He heard the blearing of a horn. “The Queen is in the area, probably with a hunting party. We will return the stallion to her in person.”

“Just to be polite?”

“To be polite and because she is an interesting person. You two should meet.”

“Should we, now?”

He grinned and altered their clothes to be more suitable. Then he quickly wrapped his hands around Sarah’s waist and lifted her into the saddle before swinging into it behind her.

She laughed and leaned against him. “That is not old-fashioned at all, is it?”

“It’s faster than walking.”

“And that is the only reason, isn’t it?”

Loki had no problems with following the sounds of the horn to the hunting party led by the Queen herself. It wasn’t his first meeting with her, either. He had accompanied a group of diplomats to her palace a long while ago, while still considered underage by Asgard standards. He dismounted and helped Sarah down, since the long dress in Asgard fashion she wore at the moment was restricting her movements more than the mortal clothes she’d worn before. During it, they were spotted by the Queen herself.

“Loki of Asgard.” She nodded to him. “And who may your companion be?”

“Sarah Lucas, the Tree Maiden, keeper of the world tree.”

“And what brings you both here?”

Loki bowed and pointed to the horse. “I came across this stallion in the mortal realm, your majesty, and recognized his pedigree right away. I want to return him to his realm and rightful owner.”

“I recognize him.” The Queen smiled. “The tallest horse ever bred for me. He walked off about a century ago, it is good to have him back.” She nodded to Loki. “I’m also charmed to make the acquaintance of the woman you are spoken for.” Her gaze wandered to Sarah. “It takes a powerful woman to tame the trickster, Tree Maiden.”

“He is quite a handful sometimes, your majesty.” Sarah smiled back.

“Were you not spoken for, Loki of Asgard, I would consider you a possible consort for my oldest daughter. Yet, I see you have met a better match already.”

“The consideration alone is a compliment, your majesty.” Loki bowed again. “Everyone knows you have a very high standard when it comes to possible consorts, both for yourself and for your daughters.”

“And you have a smooth tongue, as you have a deadly aim ... or so I’m told.”

“Your firstborn son is the one who helped me hone it.”

She smirked. “Demonstrate it for me.”

“As you wish, your majesty.” He looked sideward at three trees standing the right space apart. “Watch the trees over there.” With a swift movement, he pulled three knives from their place under his coat and threw them without looking. He knew they each hit the middle of the trunk at the right height for serious injury in a Sidhe.

The Queen’s smirk turned into a full-fledged smile. “It is true, then, there is a god in Asgard with the aim of a Sidhe warrior.”

Sarah walked over to the trees, pulled the knives out, and removed the damage with a few soft strokes of her hand. She handed the knives back to him and smiled.

“And it is with great pleasure that I see the power of life magic back in Asgard, too.” The Queen nodded to them both. “May you powers grow, Loki of Asgard, Tree Maiden Sarah.”

A few minutes later, they were back on earth and dressed as they had been before. They walked back to the manor.

Sarah looked back. “She is an unusual woman.”

“She’s powerful, all Sidhe are. As their queen, her powers have to be the strongest.”

“Dareesh takes more after his father, doesn’t he?”

“Sons usually do among the Sidhe.”

“I have so much to learn about the realms.”

“You have a lot of time for it. And I know you love learning.”

“That’s true.”
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Loki’s first destination after their return to Asgard wasn’t his rooms, but the stables, looking for his brother. He found Thor in a staring contest with a huge, black horse.

He grinned at the sight. “It’s not yours, brother.”

Thor turned. “How do you know?”

“Just a feeling. If you have to stare down a horse, you’re not going to be very successful at riding it.”

“You might be on to something there. How was your holiday?”

“Relaxing and surprising.”

“Surprising?”

“I stumbled over a Sidhe-bred horse and returned it to their Queen.”

“That should be good for our diplomatic relations with the Sidhe.” Thor sighed. “I tried a Sidhe-bred warhorse a few days back, but it just didn’t work for me. They are fast, but not as strong and battle-ready as my horse should be.”

“I agree with you there, the stallion I found was impressive, but the Sidhe breed for speed and endurance, not for strength or aggressiveness. How far are you with choosing?”

“I’m down to ten horses ... and I’m considering taking my chances with Sleipnir instead.”

“If you want more broken bones, go ahead.”

“You think he’ll still reject me?”

“I think it’s a small marvel he lets anyone ride him. He’s a failed experiment, after all. Was the horse you had a staring contest with one of the ten horses you still consider?”

“Yes.” Thor paused and sighed. “Well, that means I’m down to nine, I guess.”

“Congratulations. Anything new in Asgard?”

“The Model Warrior was suspiciously happy while you were gone.”

“That almost makes me feel bad about my holiday.” Loki rolled his eyes.

“Imagine how bad he will feel, now that you are back.”

“That makes me feel good about my holiday again, thanks, brother.”

“My pleasure. I think I’m done here for the day.”

“So do I.” Loki looked past his brother and saw a palace guard approaching. “Running palace guards are never a good sign.”

“You’re right there.”

The man stopped in front of them. “Master Thor, Master Loki, you are to come to the throne room immediately.”

The brothers exchanged a glance and Loki sighed. “And there goes all the rest I got during my trip to earth.”

They made a dash for the throne room. As they walked inside and approached the throne, Loki already knew that something very grave had happened. They swiftly knelt before the throne, then took their places in the council - Thor to the left, separating the throne from the three representatives from Asgard, Loki to the right, separating the throne from the three representatives from the other realms. Technically, only Loki was a member of the council, Thor was sitting in to learn, but they were both heard under normal circumstances. The moment they both sat, their father nodded to the representative of the dwarves. The man rose and stepped into the middle of the semi-circle formed by the council seats.

“About half an hour ago, I received grave news.” The dwarf’s eyes travelled over his fellow council members. “An assassination attempt has been made on the King of the Dwarves, only hours ago.”

Thor’s voice rose over the murmur of the other council members. “You’re speaking of an attempt, which gives me hope that the assassins failed and the king is still alive.”

The dwarf nodded. “Yes, our king was injured during the assassination attempt, but he will survive.”

“Do you have any information about the assassins?” Why am I always the one asking the questions in such situations? Oh, right, I’m the cold-blooded Master of Manipulation, keeping my head in a crisis.

“One of them was killed, he was a Sidhe.”

Immediately, two of the three Asgard representatives glared at the Sidhe representative, who also happened to be the father of one of Loki’s best friends.

Loki rolled his eyes. A kingdom I don’t have for a brain they can share. “Was he marked?”

“Yes.”

“It’s no surprise, then. The Exiled Clan has the best assassins.”

“That is true.” The representative of the dwarves nodded.

“And the Sidhe are not responsible for any actions of the clan.” A little reminder can’t hurt. “Yet it might be a good idea to inform the rulers of the other realms.”

“I agree.” Odin nodded. “Security should be tightened until we know the background of the assassination attempt made on the King of the Dwarves.”

Balder’s father glowered. “Perhaps we should have the representatives of the other realms guarded, too.”

The Model Warrior speaks. “For what reason?” Loki looked at the other man.

“To protect ourselves, of course.”

“How will guarding the representatives of realms we’re at peace with protect us?”

Sensing the argument coming up, Odin shot both of them a glare. “Enough. We will not have our allies guarded. Guards in the throne room will be doubled for the time being, as will the guards at the gates. The rulers of the other realms will be informed. The matter is closed.”

Loki bowed his head in agreement, as did Balder’s father, though obviously less happy with the decision.

* * *
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Since the assassination attempt had not been made in Asgard, Loki had no real reason for investigation. He did spend some time with the representative of the dwarves, trying to gain more information, but the man didn’t have that much of it himself. The Sidhe assassins had attacked during a feast, which was probably why they had failed - dwarves never went to a feast without weapons and they weren’t happy campers when someone threatened their king. The number was unclear - three had been seen, one of them killed, but since Sidhe could cloak themselves in shadow, several more might have been around. On the whole, the king might have been lucky to escape. But Loki couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was odd about it all.

A few weeks later, he was called to the throne room. Twice as many guards as usually were standing around, but Loki had learned to ignore them centuries ago. He approached the throne and knelt at the bottom of the steps leading to it. “You called for me, father?”

“There are a few reports I want to share with you.”

Loki rose and stepped up to the throne, taking the papers Odin held out for him. He looked them over. “Official reports about the assassination attempt?”

“I know you have made your own inquiries, but this is classified and out of your reach. What do you think about it all?”

He sheaved through the reports for a moment, taking in the gist of it all. “The attempt is a mystery to me, to be honest. The time wasn’t chosen well, everyone knows feasts always end in fights among the dwarves and both men and women come to them armed. Attacking the king in his throne room or ... most classic of all ... in his bed would have been much easier. The Exiled are too good at the whole assassination business to make such an obvious mistake.”

“That is true. They take pride in their ability to kill every mark.”

“And rightfully so. In addition, there were at least three assassins involved in the attempt. I, personally, would say there were at least five in the room, but three were definitely seen. Past cases show the assassins aren’t easy to scare off, even the deaths of some of them will not stop the rest from continuing. One assassin was killed, but why didn’t one of the others complete the mission?”

“You have put your finger on the most important point, as usual. However...”

Loki’s extremely sharp ears picked up a hissing sound and he reacted without thinking. A shield sprung up from his hand, just in time to block a small blow-dart. The guards acted immediately and drew together around their lord, Loki pulled out the gem which was his personal weapon and expanded his staff from it. Remembering something which happened a short while ago, he lifted the staff, focusing energy on the gem in the point. “Close your eyes! Now!” After the warning shout, he unleashed the energy, creating an extremely bright light. He heard several soft curses, opened his eyes, and smirked. The bright light had cancelled the shadow protection of the assassins, they had become visible. He approached the nearest assassin, running him through with the point of his weapon. The guards, now able to see their enemies, also moved in for the attack. Loki’s right hand snaked under his coat and pulled two knives out. He threw them, bringing down two assassins who had tried to evade the guards and go for his father. They dropped behind the throne. Within less than two minutes, the whole attempt was over.

Loki turned to the throne. “Are you injured, father?”

“No, you reacted too fast for them.”

“Good.” He approached the nearest corpse, the one he had stabbed. Quickly, he turned the Sidhe over and pushed the white hair away from his neck. “This one is marked, an Exiled.”

Several of the guards followed his example and checked the others. They were marked as well.

“This is not about the kingdom of the dwarves, father.”

“No.” Odin stared at the seven corpses which were pulled to one side of the room by the guards. “I will call the council immediately. You will act as a shield between Asgard and its allies?”

“Yes, father. So will Thor, if need be. I’ll call him for you.”

Loki’s hand wrapped around the communication sphere in his pocket as he called his brother. Thor came running into the throne room only moments later. His eyes immediately wandered from his family to the seven corpses, then he visibly relaxed for a moment.

A few seconds later, however, his eyes started glowing in fury. “Who dares attack us like that?”

“Most likely the same one who set the assassins on the King of the Dwarves, brother.”

“Thor, I need you to keep your head now.” Odin gazed at his older son. “We can’t allow for this to break up our hard-earned alliances.”

“You are right, father. They are assassins for hire, not affiliated with the Sidhe realm. We can’t risk to lose one ally or more just because someone paid them.”

“Loki, bring the representatives of the realms in through a side door, please. So they don’t meet with the Asgard council members in the antechamber.”

“Of course, father.”

Loki shrunk his staff back to the gem and pocketed it, then he left the throne room and hurried down the hallways of the palace. He managed to stop all three representatives before they could meet with the council members from Asgard. As he got on well with all of them and was known for taking his colleagues from Asgard down a notch or two, if necessary, they trusted him enough to follow him.

“What has happened?” The Sidhe representative, father of Loki’s and Thor’s friend Dareesh, looked very worried.

“An assassination attempt has been made on the All-Father. It failed completely, my father is well.”

“That is both terrible and good.” The Elven representative, father of Aria, another friend of both Loki and Thor, sighed. “I am happy to hear that the All-Father has not been harmed, but this means there is more to it all.”

“Yes.”

“Why are you taking us another route?” The representative of the dwarves hurried along beside Loki.

“Because neither I nor my father trust the common sense of our fellow gods. I will take you to the throne room through a side entrance.”

“Quick thinking.” Dareesh’s father sighed. “They are going to blame the Sidhe.”

“My father won’t be, neither will I, nor will my brother, we know better.”

Loki had chosen the right side entrance, so the representatives wouldn’t have to pass the gods on the way to their seats. He heard the Model Warrior’s voice even before he nodded to the guards and opened the door.

“Now we should keep a close eye on the representatives!”

Loki walked inside, keeping his pace slow and deliberate. With the representatives in his wake, he approached the seats. Thor rose slowly from his own seat and stood in front of the other gods. Loki joined him. They both used their height and their position in court to keep a wall between the two sides of the council, which nobody would dare to attack, until the representatives had taken their seats. Loki shot a warning look at Balder’s father after he had taken his seat. Today, I’m not in the mood for your usual stupid remarks. Try me and I will hit you where it hurts.

“The assassination attempt made on me has failed.” Odin rose from his seat, glaring down at the left side. “The Exiled underestimated the royal family.” He nodded to Loki, who bowed his head with a smile. “However, this attempt shows clearly it is not a matter of one realm.”

Balder’s father reacted as expected: “I’m sure it was the Frost Giants!”

The Model Warrior is really asking for it today. Loki shook his head. “I’m rather sure it wasn’t the Frost Giants.”

“What do you know?”

“I know, councilman, that the Exiled are the most expensive assassins for hire in all realms. I know that the Frost Giants can’t afford enough dark energy to start their generator up. They don’t have the means to orchestrate all this. In addition, they are only at war with Asgard, why should they spent additional funds on attacking the realm of the dwarves?”

Balder’s father flushed deep red, but stayed silent.

The All-Father nodded. “That is true. Besides, the Frost Giants on the whole don’t have the necessary deviousness to orchestrate something like this. Paying other people to kill someone is not their way.”

The Model Warrior glared at Loki, who found it rather amusing. “Then it must have been the Sidhe!”

Loki frowned. “For what reason? We have good relations with their realm.”

“Better than usual at the moment, even.” Dareesh’s father smiled at Loki. “My mate is very grateful for the return of one of her best breeding stallions and enjoyed meeting the Tree Maiden in person.”

“I thought the two of them should meet, knowing the Queen appreciates life magic. And I thought the stallion should be returned to his proper realm, he was wasted on the mortals.”

“What are you two talking about?” Balder’s father stared at them both.

Loki turned to answer him. “During my leave, I came across a Sidhe-bred stallion which has been kept in the mortal realm for a while. I managed to take it off the hands of its previous owner and return it to the Queen. Coincidence allowed for me to do it in person, as she was hunting in the area where I entered the realm. As the Tree Maiden was with me on leave, I took her with me to show her the Sidhe realm.” He smirked. “As my future wife, she should see all other realms at some point, after all.”

“Have you been informed of this, my lord?”

Odin nodded. “Yes, my son informed me as soon as he could.” He shot the Asgard representatives another glare. “The last thing we should do now is breaking apart. Our alliances are important and we trust our allies. It could very well be that the main reason for those assassinations is to drive us apart. That should not be allowed to happen.”

Slowly, all three gods nodded. That must have hurt, getting told off like that. Loki sighed and glanced at the representatives of the realms. They were shaken as well. Father is right, separating us could very well be the main reason for all of this. From this point of view, not trying everything to kill the King of the Dwarves would even make sense. It wasn’t necessary to kill him, it was only necessary to attack him.
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Several days later, Loki was discussing the five remaining horses on the list with Thor.

“I tend towards the two white ones and the grey one.” The God of Thunder studied the animals in question. “The other two are quite brave, too, but those three are the tallest.”

“And just like me, you have a hard time finding a suitably tall horse. We’re the tallest of the young gods, after all.” Loki leaned against the fence, watching them as well. “The grey one is a bit bulky, even for a warhorse, though.”

“Yes, it is quite massive.”

Loki turned his head upwards and sighed. “Why do I get the feeling that something terrible has just happened?”

His brother followed his gaze. “Because those clouds are too fast for a normal autumn storm. Father is in a very bad mood.”

“Shall we go and find out what happened or wait until we get called?”

“Let’s go.”

They walked back to the palace, only to run into Dareesh who looked very worried. He stopped them. “My mother has been attacked and poisoned.”

Thor gasped. “Is it ... fatal?”

“No, Thor, not fatal, but she’s unable to rule at the moment, so my sister has taken the throne for the time being. All diplomatic personnel has been called back, that includes my father and me.”

“I’m sure your mother will be well again soon and you will return then.” Thor put his right hand on their friend’s shoulder.

“Keep your sphere with you, in case you need help.” Loki put his left hand on their friends other shoulder. “May your mother recover quickly.”

“Thank you, both of you.” The Sidhe warrior sighed. “I’ll miss this place and I’ll miss you all. I hope this nightmare is over soon.”

“I hope so, too.” Thor sighed and Loki nodded in agreement.

They continued faster and entered the throne room before the other council members. Both took their places and waited for the other seats to fill up. Only the one of the Sidhe representative stayed empty.

Balder’s father immediately realized it. “Where is the Sidhe representative?”

“Packing.” Loki shot the man a glare. “His mate has just been attacked and poisoned, his daughter has called all diplomats back.”

“Good.”

“Bad. We can’t afford to be scattered throughout all realms.”

“Well, it were Sidhe who attacked before.” The Model Warrior leaned back with a smug grin.

“But the Exiled normally don’t take missions in the Sidhe realm. Not since they have been exiled, as a matter of fact.” That doesn’t fit at all. Something is going on here and I need to get behind all of this. The sooner, the better. “Someone must have paid them extremely well.”

“Perhaps the new Queen...”

“The new Queen, like her mother, has been trained in all skills of the Sidhe, including assassination. She doesn’t need to pay someone if she really wants to rule that urgently.” How come Asgard sends the most idiotic members of its nobility to the council? That has to change at some point or we will be flattened by the mortals in a few centuries.

* * *
[image: ]


Late at night, a few days after the assassination attempt on the Queen of the Sidhe, Loki was still in his study. He was running through several possible scenarios which might explain the attempts. Suddenly, his communication sphere pulsed.

“Loki!” Dareesh’s voice was filled with panic. “I need your help, please!”

The young god jumped from his seat. “What has happened and where are you?”

“I’m in my mother’s private quarters and there are assassins in here. They blocked all the exits, the guards can’t enter. I can’t protect her alone, there’s too many of them!”

Loki stretched out his left hand and opened a portal. That is not going to go over well with both the Sidhe realm or father, but I can face the consequences once Dareesh and his mother are safe. He expanded the staff and went through his portal without looking back.

He had barely stepped through when the first knives and darts were shot at him, but an ice shield effectively stopped the projectiles. For a second, he took the situation in. Dareesh was kneeling over his mother’s body, throwing knives at the dark-clad and masked assassins. However, they obviously were Sidhe as well, avoiding the blades with ease. The only thing he could do was keeping them from his immediate surroundings. The assassins weren’t cloaked in shadow this time, as this trick would not work on other Sidhe.

Loki lifted his staff and started shooting ice shrapnels at the attackers, knowing they were much harder to dodge than a single knife or two. Three went down even before the assassins realized who he was and what he could do to them. At least eight assassins shot towards him from several directions, but Loki lost no time. He flickered out of existence and back in, landing close to the main door. Partially, he hoped one of them might shatter the spell on the door, trying to kill him, but they were too intelligent and well-trained for that. They used throwing knives and darts, which Loki blocked with yet another shield. He studied the assassins, making out their leader. Another flicker and he was behind that one, running him through with his staff. He kept hold of the corpse, though, using it as a shield while targeting the next with an ice blade. As that one went down, the others suddenly fled to a window. He managed to bring another one down, then they left.

Loki turned to look at Dareesh, who gave him a short, grateful smile and collapsed. At the same time, the door was ripped open and Sidhe guards flooded the room. Great, nobody to speak for me and they look very annoyed.

“Drop the weapon!” their captain demanded.

Several crossbows and spears were
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