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            GODS AND MONSTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

        

      
        Basel, Switzerland

      

      

      He stood naked on the altar, staring up at the crucifix.

      He claimed he came to destroy the world.

      This wasn’t the first deranged man I encountered inside the Münster Cathedral, but he was the most tenacious in his ravings.

      When I called the police, the woman on the phone sighed. A naked man inside a church did not constitute an emergency.

      I strongly disagreed.

      She sighed again, then said an officer would be here in twenty minutes, if one was available.

      I cleared my throat, wanting to alert the man of my return.

      He turned and met my gaze. Sharp eyes of green cut into my core, almost into my very being. I didn’t know if they wanted to love me, or end me.

      I forced myself to speak.

      “I found this suit in the rectory. It might be a little short for someone of your height, but it should do the job.”

      He tilted his head, his eyes trailing to the pressed suit in my hands. A wave of energy from him struck me, kicking me in the chest like a mule.

      Fierce, raw, alluring…

      He descended the red, sandstone steps, each stride determined and powerful. Feline. I knew I should run, but I also, inexplicably, wanted to stay.

      Flicking back his head, he ran his elegant fingers through shoulder length copper hair. His every muscle and movement tensed with careless danger, though his air remained at ease. He possessed a sublime and menacing beauty I’d only ever seen captured in the Lucifer of Liège.

      Taking the suit from me, he caressed the fabric beneath his thumbs. He smiled, a wry, devastating smile. For a heartbeat a torrential thrill lit my blood.

      “You people never were fond of public nudity,” he said.

      His voice. Soft, yet lethal. His every word resonated within the buttresses.

      Who was this man?

      He pushed his arms into the shirt and flicked each button into the little slits as if savoring each step, though he grumbled at the lack of gold embroidery.

      I checked my watch.

      Ten minutes more to wait. Damn. He would leave before the police arrived. For his own safety I couldn’t let that happen.

      “I…I would be remiss if I didn’t ask why you intend to destroy the world?” I pushed out.

      A frown tugged his lips, as if I had caused him great insult.

      “No, not the world,” he said, shaking his head. “All worlds. All universes. I will shatter everything. Is this suit silk?” He shoved his legs into the pants and zipped the fly. “I’ve missed the sensation of fine clothes against my skin.”

      I didn’t like the deadly flash in his eyes. The irreverent laughter behind his pupils.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, my fingers gliding over cold sweat.

      “Isn’t wanting such destruction extreme?”

      “I only know extreme.”

      He smiled that smile again.

      Where the hell were the police?

      Smoothing out the creases of his suit, he glanced over his shoulder at the side vestibule. Anger hardened his lips, erasing any hint of their seemingly constant amusement.

      He flickered. Flickered?

      Two overlaying images raced between each other. They flipped back and forth, over and over until the one beneath flashed to the surface, fierce and vivid.

      Pinpoint punctures surrounded his mouth. A map of scars stretched across his face. Twisting in thick red lines, the marred tissue traveled down his neck, disappearing beneath his white oxford shirt.

      My breath stopped. A sickening chill gripped my stomach. This couldn’t be real?

      I blinked, hard.

      His beauty returned, unobscured by the horror. Unobscured by anything. He was, once again, perfect.

      The low lighting, alongside my nerves, played with me. That was the explanation.

      It had to be.

      “Where are they?” he growled.

      He walked to the plain cross standing beside an open Bible. A single, white candle sat to its right. He curled his hands into fists, the skin pulling white over his knuckles.

      “Where are what?”

      “The beeswax candles. The trays of sand.”

      His rage crashed against my chest in violent waves. Why should he be this upset over a Catholic tradition?

      “There haven’t been prayer candles in the Münster for five hundred years. Not since the Reformation. You must be confused with another church,” I said.

      His shoulders dropped. His skin paled. For the first time, he appeared fragile. Fatigued.

      “Five hundred years?” he whispered. Pain lanced each word.

      He neared the candle, his footing no longer anchored. He stared at the wick, his gaze lost somewhere, someplace.

      “I’m sure there is someone out there looking for you. Is there a phone number I can call?” I wanted to divert him. It all started to unnerve me more greatly.

      “Five hundred years?” he yelled. No, screamed. “I’ve been imprisoned in that hell for five centuries?”

      The arches shook, and the ground quaked. My heart pounded in my throat, and a fresh crack of terror split through me.

      He sank to the floor. Broken. Defeated. He buried his face in his hands and flickered a second time.

      Webs of deep scars laced between his fingers and over his hands.

      I blinked. Again.

      And again, he returned to his nearly divine form.

      Twenty minutes had now passed. Still no police.

      Pity overtook my fear, and I reached out to touch his shoulder. He might as well been marble. For a second, I believed he truly was the Lucifer of Liège come to life.

      “What’s your name?”

      Searing heat burned through his clothes and scorched into my palm. I yanked my hand back.

      I stepped away.

      The candle wick ignited on its own. He rose to his feet, lengthening and seeming much taller than I first recalled. The flame blazed hotter, brighter, throwing him in shades of gold. Even the red of his hair burned.

      But his eyes…

      Fire, an absolute inferno, exploded within them.

      This was no man.

      And the police weren’t coming.

      My pulse thundered in my ears and terror, cold, bitter terror, consumed me. I took another step back.

      He took one towards me. And another.

      I made to run, but I stumbled and fell into the timeworn, oak pew.

      In a second, he was on me as if I was his prey. He leaned over my trembling body, the heat rolling off his skin broiling my cheeks.

      “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, mortal man,” he said. “I am Loki. Loki of the Aesir. Loki of the Jotun. The god of mischief. The god of lies. The trickster. The evil-doer. The sly one. I am chaos.”

      Dread pounded in every beat of my heart. My veins iced.

      “But, that’s…all a myth.”

      He chuckled, as if I told him a hilarious joke. His eyes returned to their normal green, and his skin cooled.

      “I am no myth.”

      “Are you going to kill me?” I asked.

      His lips pulled into a charming smile. It sickened me how much it made me want to like him, despite his threats.

      “Yes, but at another time. Please don’t take it personally. I will kill you as I will kill every living creature. It’s quite fair, I assure you.”

      He held out his hand, offering to help me back to my feet.

      “But why?”

      I pushed myself out of the pew, refusing his help. He shrugged and let his hand fall back to his side.

      “For the same reason your God destroyed His own creation with a flood. Judgement.”

      I shook my head and swallowed down my panic despite all reason and good sense. I would not shrink. I would not waver. I couldn’t. Not when everything was on the line.

      “This isn’t judgement. This is extermination. Whatever grievances were committed against you, you must forgive.”

      The laughter in the lines of his face faded, a bleak emptiness taking root instead.

      “You don’t know what they did.” He whispered the words. “After what they’ve done, they deserve no forgiveness.”

      He stared once more at the candle beside the open Bible. At somewhere in the past.

      The intensity of his gaze sent cold sweat trickling down my back.

      “What have they done?”
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            A WEDDING TO DIE FOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five Hundred Years Earlier

      

        

      
        Asgardian Year — Two Thousand and Eight, Sixth Age

      

        

      
        Jotunheim

      

        

      
        (Somewhere in the middle of nowhere)

      

      

      “I will never forgive you for this, Loki Laufeyjarson,” Thor told me.

      A set of grinding teeth gleamed through his thick beard.

      I forced his head to the left and stuck an orange blossom in his wild hair. It complimented his fiery red mane quite nicely, as well as his blue eyes that grew with hatred for me by the second.

      “Do you want Mjolnir back or not?” I said, powdering his nose, struggling to lighten his ruddy complexion.

      Tyr pushed back his blonde hair from his angular face, trying to stifle a snicker. He crossed his brawny arms over his firm chest and leaned against a boulder, enjoying our spectacle way too much.

      I should have known better than to bring him along. The god of nobility and justice. Nice guy, but a banner killjoy. But no one wielded a broadsword so expertly as Tyr. I didn’t anticipate bloodshed, but this was a prickly situation.

      Thrym, the warlord of Thrymheim, stole Mjolnir, Thor’s beloved hammer and the very safety of the Nine Worlds.

      The brothers Brokkr and Eitri forged the hammer in the hearths of Svartalfheim. Made of Dwarven steel, it never missed its mark and always returned to the hand of its owner after being thrown. It could also crush giant skulls quite adeptly.

      Odin did not find the loss of such a weapon particularly pleasing, and so, once again, it was up to me to save the day.

      Now I was stuck in Jotunheim, where there were only pine forests and thicker pine forests, and a lovely biting cold that raced down from the Northern mountain ranges making the climate simultaneously freezing and humid.

      Digging my fingers into the blue silk of Thor’s gown, I adjusted his bodice until it hugged his massive chest smoothly. No creases, no puckers. Still, something remained off.

      Perhaps it was the muscles.

      And the beard.

      Jotnar liked a woman with some meat on her bones, but this was a touch ridiculous. All the orange blossoms in the world couldn’t mask the truth. But, Thrym demanded a bride in exchange for the hammer, and a bride I would give him.

      “Are you sure you won’t let me cast an illusion to give you a more, uh, feminine form?” I asked. “He’s expecting the goddess of beauty and fertility. I don’t mean to be rude, but you make an ugly Freya.”

      Thunder cracked overhead, and his eyes lit white with lightning. I took that to mean a no.

      “You leave all my bits and pieces as they are,” he spat. “I don’t trust your magic, lie-smith.”

      I sighed. They never forgot.

      “I turned you into a salamander one time.” I tried not to smile at the memory. “If you had protected Mjolnir better, we wouldn’t even be in this mess. This is all on you.”

      He cursed beneath his breath as I stuffed his fierce beard behind a thick veil. It kept springing back out of the fabric.

      “I will break every bone in your body if you tug my beard again…”

      “Now that is language very unbecoming a goddess.”

      I ducked just in time to miss his fist slamming into my nose.

      Stepping back I admired my good work, though “good” was a stretch. Thor’s broad shoulders forced the seams of his gown to their breaking point, while his waist reminded me of a tree trunk wrapped in a tent. But, the true travesty was how stupid the delicate silk appeared against his burly hands.

      I scrounged through the pine duff for wild flowers until I collected a modest bouquet of blue monkshood and rampions. I pressed them in his grip, arranging the blossoms to better hide his chunky knuckles and the tufts of hair on his wrists.

      It would have to do.

      Besides, it was my turn now.

      Casting an illusion over myself, my waist thinned, and my eyes widened along with my hips. My lashes lengthened, and my legs curved. I arched my back and stretched my arms as I grew an exquisite pair of breasts. At least one of us would be a true beauty, and it might as well be me.

      Tyr couldn’t hold it together anymore. His broad chest heaved and a crack of laughter escaped his lungs, causing the pine trees to shake around us. Pine cones dropped like hail at our feet.

      “By Odin’s ravens, you both look ridiculous!” he exclaimed.

      He wiped tears from his small eyes. Thor’s lips stiffened and stretched tight across his teeth.

      “Shut up!” Thor growled.

      He stomped towards Tyr, the hem of his gown almost getting trampled beneath his heavy boots. He was most definitely not graceful in a dress.

      I pulled him back. Tyr only cackled harder.

      “It’s not worth breaking your laces, Thor,” I said. “We’re only an hour’s trek from Thrymheim, and you want to look like the goddess he anticipates.”

      “Yes, don’t break your laces, Thor,” Tyr mocked.

      Thor glared at him, and his right eye twitched.

      “I’ve never been more humiliated in all my millennia,” Thor said. “Everyone will think me a fool.”

      I dragged my hand down my face. Did they not already think that?

      “There are worse things to be thought as,” I said. “One of them being a coward because you aren’t willing to do what it takes to get your property back.”

      His nostrils flared.

      “But…”

      “This should be a fairly simple deception, if you don’t lose your head,” I interrupted. “I will be by your side the entire time as your maid servant. There’s nothing else worth fretting about.”

      Thor’s shoulders relaxed and he nodded, almost imperceptibly.

      Tyr shoved off his rock and circled Thor. He gave a hard sniff in approval.

      “This plan of yours better work, Loki.” He scratched his trimmed beard with the tip of his iron hook he used in place of his missing right hand.

      If only he knew the truth. There was far more riding on this mission than just getting Mjolnir back.

      “It will.” I smoothed my own gown of deep purple. “A sacred object such a Mjolnir is necessary to bless Thrym’s marriage to a Vanir goddess. He is a Jotun man, and she is unattainable to him in any other circumstance. Don’t you think he will bring Mjolnir out of hiding to make this union valid?”

      “For your sake, I hope you’re right,” Tyr said. “I don’t like when you negotiate with Jotunheim on your own. If I catch one whiff of trickery…”

      His gaze narrowed, and his knuckles pulsed as he gripped his sword hilt. The message was clear.

      As I said. Killjoy.

      Crossing my arms I sighed, unimpressed.

      “My skin is in this game just as much as yours.”

      “I know, but I still don’t see why you had to go by yourself,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Because I’m the only one that hasn’t completely burnt my bridges with Jotunheim. You need to learn to trust me.”

      His grimace turned into a smile. A laugh belted out from deep within his gut.

      “Trust you, lie-smith? Now that is a capital joke!”

      Pain spread across my jaw from clenching my teeth together. I hoped he didn’t notice. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of having gotten beneath my skin.

      I turned my attention away from Tyr and back to Thor. He nibbled the rough edge of his thumbnail. He almost spawned pity in me for him.

      Almost.

      “I’m sorry I called you an ugly Freya, Thor. Blue really is your color, and you look positively radiant!”

      He looked positively absurd. Luckily for us, Thrym had a broad taste in women.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Thor said. “And when we return to Asgard, not a word to anyone.”

      “Cross my heart,” I lied.
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      Music swelled within the feast hall, rough fiddles and pulsing tambourines pounding into my chest. This didn’t compare to the celebratory roar of increasingly intoxicated Jotnar. They reveled as hard as they drank and laughed as loud as they belched.

      I lifted my heavy brass goblet to my lips and took a sip of the dark claret, almost spitting it out involuntarily. I’d forgotten the bite of Jotun wine, if what they served could even be called wine. The rustic manners and tastes of Jotunheim reminded me why the Aesir and Vanir viewed Jotnar as, to put it nicely, provincial.

      A rush of peril hit me recognizing my cousin, Hymir, at the table dead across from us.

      Roasted boar flew out of his mouth as he hurled lewd jokes to the crowd, each garnering a rumble of laughter down the scarred oak tables. If only Hymir knew I was here without his permission, right beneath his nose…

      The risk was entirely electric.

      Splatters of meat hit my cheeks as a rather ravenous “Freya” tore and pulled at a roasted ox beside me. Awe filled Thrym’s gaze as he watched his new bride in admiration.

      Now this was a problem. I forced down another gulp of acrid wine.

      Thor growled pulling flesh off massive bones with his teeth, smacking his lips as he chewed like a forest animal. Dropping the leg bones at his feet, he moved on to the seafood platter. Grabbing a salmon, no, eight salmon, he wolfed and gorged on the pink meat beneath his veil.

      Scales and fishbones flew everywhere, including landing in my hair. I giggled daintily as I pulled a sharp bone out of my braids.

      “You know how fond the Vanir are of their fish,” I said in the rough Jotun tongue.

      I grabbed at any excuse.

      Thrym didn’t respond, his mouth hanging open in reverence. His bride downed an entire barrel of mead in ten seconds flat. A reverberating belch followed the victory. Adoration melted into bewilderment.

      This was Thor’s third barrel. Even Tyr couldn’t keep up.

      Several other Jotnar stopped their feasting to applaud. I only hoped their wonder wouldn’t turn into suspicion. They might be provincial, but their torture methods for those who crossed them were anything but.

      I kicked Thor beneath the table, reminding him we hadn’t come all this way for the free food.

      “When will it be time for the blessing of the union?” I asked Thrym, almost screaming over the clatter of dishes and drunk Jotnar. “We are most eager to see your marriage happily sanctified.”

      Thrym leaned in my ear, his gaze refusing to leave Thor who now picked up a string of sausages.

      “I’ve never seen a woman eat like this,” Thrym replied, not answering me. “I imagined your mistress Freya to be of a more delicate nature.”

      Thor pulled the entire wedding cake towards him, cramming fistfuls into his mouth.

      “Yes, well…There is a perfectly reasonable explanation.” I cleared my throat, hoping he didn’t notice the sweat collecting on my brow. “After Loki returned from negotiations with you and told her she would be your bride, she grew heated with love for you. She was so nervous in wanting to protect her figure, she didn’t eat for eight full days.”

      Thrym shook his head, and his lips sank into a frown.

      “Poor lamb!” he said. Thor belched again. “She won’t have to fast ever again as my wife.”

      He took Thor’s hand, causing him to drop a cream puff, and kissed his freckled skin. Thor’s shoulders tensed, and a split of thunder rolled overhead. I prayed he could keep it together a little longer.

      “I love a woman with a healthy appetite,” Thrym said to Thor, rubbing Thor’s thick wrist with his thumb. “You are already exceeding my expectations, my dearest Freya. Let me peek beneath your veil. Don’t be shy.”

      Before I could stop him, Thrym lifted the top veil only uncovering Thor’s eyes.

      I bit my lip, bracing myself for the fallout.

      “Handmaiden, your lady…Her eyes are fiercer than any I’ve ever seen,” he said to me. “Blazing red and ferocious.”

      I forced another feminine laugh.

      Until Thor retrieved Mjolnir, we three were sitting ducks. I refused to let this be the way I died. It would be an embarrassment.

      “You must understand, her longing for you was so great, so consuming, that not only didn’t she eat for eight days straight, but she also didn’t sleep. This is why my lady’s eyes are so fierce Lord Thrym, they are fierce with yearning for you.”

      Thrym smiled at this and placed his hand over his heart, as if overcome by my touching tales. I loved how easily he fell for my flattery and lies.

      “She is pure goodness,” he said.

      I couldn’t help my own lips from smiling now.

      “That’s why you shouldn’t keep her waiting to sanctify your marriage. Nothing will give her peace until your union is finalized.”

      He nodded ardently.

      “You speak the truth handmaiden. Freya, I will not make you wait a minute more. You and I will be man and wife this instant!”

      Thrym clapped his hands, and four Jotun women went to a locked, carved wooden chest.

      Thor squirmed in his seat. Nervousness plagued the lines of Tyr’s face.

      I shoved a plate of marzipan in front of Thor. If food would keep him quiet, then I would give him as much as he wanted.

      Thrym took Thor’s hand again. Thor didn’t stop eating.

      “My dearest Freya,” he said. “I have a great gift for you, one that will make our unorthodox marriage binding and blessed. Are you ready to be mine?”

      A muffled sound, I’m sure one of protest, pushed through Thor’s stuffed mouth. Thank gods for marzipan.

      The Jotun women approached carrying a red, velvet pillow. On top, lay Mjolnir. A short, thick handle wrapped in fine leather joined to a solid block of Dwarven steel. The polished metal appeared almost gold reflecting the firelight. Dried blood of past enemies filled the etched runes on the hammer’s face, making the engravings black.

      They placed it on the table before Thrym and Thor.

      Thunder quaked outside the fortress.

      My heart raced. Tyr dropped his hand to his waist to be nearer his sword.

      “Now, my dearest, loveliest Freya, grasp Mjolnir’s handle. Yes, like that.” Dishes chattered from another crack of thunder. Thrym laid his hand on top of Thor’s. “Feel the power of this formidable weapon? I swear it is nothing compared to what you will grip your hand around tonight.”

      Thrym smiled, but it did not compare to the murderous glee dancing in Thor’s eyes.

      A vein of lightning tore through the sky outside the leaded windows, the ensuing peal of thunder rolling in my bones.

      I stood up from my seat and stepped back. Tyr did likewise, unsheathing his sword.

      “Thank you, Thrym. I’ve been dying to plunge my hammer into your skull all night to shut you up,” Thor growled.

      Shock filled Thrym’s expression as Thor ripped his hand away. His thick beard sprung out as his veil fell from his face, and the blue silk gown split into tatters as he jumped onto the battered table.

      Thor lifted Mjolnir above his head, darts of lightning sparking and sputtering around the weapon of Dwarven Steel. His eyes flickered white, revealing his true aspect of thunderous violence and danger.

      Rage washed away Thrym’s surprise as he stared up at Thor. He pulled out his broadsword, pointing the deadly tip up at Thor’s gut. His confidence was adorable, really.

      “You dare trick me, Thunderer?” Thrym barked. “You will feel my blade for this mockery.”

      Thor laughed filling the room with more thunder.

      Lifting Mjolnir higher, he swung the hammer down with all his strength towards Thrym’s head. The face of Mjolnir plunged into his forehead, the resounding crack of his skull louder than the roaring storm outside.

      His neck snapped, and his head sank between his shoulders, his bones fracturing and splintering from the force of Thor’s blow.

      Thrym’s sword slipped from his hand and clanged against the stone floor. A thud followed, as his body fell forward. Dead.

      Shrieks crashed against each other accompanied by pounding feet as rather angry Jotnar rushed us.

      Well, the wedding was nice while it lasted.

      Thor beamed as he struck a Jotun man square in the jaw, producing a satisfying snap. A woman hit at his feet with a mace, while another latched onto his arm and tried to claw at his face. He kicked his thick boot into the delicate nose of the first, while thrusting his hammer into the stomach of the latter.

      Hot blood sprayed my face. Worse, it soiled my dress.

      “Come on Thor, it’s time to go!” I screamed over the din of breaking dishes and bones.

      “In a minute.” Thor brought down his hammer on a man armed with a morning star, splitting his seventh skull.

      Tyr only grunted, swinging his sword and slicing it through the guts of three Jotun warriors.

      Unlike them, I knew when a party was over.

      I sprinted towards the doors. Muscular arms wrapped around my chest and yanked me back.

      “Not so fast, little lady,” a Jotun man breathed into my ear.

      “I am but a weak woman!” I said, rolling my eyes. “Have mercy.”

      Steel flashed. His dirk bit into my throat. I took it mercy was off the table.

      “You will pay for what you’ve done.” His breath stunk of that sour wine I detested. That was enough to kill him.

      “Oh no! Whatever will I do?”

      Making a fist, I thrust it between his legs into his groin. He yelped and released me. Spinning around, I reached inside my bodice and pulled out my dagger in time to stab it deep into his right eye.

      Blood ran down his cheek as he screamed and stumbled backwards into a tower of honey cakes. Springing towards him I pushed him down and straddled his hips, my knees squelching in the butter and sugar.

      “You should have known better than to assume a woman incapable of saving herself,” I said.

      I plunged my dagger again, this time through his chest. I loved the thrill as my blade scraped past his ribcage until it sank firmly into his heart.

      “Asgardian scum!” another screeched at me.

      He ran at me, raising an axe over his head. I stood and thrust my arm upwards, burying my blade into his liver. His blood gushed warm over my hand, slipping between my fingers.

      The rush was scintillating.

      The Jotnar refused to retreat, fighting with fists, weapons, and whatever else was at hand. I ducked as a roasted peacock flew over my head.

      Thor jumped off the heavy table, forcing Mjolnir down onto a group of Jotnar armed with spears. Thunder quaked the halls as he broke their collarbones and tibias. Thor laughed as he continued his assault, as if having the best day of his life.

      Lightning illuminated the gore in flashes of garish white. Hemingr, another distant cousin of mine, lay dead, his brains splattered alongside crushed apples and eggs.

      My stomach churned.

      While I loved a good fight, the unbridled chaos of it all, I didn’t like wasting blood. We got what we came for, we didn’t need to make a point.

      Besides, there were more pressing matters of business I needed to attend to back in Asgard.

      Against all good sense, I searched for Hymir among the throng of fighting Jotnar. I smiled catching sight of him. He tried to pry a battle axe off the far wall.

      Thankfully, Thor and Tyr remained too engrossed in their killing to notice me cast an illusion. Snapping my fingers, I split from myself creating a perfect duplicate me. Fun little trick of mine. Very useful in such sticky situations.

      I couldn’t help but admire my female form thrusting and parrying, a dagger clutched firm in its slender hands. Damn, I looked good.

      Leaving the mirrored image of myself behind in the thick of the fighting, I ran to Hymir and pulled him into a dark hallway. Pinning him against a wall I pressed my dagger against his wide neck, forcing his own blade out of his hand.

      “Don’t kill me!” he gasped.

      Dearest cousin. Always so brave.

      “Does Thrym still keep his boats at the base of the fortress?” I asked.

      His eyes swam with confusion, most likely from how an Asgardian hand maiden would know such private information.

      “Tell me!”

      “Y…yes,” he whimpered.

      “I suggest you surrender now and gather your compatriots and take the langskips. Make for Utgard. You’ll be safe there.”

      His face twisted.

      “It’s against our code to surrender,” he said.

      I sighed. Damn everyone and their codes.

      “Do you prefer to be dead?” I asked. “You know Thor and Tyr won’t stop until they crush all your skulls. You know you stand no chance against Mjolnir. If you love your life at all, if you love Jotunheim at all, stop this now and get out.”

      My earnestness surprised me.

      I didn’t know if this benevolence was born purely of my impatience to get back to Asgard, or from a remaining sliver of sentiment for my first home of Jotunheim. That disgustingly sweet thought sickened me.

      Hymir took in a deep breath, then nodded.

      I released him, letting him run back into the fight. He yelled over the clash of steel and flesh to retreat. The others blinked as if he lost his mind, but when Thor and Tyr roared charging them with Mjolnir and blade, they all retreated and ran towards the passage that would bring them to Thrym’s langskips.

      My heart slowed.

      I snapped my fingers, ending the illusion I created of the duplicate me fighting. It wavered, flickered, and then dissolved completely away, allowing me to return to the feast hall no one the wiser to what I had done. If they ever knew I tried to save any Jotun…

      “Come back, you cowards!” Thor cried after them. “Don’t steal my property if you can’t handle the consequences.”

      Tyr smiled and held out his hand, well, his only hand, to Thor. Thor gripped it and yanked him into an embrace.

      My lips pulled into a smile seeing my plan come to fruition. Thor got his hammer back, got to have some fun, and could see I was true to my word after all.

      I had delivered Mjolnir to him literally on a velvet cushion.

      “You are a master at taking a Jotun down,” Tyr complimented Thor, returning to the smooth Asgardian language. “It’s beautiful to watch.”

      Thor nearly blushed.

      “Aye, but you wield that sword of yours more masterfully than any other I’ve witnessed. Sliced that one almost in two with a clean swing!”

      I dragged my hand down my face from their gushing, self congratulations.

      Stretching my shoulders, they widened along with my chest. My breasts flattened back into lean muscle as I returned to my usual male form and perfect jaw. I ran my fingers through my copper hair, taming the waves that moved like flames when I walked.

      “I told you if you listened to me you’d get Mjolnir back, and just look at you!” I said, prodding them to acknowledge my part in this gambit. “I dare say no Jotun will ever steal from you again. They will tell tales of this night.”

      Thor’s lips flattened. Tyr scratched behind his ear.

      “What?” I asked.

      Thor shook his head and stared at me.

      “This never would have happened had you not promised Freya to Thrym,” he growled. “You negotiated all this behind our backs, now look at the resulting carnage.”

      He pointed at the bodies littering the floor, slumped over oak tables, or smashed beyond recognition.

      “Yes, it is a shame,” I said. “That limestone will never quite be the same with all those blood stains.”

      “Can you ever take anything seriously?” Thor asked.

      “That depends if you can say anything of consequence. I will not be blamed for your ruckus.”

      Tyr sighed.

      “So, you think yourself innocent?” Tyr asked.

      “I did what I had to do,” I seethed.

      “No, you only did what you wanted,” Tyr spat. “As you always do, without thought of repercussion.”

      My throat tightened, and I tried to keep the bile in my stomach from rising. They never ceased to amaze me with their hypocrisy.

      “I never told Thor to bash Thrym’s brains out,” I said. “That was his decision. All he had to do was grab Mjolnir and make a break for it.” I turned to Thor. “You never can control your bloodlust, just as you can’t control your appetite. You damn near gave us away.”

      Thor stood not a breath apart from me and pressed his finger into my chest. I grabbed his hand, his skin rough and dry beneath my fingers, and pushed it away. I would not be reprimanded by him.

      “The fact remains this entire operation was reckless, as is everything you touch. This could cause war, Loki.”

      I swallowed, hard. I didn’t like that thought.

      An impromptu war with Jotunheim was the last thing I needed to deal with.

      Especially when a significant threat already sat at Asgard’s door.
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      All the gods celebrated Mjolnir’s return in Asgard’s grandest hall.

      I leaned against a marble pillar watching them from the shadows.

      Bragi twanged his harp singing songs he composed in Thor and Tyr’s honor, while Idunn and Freya accompanied him with rattling tambourines. Mead flowed continuously into freshly drained horns, and laughter rose with each repetition of the tale of Thrym’s fall to Aesir might.

      I crossed my arms tighter against my chest as my defeat grew with every toast and cheer to Thor and Tyr. The warriors. The victors. The heroes.

      No one raised a glass to me. No one offered me glory. No one even had the decency to thank me, the one who alone masterminded Mjolnir’s rescue.

      This hurt my feelings, which I hated. It made me admit I had feelings in the first place.

      What I hated more was I failed in gaining their trust, which was the entire blasted point of offering my help at all.

      They kept a secret from me, you see.

      Danger swelled within Asgard. A faint pulse of some ominous presence lingered in every corner of every hall, as if a grim aura had descended over us and prepared to feast.

      It began as a dull ache between my temples, a vibration in my blood with all things dire and bleak.

      I ignored it at first, but as this sinister force strengthened, so did the throbbing in my head.

      If I drank heavily, or lost myself in passion, it would go away for a spell. But it always returned, which vexed me.

      I despised discomfort, but I despised being left out of a good secret even more.

      These past months I caught their tense whispers echoing in narrow corridors. I sensed chaos smoldering in their souls when they lied to me. When they told me not to worry. To leave it to them. To stay out of it.

      As if that was a possibility for me when this secret, this tantalizing threat, seemed absolutely delectable. Dangerous. Thrilling. All the things I loved rolled up into one fascinating enigma.

      I just had to crack the gods open like a walnut.

      But for now, I needed something to lift my spirits.

      I snapped my fingers.

      A green snake materialized right before Balder the Beautiful’s fancy boot. He yelped, his voice reaching a falsetto I didn’t know quite possible, and jumped back from the snake.

      His heel caught on the sheepskin rug behind him, sending him crashing to the floor. A magnificent arc of mead cascaded out from his drinking horn and splashed all over Thor and Tyr, drenching their best tunics.

      I stifled my laughter as sticky, honey wine soaked their beards and dribbled down to their laps.

      Someone tugged my arm, forcing my gaze away from my entertainment.

      Sif, Thor’s wife, faced me.

      Blonde hair shimmered like gold as it spiraled down her back. Her violet gown hugged her delicate waist, and her pink lips matched the crimson inflaming her cheeks.

      The woman was insatiable! She couldn’t keep her hands off of me. Seven times the night before, and still she wanted more. I realized the effect I had on women, but this was getting ridiculous.

      “Fancying another round? I suppose I could be persuaded,” I said.

      I leaned towards her, destroying the space between us.

      She narrowed her hazel eyes, their usual naivety washed away by anger. But anger and lust are such close cousins…

      “Don’t speak so loud,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “I can’t have the others ever discovering⁠—”

      “What?” I interrupted. “That you experienced the greatest pleasure you’ve ever known? I warned you I’d ruin you for anyone else. I’m quite addictive.”

      Her expression dissolved into pure vinegar. She pushed me back, the little minx.

      “You orchestrated this whole charade of Mjolnir’s theft and rescue, didn’t you?”

      I gave her my most devastating smile. Catching one of her soft ringlets, I rubbed the strands gently between my fingers. Rose water and jasmine filled my nostrils.

      “You seem troubled, my dear Sif. Why don’t we retire to my rooms for a drink? I’m a very good listener.”

      I tucked her curl behind her ear, letting my fingers skate down her hot cheeks.

      She slapped my hand away. The spark of pain only excited me more.

      “Tell me the truth.”

      Oh, she was funny.

      I laughed, and she shifted in her deer skin slippers, peering behind my shoulder if anyone heard me.

      “Sorry, telling the truth isn’t exactly what I do.”

      She crossed her arms, letting out an irritated sigh.

      “Sleeping with you was a mistake. I’ve known none as loathsome as you.”

      I frowned at this.

      “You’re beginning to make me think you aren’t interested.”

      Actually, I was glad. She was quite average when it came to lovemaking.

      I made to leave. She gripped my wrist, digging her nails into my skin like needles.

      “If you won’t admit the truth I…I will tell Thor what you’ve done.”

      Now this accusation was getting serious.

      I smiled again, checking the cuticles of my free hand.

      “And what, exactly, will you tell him Sif?”

      She blinked.

      “That you planned all of this. That you manipulated Mjolnir’s theft. That you used me.”

      I nodded, considering her words.

      She was clever to figure it out.

      Convincing Thrym to steal Mjolnir was a personal triumph of mine. Quick, clean, and most importantly, no one able to blame innocent little me when the gods realized their prized weapon was missing.

      Of course they would need me to help them win it back. I was the only one able to negotiate with Jotunheim, after all.

      “You mean, you will admit your infidelity to your husband?” I let my lips graze her ear as I spoke. “That you allowed me into your bed, instead of guarding Mjolnir? That you had me get Thor so drunk he spent the night in the pigsty so we could enjoy a little lust-and-thrust? That as you screamed my name all night, you gave Thrym the time he needed to sneak into your rooms and take Mjolnir?” Her entire body stiffened now. “Is that what you will tell him?”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “You bastard.”

      “I could never have pulled it off without your help, Sif. Don’t take it personally. Lies and tricks are my speciality.”

      She clutched hold of my tunic and forced me to look at her. Spite and hatred tightened every muscle in her face.

      “Maybe it’s not Thor I should tell, but Odin. You’ve admitted to treason to me. He will skin you alive for this.”

      She reminded me of an angry Chihuahua. Vicious, but harmless.

      “Please,” I said. “You won’t betray my secret without revealing your own. That you slept with the lie-smith. That you allowed me to make your husband a cuckold.”

      She swallowed.

      Her gaze searched me, as if hunting for some weakness, some thread she could grasp to destroy me. She let her hands fall from my tunic, defeated.

      “You are disgusting, Loki. Foul to the core,” she said, her voice quivering. Shaken.

      As if I’d never heard that before.

      “Funny, last night I remember you calling me magnificent.”

      Her mouth fell open, and her right eye twitched. I turned and left her to her guilt and anger.

      I was done being reminded how much planning and effort I put into the whole plot, only to fail. What’s the point of manipulating a theft and sleeping with another man’s wife if I couldn’t even enjoy the fruits of my good labor?

      I massaged the spot between my eyes, trying to stop the slow throb threatening to explode.

      They might have all been fools and idiots, but I was the biggest one of all to think I could get them to trust the god of lies so easily. I wouldn’t concede defeat yet.

      Not when these bloody headaches still plagued me.
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      Soft hands skated across my chest leaving fire in their wake. Katla branded a trail of kisses along my neck. Our knees sank into the layers of feather mattresses as we embraced, tangling our fingers in each other’s hair.

      Her lips captured my own, and I swallowed her moans one after the next like brandied cherries. Each coiled the heat tighter between my legs.

      I explored Katla’s mouth with my tongue as a second set of fingers, these stronger, dug their nails into my back, pulling agonizingly slowly downwards. The little bites of pain he caused forced me towards the edge. Ivar knew what I liked.

      The shapes we three made together in my private rooms were delightfully taboo in most of the Nine Worlds. 

      I turned from Katla to him, brushing his straight brown hair away from his eyes black with desire. Away from his pretty mouth
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