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      “In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.”

      

      — Albert Camus

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM LOKI

          

        

      

    

    
      I am Loki.

      The God of Chaos, the God of Mischief, and I suppose that lying bit holds some truth as well. Depending on who you ask.

      Before you crack open the mead and snuggle beneath your quilts to begin this newest adventure of mine, I feel compelled to have a little chat. You see, the author of this particular work, in their questionable wisdom, has taken certain, shall we say liberties, with the myth of Grimnismál. Now, in the original tale, Frigg, who has always had a delightfully vindictive streak, made a wager with her husband. She bet that Odin’s favorite mortal king, Geirröðr, wasn’t quite the gracious host the Alfather believed him to be. Surprise surprise. Odin always was rubbish at judging character.

      Well, except for me, but that’s another story.

      Anyway, our “wise” Odin couldn’t resist proving her wrong. So, off he went, disguised as a wanderer called Griming, straight into Frigg’s carefully laid trap. See, she’d already sent word ahead to Geirröðr, warning him about a dangerous sorcerer coming to bewitch him. Geirröðr didn’t much like the thought of being bewitched, which led to Odin being strung up between two massive fires for eight days and nights, without food or drink, until he was nearly dead. Rather dramatic, really.

      In the version contained within these pages, however, let’s just say while Frigg’s revenge takes a different form, she’s no less creative in her methods of teaching her husband a lesson. The author has kept the spirit of a wife’s vengeance, just with slightly fewer third-degree burns. Sadly.

      More pressingly, I’ve been instructed—rather firmly, I might add—to warn you about certain elements you’ll encounter in this book. Consider this your formal notice that this tale contains:

      Abusive relationship

      Emotional abuse

      Use of alcohol

      Psychological manipulation

      Cigarettes

      Mentions of child death/infanticide

      Domestic Violence

      Sex

      Gaslighting

      Torture

      Parental Abandonment

      Familial trauma/abuse

      Violence

      Blood

      BDSM (consensual)

      Emesis

      Profanity

      Hospitalisation

      Discussions of death/grief/loss

      Physical abuse

      Poisoning

      Imprisonment

      Body horror elements

      PTSD

      Oh goody for me.

      Now, there’s another matter I simply must address. One that has me rather vexed because it’s put me in a rather awkward position.

      You see that magnificent eight-legged stallion on the cover? My dear Sleipnir? Well…

      While yes, the tale of how Asgard got its wall is woven through these pages, Sleipnir himself doesn’t actually, well…appear. I KNOW.

      I’ve already had several strongly-worded conversations with our dear author about this grievous oversight. However, she assures me it’s “all for the betterment of the plot.” Whatever that means. She wants me to tell you that Sleipnir is perfectly content, happily eating all the carrots and sugar cubes his little magical eight-legged horsey heart ever wanted in his cushy stable back in Asgard.

      In fact, out of all of us in this messy, wheel of perpetual pain, Sleipnir might have the best deal of all. Peacefully dozing on fresh straw, blissfully unbothered by something Lyra refers to as “story development.”

      I must admit, I am a little jealous.

      But enough. You’ve been warned, you’ve been informed, and now you’re as ready as you’ll ever be to dive into this particular catastrophe.

      Glorious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE, OR WHY IT DOESN’T PAY TO ACCEPT BRIBES FROM TRICKSTER GODS—EVEN FORMER ONES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Midgard

      

      

      “Do you ever talk about your feelings?”

      “I honestly find it easier to have sex about my feelings.”

      My pen didn’t waver as I made my notes, and kept my shoulders squared, my face neutral, just as I had for thousands of sessions before. But twenty years of practicing hadn’t prepared me for the man sprawled across my couch, one leg draped over its arm, casually explaining how he’d lost his immortality after being banished from Asgard.

      Just as it hadn’t prepared me for the gigantic duffle bag he’d casually dropped on my office floor, filled with gold coins marked with symbols I’d never seen before.

      Unethical to usher poor Mr. Jenkins out mid-session, watching him shuffle down the hall, still clutching his tissue box? Definitely.

      But I’d finally be able to fund my real passion project: a therapeutic board game where players battle their inner demons with actual tiny plastic demons. It was ingenious.

      His copper hair looked almost like flames against the cream walls, which were unusually cool despite the autumn warmth outside.

      He shifted on my couch, wearing what had to be ten thousand dollars’ worth of black leather and silk. The jacket alone probably cost more than my monthly mortgage. Silver rings glinted on his long fingers, each one looking ancient enough to belong in a museum. My eye lingered for a moment on how his silk shirt clung to his lean frame before I caught myself and looked away. Inappropriate. Unprofessional. And yet…

      A faint whisper, like distant thunder, caught my attention. I glanced at my window, but it was firmly shut. Odd. I could have sworn I heard…No. No, it was just my mind playing tricks on me, just like how it kept having me imagine his fingers trail down my thigh.

      I adjusted my sweater against the room’s chill and forced myself to focus.

      “Wh—Why are you here?”

      He stretched, each movement fluid and precise. Silver chains at his throat caught the light, and I had to drag my focus back to my notes. This was getting ridiculous.

      You can do this. You are a professional. And you are going to get “Battle Your Demons!” on store shelves.

      “I suppose…” Something old and wounded flickered behind his sharp features. “I suppose I want to get better.”

      I made a note, trying not to notice how his lips curved into something between a smile and a dare.

      “Better? In what way?”

      “I may have a temper.”

      “Many do.”

      “That made me start Ragnarok,” he said, as if mentioning he’d started a minor kitchen fire. “Though I only take partial blame.”

      I wrote ‘possible schizophrenia’ in my notes, trying to ignore how the ink seemed to solidify on the page for a split second before drying.

      “Ragnarok?” I gripped my pen tighter.

      “Yes, the end of the worlds. I was in a bad place, but I think anyone would feel that way being imprisoned for 500 years after seeing your two infants murdered all while losing the love of your life and—” Loss consumed his expression. “Of course, that was just the start of it. After I started Ragnarok, I found out Sigyn was still alive, and well, she helped me see destroying everything wasn’t the best way to deal with my anger.”

      Just think of the Kickstarter campaign.

      “Destroy?” I managed, adding ‘grandiose delusions’ to my notes.

      Just focus on the gold and get through this session of whatever this is.

      “Yes, please keep up.” He leaned forward, silver chains sliding against skin where his silk shirt had fallen open at the throat. My gaze fell to the buttons still fastened below. How many would it take to—No. Absolutely not.

      I forced my attention back to my notepad.

      “Fenrir told me you were good at listening, but you seem to have trouble understanding,” he said. “It’s not like I’m speaking Elvish to you.”

      I was definitely beginning to understand Fenrir better…

      Loki drummed his fingers against the leather armrest, and that whisper came again, like far away voices carried on winter wind. I looked out my window. Still firmly shut, but was that frost gathering at its edges?

      I cleared my throat.

      “Let me get this straight,” I said, working to keep my voice professional as the temperature seemed to drop another degree. “You started Ragnarok, the literal end of the worlds?”

      “Yep, but then I tried to stop it, don’t forget that bit.” He flashed me a grin. “My chaos, my godhood. Well, it all slipped away faster than Thor’s dignity at a drinking contest—” He flexed his hand. “Do you feel that?”

      “Feel what?” But I did feel it. A pressure building in the room, like the moment before a storm breaks. I pushed away the questions that rose with that acknowledgment, the implications of actually sensing something my rational mind said couldn’t exist, even though he sat on my couch.

      There would be time to question my sanity later.

      The leather of his jacket creaked as he shifted, and I caught notes of cinnamon and black pepper.

      “Something’s wrong.” His fingers went to one of his silver rings, turning it. “I heard Thor’s thunder last week. All the way here in Midgard. When that hammer-happy oaf makes himself heard across the realms, it’s never good news.”

      He sat up, and for a heartbeat, I’m positive the air itself moved aside to make room for him.

      “You believe I’m mad, don’t you? Sitting here talking about thunder gods and realms? I don’t blame you. It’s a perfectly reasonable response as a human.”

      “It seems you’re experiencing some significant⁠—”

      “Oh, spare me the DSM whatever-number-you’re-on diagnosis,” he interrupted. The temperature dropped enough that I saw his breath mist. “That’s not why I’ve come to chat.”

      A thin layer of ice crept across the surface of my coffee. Right…

      One nervous breakdown at a time.

      The gold. Just think of the pile of gold sitting on your floor. A few minutes more and he will be gone, and the money is all yours.

      “Yes, of course, my apologies. You said you wanted to get better,” I said, clinging to the familiar script of therapy like a lifeline. “What does ‘better’ look like to you?”

      His shoulders seemed to deflate slightly.

      “Everything I touch turns to catastrophe. To shit, really.” His smile faltered, and I saw past the dangerous beauty to something wounded beneath. “But I do what I must to keep everyone safe.”

      “What are your children’s thoughts on that statement?” I asked. “Do you think they agree?”

      Frost patterns bloomed across my window. That far off whisper became clearer. Voices, laughing, crying, screaming.

      “What is that?” I asked, spinning in my chair, heart hammering.

      “So you hear it too now?” Loki’s lip twisted into a grimace. “Fantastic. Whatever Thor’s trying to warn about must be getting worse.”

      “Worse? What is getting worse?” My voice rose an octave despite my attempts to control it.

      “Pay it no mind,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Shouldn’t affect you mortals. Yet, anyway. I think.”

      “You think?”

      He sighed.

      “Let’s, uh…let’s talk about family,” I said, though every instinct screamed at me to stop. “You mentioned Fenrir earlier. Your son cares about you.”

      “Ah yes. He’s been quite insistent about this therapy business.” Loki’s voice grew distant. “Always trying to fix things, that one. Takes after his mother’s stubborn determination. Though the gods never saw that part of him, did they? Only saw the monster they feared he’d become.” He paused, fingers tracing one of his rings. “But he asked, so here I am. Making an effort.”

      He must have noticed my unease, because he fixed his green eyes on mine again.

      And again, something in that gaze caught and held me, and the tension in my shoulders eased despite my better judgement. The whispers faded to background noise.

      “Tell me about your relationship with your children,” I said, finding my voice.

      He laughed, but it was a broken sound.

      “Which version would you like? The myths? The lies? The truths that hurt worse than either?” He stood, pacing to my window. Where his fingers touched the glass, the frost recoiled. “Every time I reach out to help, I leave scars on those I love most. My wife Sigyn, my children...they’ve all paid the price for my good intentions.” He swallowed hard. “I want to stop hurting the people I care about, but I don’t know how. Or if I even can.”

      A woman’s voice joined the whispers now, speaking words that made my teeth ache.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      I focused harder on his gaze, as if he could somehow erase the impossible things happening around me.

      “You coming here at all is progress,” I managed, though my voice shook.

      “Yes, I know. Now, cure me.”

      “That’s not how therapy works.”

      He scoffed.

      “Then what good are you? I better not be wasting my own time.” He ran a hand through his copper hair. “You know what’s truly maddening? I used to think I could fix everything with a bit of fire, a touch of chaos. A trick here, a transformation there, thinking if I could just reshape reality enough, everything would work out. Now?” He snapped his fingers. “Nothing. Not even enough chaos left to warm a cup of coffee. And maybe that’s for the best.”

      “You miss your powers?”

      “I miss the idea of them being able to protect,” he said. “Though I suppose I never really could. Not in the ways that mattered.”

      He looked down at his rings, breaking our eye contact. The whispers rushed back in like a tide, and the frost spread faster.

      Just think of the gold. This is just your imagination getting the better of you.

      “What scares you more, that you failed to protect your children, or that deep down, you knew exactly what you were doing when you handed them over?”

      He moved like liquid shadow, and a blade pressed against the tip of my nose. His green eyes blazed with something dangerous and terrible, and I finally, truly understood what he was. What he had been.

      “Careful, doctor,” he whispered, his breath feathering over my cheeks. “Even fallen gods have teeth.”

      Something shifted in his expression. He lowered the blade.

      “Apologies. Old habits. As I mentioned earlier, bad temper I’m trying to work on.”

      The whispers grew louder, and that woman’s voice—sharp, cold, triumphant—spoke words that made reality itself seem to shiver.

      Frost cracked across my windows.

      Loki crossed to the window in three fluid strides and pressed his palm against the glass. The frost spread between his splayed fingers like dark veins.

      “Well, that’s not good.” He scratched the back of his head. “I know how earlier I said not to worry about all this. But, I think if I were you, I might start getting my affairs in order.”

      “What?” My voice cracked embarrassingly high. I jumped to the gold, sweeping the coins into my briefcase. Some spilled onto the floor, and I dropped to my knees to gather them.

      “I best be going.” He straightened his leather jacket. “I trust you have a will? Well, that won’t do much good if everyone is dead, I suppose.”

      “Dead?” I stuffed another handful of coins into my sweater pockets. “What do you mean, dead? Like everyone-everyone?”

      “Good point. Here. Take this.” He handed his blade to me. Sleek steel with a handle wrapped in well-worn black leather.

      “No, thanks.” My hands shook as I tried to zip my overstuffed briefcase, the coins threatening to spill onto the floor. I needed to get these somewhere safe, needed to think.

      “No, no, you definitely need this,” he insisted, pressing the dagger into my trembling grip. “The balance is quite lovely, and it’s excellent for both ceremonial and practical stabbing. Very versatile.”

      I stared at the weapon, now sharing space with my client notes and scattered coins.

      “I should really get these deposited before⁠—”

      “Actually, I think you should head straight home.” He was already at the door, fingers curled around the handle with a casualness that didn’t match the tension in his shoulders. “Lock your doors. Not that it will help much if what I think may be coming to Midgard is true, but…” He shrugged, a smile still playing on his lips. “It might make you feel better.”

      “Coming? What’s coming?”

      “Something old,” he said. “Something that shouldn’t have been able to reach this realm at all, unless…gods, I hope it’s not that. Now, look, I really must be going.”

      “You can’t just say something like that and leave!” I lunged forward, grabbing his sleeve. The leather was impossibly smooth under my fingers, and just as impossibly cold.

      He looked down at my hand with an expression caught between amusement and pity. He peeled my fingers from his jacket.

      “You humans never do well with divine happenings,” he said. “Always so many questions.” He flashed that dangerous grin. “Let me rephrase so you might better understand: I’m sure it’s nothing. Just the potential end of your realm. Again. Probably won’t happen. Maybe. Good session, though. Very illuminating.”

      He vanished down the hall, leaving me with a churning stomach and the distinct feeling that pushing Mr. Jenkins out the door for a bag of gold had been the worst mistake of my life, which, it seemed, might not last much longer.
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        Durango, Colorado

      

      

      I kissed Sigyn’s neck and trailed my lips down her hot skin towards her collarbone. Pulling her closer, I slipped my hand into her cream blouse and slid over her right breast.

      My hunger deepened with every inch of her I touched.

      “This isn’t working for me,” Sigyn said.

      “Would you prefer I nibble your ear instead? I’m more than happy to accommodate.”

      Abandoning her neck, I tugged softly at her earlobe with my teeth in that teasing way I knew she liked.

      She pressed her hand against my chest, stopping me.

      “No, it’s not that,” she said. “I’m not comfortable. The edge of the sink is grinding into my lower back. Plus, that stupid moose is staring at me.”

      I opened my eyes and regretted my decision immediately. A wooden sign of a moose sitting in a bath leered at me in the mirror’s reflection. I sighed at the words “wash your hooves” above its antlers that dripped with soap suds.

      Why could Fenrir not have a proper bathroom?

      Aggressively cute decor cluttered every surface and hung from every rod and peg. Thick towels embossed with playful deer. Soap dispensers shaped like grinning squirrels. Porcelain hedgehogs holding mushroom cap bowls full of cotton balls. It was enough to make you hurl rainbows.

      But I would not let a few woodland creatures stop me from enjoying my stolen minutes with Sigyn.

      “I know this isn’t exactly the most conducive of bathrooms for this,” I said. “But we can’t let the moose win.”

      She laughed, the timbre of her voice sparking a fresh thrill of heat through my bones.

      “Let’s try over there.” She pried my hand out of her blouse. I frowned at the loss of her breast in my open palm.

      She directed me to the tub and propped up her right leg on the porcelain edge. I grimaced harder at the shower curtain of two black bears roasting marshmallows over a campfire. Fenrir assured me they were vegan marshmallows.

      Sigyn wrapped her arms around my slender frame and pulled me against her, exploding the bears and the marshmallows into a thousand pieces and out of my mind. Now this was more like it.

      I smiled with a touch of evil in the corners and nestled my hips between Sigyn’s thighs, causing her to gasp. Her brown eyes darkened as I pressed myself firmly against her, cradling my body in her curves.

      Tucking a lock of her honied ginger hair behind her ear, I grazed her round cheeks with my fingertips. I loved how her face of soft arcs flushed beneath my touch.

      “Now, where were we? Ah yes. I remember. I was about to do this.” I kissed the length of her neck again, while I worked at undoing more of those dreadful buttons of her blouse.

      “What’s gotten into you to…to…” her breath hitched as I suckled at her pulse, “...to sneak me away in here?”

      Her skin prickled as I drifted towards her shoulder, leaving hot, open mouth kisses in my wake. Sigyn’s pulse quickened against my lips as I crept my hand beneath her blouse again.

      “You gave me that look when we were setting the table for dinner.”

      “What look?” she asked.

      I pulled back and stared into her brown eyes that feigned innocence. The saucy little vixen.

      “You know the one,” I said. “It’s the one you make when you want me to do this.”

      I slid my hand between her legs and relished the whimper that rolled out of her throat as I stroked her.

      “Besides.” I worked her slowly, building the agony. “Now that I’ve had the stitches removed from my chest wound, and my shoulder is all better⁠—”

      She pursed her lips, telling me she was not convinced with that last one. The twinge radiating in my sore muscle confirmed my lie.

      “—I mean, my shoulder is mostly better. I think we should focus on making up for lost time.”

      She rocked against my fingers, trying to urge me to quicken the pace. She never was the patient sort.

      I kept steady. Slow.

      Cruel.

      “And how much time do we have left?” she asked. “I don’t want Fenrir to know what we’re doing.”

      I shirked.

      “You worry too much. Trust me, he wouldn’t be shocked. He’s found me in way more precarious positions than a simple bathroom quickie.”

      I deepened my exploration of her.

      “We can’t have him wait at the table all by himself,” she said, each word losing breath. “It would be rude.”

      “We have at least ten minutes,” I said, my voice low and saturated with silk and honey. “Fenrir insists on grating the carrots by hand for that salad of his, which will take him a while. But, if you prefer I stop…”

      I slowed even more. She grasped my wrist and put my hand back, urging me faster.

      “You better not.”

      I smiled.

      Our mouths met in a kiss and I quickened my pace, finally allowing her to chase that edge she teetered on.

      She groaned again.

      The more we collapsed into fire, the more my footing wobbled, trying to keep us balanced. Maybe if I moved her this way⁠—

      My elbow struck a wall. Damn this small bathroom. But I’d never let any tight space beat me before, and I refused for this to be the first.

      I regrouped and increased my speed again. She dug her fingers into the waves of my hair. I kissed her deeper. Harder.

      She shuddered with her release, and I drew out her pleasure, relishing each flutter of bliss and whimper in my ear. And as that exquisite relaxed stillness washed over her face, I started working her again, stoking and building that heat in her core.

      Once would never do.

      Gripping her hips, I hoisted her against the wall, rattling the framed cross stitch picture of dancing field mice.

      I shoved her black skirt above her thighs and unzipped my trousers. Everything in me ached to bury myself in her. To be home.

      A blender went off, sawing through our heated breaths and sighs.

      Damn. I’d have to hurry. Fenrir was already preparing the smoothies. I guess I underestimated how long it took him to grate those stupid orange sticks.

      Just as I underestimated my right shoulder.

      A spasm twisted sharp in the muscles, cutting through my tendons and stinging into my neck and back.

      “Gah!”

      All the strength drained from my arm, and I almost dropped her.

      “What’s wrong—oh.” She gulped in air. “It’s your shoulder, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, anger and embarrassment flushing through me. I was so tired of this. I was so tired of the pain. The weakness. I never thought this lovely little souvenir from Surtr burying his sword in my shoulder would continually get in my way. But then, I was also mortal now, and that didn’t help much when trying to heal from wounds inflicted by celestial weapons.

      She grimaced

      “I hate this pain you’re always in.” She massaged my shoulder, melting the tension into a dull roar. But the anger remained.

      “I can bear it.” I moved her hand away, and I shook the residual pain from my arm, turning the sensation of a thousand knives stabbing me all at once into a paltry five hundred.

      I sucked in a breath, regrouping myself. Pushing my feelings of uselessness deep down and away. The shoulder pain was bad enough without dwelling on all the weirdness happening ever since we heard Thor’s thunder all the way from Asgard. The fact Dr. Thorne heard it too wasn’t great either, and—no. I was going to enjoy not thinking of any of it right now. I wanted my time with my wife. No prophecies, no elves with impeccable bone structure, and no Surtr.

      I smiled at her, as reassuringly as I could muster.

      “How about we try the floor?”

      She stopped me from tugging her down onto the rug in the shape of a smiling raccoon.

      “Fenrir sounds ready for dinner,” she said. “I promised him I’d help set out the food once he was done. Besides, it’s hard to enjoy alone time with that bear looking at me.”

      She pointed down at a statue of a bear in a corner, holding a roll of toilet paper and looking semi-possessed.

      Perhaps she had a point.
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      Fenrir placed a smoothie on the thick oak table that took up most of the dining room—everything rustic and natural. Fenrir explained to me in excruciating detail how every piece in his cabin was either reclaimed, recycled, or, as it pertained to the oak used to make the table, fell in his backyard during the last storm.

      His open red flannel shirt covered a dark green waffle knit henley that stretched across his broad chest. He kept his long, dark hair swept up into a bun, which only made his green eyes all the brighter. Green eyes he inherited from me. However, whereas mischief flickered in mine—Sigyn’s words—only kindness beamed from his.

      Fenrir looked as if he belonged to the wild Colorado terrain that stretched beyond the massive windows behind us, where pine forests marched up rocky slopes until they gave way to snow-capped peaks.

      “Where have you two been?” Fenrir asked. “And why is your shirt all miss buttoned?”

      I looked down at my black silk Versace shirt screaming with gold Barocco print. The fabric hung crooked off my frame thanks to me slipping the fourth button in the second button slot.

      “You know how these things happen when you’re in a hurry,” I said, popping the missed buttons in their correct holes.

      “I knew you’d warm up to the idea of the carrot salad, and…wait,” Fenrir scratched his thick stubble and annoyance twisted his softly angled face as his gaze filled with knowing. “Oh…don’t you dare tell me. Not again.” His expression cycled through denial, horror, and the dawning realization of which room I’d used. “Not in my bathroom.”

      I shrugged.

      “Well, Fenrir, when the mood strikes⁠—”

      Sigyn cleared her throat.

      “Did I tell you how much I love your handmade ceramic dishes, Fenrir?” Sigyn interrupted, straightening her skirt, ensuring all evidence of our attempted tryst was smoothed away. “I’ll get the rest of the food. Loki. Come and help me.”

      She squeezed out those last words through a strained smile, telling me I was close to trouble.

      She hurried into the adjacent kitchen that gleamed with quartz countertops and stainless steel eco friendly appliances.

      I took a step to follow and stopped and winced as my shoulder flared again, thanks to me having made the mistake of looking to the right, trying to avoid one of Fenrir’s overly large indoor plants.

      Why he thought a fiddle leaf tree twice as tall as me, and seven times as wide belonged in his cramped dining room…

      Fenrir laid a hand on my arm, directing me to the table instead, making sure the monstera in the corner didn’t fondle me too aggressively.

      Most of the dinner already covered the table, a feast of vegetables and beans in various sad combinations.

      Not that I’d be able to eat much, anyway.

      “If you didn’t indulge in all those bathroom acrobatics, your shoulder would have a better chance of healing,” he said.

      He arched an eyebrow, a bit of laughter behind his eyes.

      “I’m about to saw the entire arm off. Maybe then it will finally be happy,” I snapped, all at my pain and not at him.

      I plopped onto the pine bench. A fire roared in the stone fireplace in the living room, adding another layer of cozy to the cabin along with the flannel blankets draped over the hemp fabric couch and chairs. A vase of wildflowers he picked that morning sat on the coffee table. Everything homey and warm and clean.

      Fenrir smiled, and a spark I didn’t much like flashed in his eyes.

      “Or…you could try this,” he said. “This is guaranteed to help your shoulder.”

      He slid the smoothie in a tall glass towards me. Bubbles gurgled to the surface.

      “It’s green.”

      He grinned.

      “That’s the spirulina. I’m going to serve this at Kalehalla starting next week. It’s a super smoothie that fights inflammation. Now, try it. The avocado gives it a nice, silky texture.”

      I cursed Surtr harder than ever.

      “I’m good.” I tried to move my shoulder, proving how limber I was. A burning stiff sensation locked the joint up instead.

      Fenrir’s smile flattened.

      “Papa…” Fenrir said. “The healthiest things are green.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “You know my opinion on eating what my food eats,” I said. “Vegetables are only good for filling holes in the ground.”

      He held my gaze, refusing to back down.

      “Don’t be a baby,” he said. “Drink.”

      I sighed and lifted the glass. The chill of the smoothie stung my fingertips.

      His smile widened.

      I said a prayer and took a sip.

      Banana and swamp filled my mouth, followed by something shockingly hot.

      I choked and spit the slurry back into the glass.

      He frowned.

      “What did you put in this sludge?” I pushed the smoothie away. “Is that black pepper?”

      Fenrir chuckled and slid the smoothie back to me. The smoothie gurgled.

      “Of course,” he said. “It helps the turmeric better absorb.”

      Gods.

      Sigyn walked in carrying a blue ceramic bowl heaped with carrot salad and sat the dish in the center of the table. When would these torments end?

      “Loki, drink the smoothie,” she said. “The antioxidants will help you recover faster. And…” She lowered her voice so only I could hear. I closed my eyes as her breath skated over the skin on my cheek. “Then you can enjoy other things again, too.”

      Heat rushed between my legs.

      Perhaps I was too hasty to discount the spirulina.

      She slid next to me on the bench. Fenrir plonked himself in the chair across from us.

      I picked up the smoothie, and they both watched me take a second sip.

      Fishy banana flooded my mouth again. I forced the pond scum down, fighting against gagging the entire time. That oh so delightful bite of pepper burned my gums.

      Was sex really worth this?

      Fenrir piled his plate with sautéed mushrooms and took a scoop of whole wheat spaghetti he drenched in a vegan avocado Alfredo sauce. Sigyn spooned the carrot salad mixed with raisins into her bowl.

      Hunger rumbled in my stomach.

      I never knew I’d wish for carrot salad, but ever since I lost my godhood, I developed reactions to almost everything that touched my tongue. Dairy was the first to declare war on my guts. All tree nuts revolted next, followed by cumin, strawberries, sesame seeds, pears, lamb, lettuce, salmon, and asparagus.

      I took another drink of the smoothie. My dinner.

      “Are you really going to make all your patrons drink this sludge?” I asked.

      Why can’t I be allergic to spirulina?

      “Some people do enjoy foods that are healthy, Papa,” he said. “My Fields of Green spinach smoothie was a huge hit with the bee pollen booster.”

      I raised my eyebrow, and not because of the bee pollen. Why was Fenrir chattering away about smoothies nearly as much as Idunn did about botany? He’d always been focused on his health and diet, but not to the extent of giving the equivalent of a sales pitch.

      Sigyn plopped a baked sweet potato stuffed with roasted chickpeas on her plate.

      “It really is impressive what you’ve built with Kalehalla,” Sigyn said. “Now you’re voted the number one smoothie and juice bar in Colorado. We are so proud of you.”

      Fenrir grinned, a touch of red flushing his cheeks. I eyed him. Something was definitely going on with my son.

      “The support the community of Durango has given me is overwhelming. Business couldn’t be better, and my newest employee, Jenn, is the best at helping me create different smoothie combinations, along with Tyr. She actually helped develop the one you’re drinking now, Papa. Tyr gave it his approval and said it helped soothe his sore muscles after leg day. The only problem is what to call it. We’ve been going back and forth⁠—”

      “Oh, I have a name for it,” I interrupted after choking down another swallow of slime.

      “Pumpkins Loki,” Sigyn warned me beneath her breath. Her secret word she used for those times when I got a bit too honest.

      I forced a smile, hoping he didn’t notice my eye twitch and—hold on…Jenn? Tyr? Did he just blush at the mention of their names? Was this what was going on?

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something most appropriate for this creation. One that doesn’t at all bring about images of vomit.”

      Sigyn sighed.

      Questions sizzled my tongue about this little trio, especially if they were the ones encouraging this creative side of him.

      “And how about you, Papa?” Fenrir swirled the spaghetti around his fork. Spaghetti that had no right being that green. “What do you do now to keep busy while Sigyn attends her lectures?”

      My questions, it seemed, would have to wait. I never could pass up a chance to talk about myself.

      I placed the smoothie on the table. Maybe if I let it rest a bit the taste would improve? I laughed internally at that absurdity, because if I didn’t laugh, I’d cry.

      “I dabbled in cooking for a spell until every ingredient broke me out with a topography of hives that rivaled most maps,” I said. “Currently, I’m a nude model. It’s important to support the arts.”

      “And how do you find the art students?” Fenrir asked.

      “They try, the dears, but then it’s hardly fair. No human can ever truly capture my sensational calves.”

      He smiled and tossed the salad bursting with cherry tomatoes, dandelion greens, and radicchio. My stomach twisted at the scent of the apple cider vinegar. I swallowed the sensation of sick down.

      Knives and forks scraped plates as conversation bubbled over the crunch of celery and cucumber. I took another sip of my smoothie, and I couldn’t help the warmth coursing in my chest at the pride shining through Fenrir’s eyes when I forced out a “yummy” sound.

      Even though he tortured me with his love, joy filled me that Fenrir finally seemed happy with his life in Durango. Even though he was banished to Midgard like me, he thrived in his new surroundings. And, at least there was no shortage of nature in Colorado, unlike his time confined to the diesel and cement of Vienna.

      I tapped the side of the smoothie glass and frowned. A nice head of foam topped the mixture now. I just wanted to eat something that wasn’t bland or puréed again. I just wanted the sensation of rats gnawing at my insides to go away.

      Fenrir touched my arm.

      “If you really hate the smoothie, I’ll make you a different one,” he said. “How about blueberry with hemp milk? I just want you to feel better.”

      Feel better. That was a laugh.

      “I wish you wouldn’t make such a fuss.” I forced another gulp. My stomach flipped. “Just because I’m not a god anymore doesn’t mean I’m some weakly human. I’m still half Jotnar and half Aesir—urgh!” My insides made an unholy sound. “Did you put mango in this, by chance?”

      He scratched behind his ear.

      “Pineapple,” he said. “Sigyn said it was a safe food for you.”

      Another gurgle and a twinge in my bowels told me it was not safe anymore.

      Sigyn grimaced.

      “You may not be human, but you’re also no longer immortal,” she said. “And your body is all in knots after you ripped out your chaos for me, and⁠—”

      She grew silent and looked down at her lap, where she picked at her fingers.

      Sadness gripped me that she continued to suffer from the guilt of me giving up my godhood for her. And even though the emptiness of no longer having my chaos sometimes threatened to defeat me, I still did not regret what I did. I never would.

      “I will be fine.” I wanted her reassured. “My body is still just adjusting to the new me. I just have to push through these lovely side effects until…” Fenrir eyed me, but then tossed the next salad. I lowered my voice to Sigyn. “Until Odin can get me a golden apple. That should fix me up, plus give me a boost of about ten thousand years, give or take. I’d like to see spirulina do that.”

      “If Odin can even get you the apple,” she whispered. “I’m worried.”

      My lips thinned with this conversation, because worry buzzed in the back of my mind, too.

      I looked out the window at a blue sky dappled by clouds that resembled brush strokes. Everything appeared perfectly serene, but there was a coldness in the air that shouldn’t be there. The worlds were vibrating with a frequency that set my teeth on edge. Something fundamental had changed, had broken, and I had no idea what.

      All of my messages to Odin remained unanswered. For half a minute I considered sneaking into Asgard, but being mortal made the journey difficult. That, and, I suppose, I knew the price if I got caught breaking my banishment again. Gods. Who was I becoming? Responsible? Disgusting.

      “Yes, Dr. Thorne didn’t exactly handle the oddities happening in his office well,” I said louder, for Fenrir to hear. So he knew I made the effort. Even if it meant traumatizing one more mortal medical professional.

      “Oh! You actually went to talk with him. I’m so happy!”

      “Well, I don’t think he shares your enthusiasm. Mortals can be so closed minded.”

      He started to ask, and I moved the conversation on.

      “There’s always drama in Asgard,” I said, though the memory of that frost at Dr. Thorne’s window nagged at me—how it had spread faster than it should. How it looked like dark veins between my fingers when I touched the glass. “It’s probably just one of their usual squabbles with Jotunheim. Skadi is always causing some spectacle, wanting to take over lands she feels owed. Wanting Midgard. And wanting to tickle Balder’s feet. It’s a whole thing. But it will blow over like all the other three thousand Skadi incidents.”

      Truth was, I wasn’t so sure. The walls Odin built between realms shouldn’t allow this much cold to seep through. If they were fracturing...well, Skadi would be the least of our problems. Frost Giants had been waiting centuries for such a weakness. And if it wasn’t Skadi, but someone else…

      Bly’s warning about Frigg lived in a dark space within me. If she learned I was mortal…Well, I really preferred she not break my neck. Her killing me would really piss me off.

      “You heard that thunder last week,” Sigyn said. “And you know Thor. He wouldn’t do that unless something was very, very wrong.”

      Fenrir’s shoulders slumped.

      “Tyr promised he’d visit me last week,” Fenrir said. “Jenn and I—” He caught my curious gaze. “He never showed. Tyr doesn’t break promises.”

      He didn’t.

      And that’s when I booked plane tickets for Sigyn and me to be with Fenrir. I wouldn’t let him be alone until I knew what was happening in Asgard.

      An awful gurgle rumbled from my intestines. A cramping rush followed that forced me to bend forward and clamp my hand over my stomach.

      Yes. That’s who would protect Fenrir best. Me. A broken down, ex-god with a bad shoulder and twisting guts.

      “Just get me a bottle of Pepto-Bismol with a straw. Or a gun. I don’t care which,” I said.

      Sigyn rubbed my back as I cradled my head in my hands, sinking my fingers into my hair.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have either,” Fenrir said. “I tend to stick with more natural and herbal remedies, and you know my stance on solving problems with guns.”

      “You’re making me wish I had a gun right now.”

      “Show me what you have.” Sigyn stood from the table. “I’m sure I can find something that will help.”

      Fenrir nodded and escorted Sigyn down a hall plastered with paintings of mountains and frolicking deer.

      I needed fresh air.

      Grabbing the smoothie, I dragged myself outside onto the deck.

      Ponderosa pines spread across the Animas Valley, the La Plata Mountains rising jagged against the western sky while the San Juans dominated the east. Fenrir said Colorado reminded him of the wilds of Jotunheim, but with a far warmer climate. Still, as much as he raved about the mountains, brewpubs, and the outdoorsy community, Durango wasn’t home. I wished he could see the Ironwood again.

      But his own banishment wouldn’t allow it.

      Bitter coated my mouth at that thought.

      And speaking of bitter…

      I leaned over the railing and poured the smoothie out, smiling as an arc of green splattered into the bushes below where it belonged.

      A hot knife cut into my shoulder, as I made a second mistake of moving too fast. Damn. I couldn’t enjoy myself one bit.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a bottle of some over-the-counter painkiller. Over-the-counter because Sigyn took away the Vicodin after she found me crushing it and snorting it with pop rocks. Apparently, that wasn’t the “prescribed method.”

      I shook four white tablets into my palm and swallowed them. I reached across my chest and gave my muscles a gentle pull, stretching my shoulder, coaxing the ache to dull. But it never left completely. Some pain always remained in the joint, making every movement stiff and difficult.

      A gust of stiff wind full of salt blew from the East, tinkling the wind chimes hanging from a nearby maple that burst with autumn colors.

      The caw of a raven cut through the metallic jingle.

      A large, black bird barreled towards me, swooping and tumbling as it fell from the sky.

      My veins iced. This wasn’t any raven. This was Hugin.

      And Hugin only.

      A squawk and a flurry of feathers erupted from him as he crashed onto the deck, and toppled head over tail three times before coming to a stop at my feet.

      Why couldn’t Odin’s damn birds ever leave me in peace?

      “Hugin, if you don’t fly back to Asgard right now and tell that eavesdropping asshole to leave me alone, I will impale you on a spit.”

      He croaked and clucked a string of raven obscenities at me and popped onto his feet, feathers poking out raggedly from his usually pristine plumage. His voice didn’t have the strength I was used to, his clicks hollow.

      Alright, this was all rather odd.

      He glared at me, and concern hit me with how sunken his eyes were in their sockets, as if he hadn’t had a drink in days.

      But why would he not have had water?

      This was seriously annoying that I now had to take care of Odin’s stray pets.

      I picked him up and placed him in the concrete birdbath. He gave a small trill of thanks and drank greedily. The times I fantasized about having the chance to drown him and Munin⁠—

      Munin.

      Wait.

      Hugin and Munin were never separated.

      My breath clouded in front of me, though it wasn’t nearly cold enough for that. Frost crackled across the water in the birdbath, spreading like spider webs from where Hugin’s beak touched the surface. The raven jerked back, feathers ruffling.

      Alright, this was getting significantly more alarming now.

      “Where’s Munin?” I asked.

      He nuzzled my hand, as if urging me to go. To flee.

      “Did Odin send you?”

      He clicked and hopped, as if calling me a fool.

      I’d call him something far worse if he kept this up.

      Sigyn’s and Fenrir’s screams split the air from inside the house.
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      The crack of chairs and dishes bursting against walls and the floor shredded my eardrums.

      I ran into the house, unsheathing Laevateinn from its leather holster at my hip, my heart pounding harder in my throat at the rattle of chainmail and armor.

      My guts twisted.

      Sigyn and Fenrir stood with their hands bound behind their backs, with nearly two dozen Aesir guards crammed into the living room surrounding them.

      Shit.

      I charged, but the guards held short swords at Sigyn’s and Fenrir’s throats, thin smiles promising blood, forcing me to stand my ground.

      “I’d put that away if you don’t want their throats slit,” said a guard in High Asgardian.

      His sharp cheekbones might have been handsome if not for the cruel glint in his amber eyes.

      With a curse, I slid Laevateinn back into its holster.

      “Touch them, and I’ll make sure those pretty features of yours end up rearranged. Permanently.” I forced myself to stand taller. Stronger. Even though every bone in my body hurt.

      Fenrir’s guard, the one with a jagged scar splitting his upper lip, laughed and cinched his bonds tighter around his wrists.

      No. All the guards laughed. To my face.

      Three marched towards me, one with a broad, red nose, another with an eye milky from an old wound, and a third whose beard was braided with golden rings.  They carried chains and irons made of Dwarven steel in their rough hands. None of them looked overly friendly, and this lack of fear confused me, and frankly, made me absolutely furious.

      Witnessing a god’s anger always inspired a little terror in them, but they seemed as unconcerned as if I were a naughty kitten.

      The nerve.

      “Loki Laufeyjarson, you are to come with us,” said a square-faced guard whose left cheek bore a puckered burn scar like a splash of wax. Ah. The captain of this darling little band of Asgard’s finest failures.

      He dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword at his hip.

      I opened my hand, flexing my fingers in that way I always did when threatening to call up my fire.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked. “You know who I am, and what I can do. And if you don’t release my wife and my son, I’m going to sear off your entire face.”

      Not that I had any fire left in me, but they didn’t know that. And the dregs of magic remaining in me might cause some pain if I really put my heart into it.

      That was, if I could get it to work. It had been ages since I was forced to rely on basic magic, without the godhood-powered boost.

      They laughed again. Louder than the first time.

      The guards stepped closer, the one with the red mark across his face leading the charge, while the two dozen others walked behind him, their armor gleaming. A flash of magic flickered in each link of the Dwarven steel cuffs they carried, and their odd sense of security finally made sense. This was magic meant to render any god they ensnared powerless.

      Great.

      A guard with a face full of pockmarks kept his blade at Sigyn’s throat while the one with the split lip held Fenrir. The milky-eyed one pressed his sword harder against my son’s spine.

      Shit.

      “Are you going to give us a little ouchie booboo?” sneered the guard with the red nose, his thick eyebrows drawing together in mock concern.

      “Alright. Obviously you want to die today,” I said.

      Sigyn mouthed “shut up” to me, as if I was going to make things worse. I didn’t think that was possible.

      The guard with the split lip cleared phlegm from his throat, that particular hack and wheeze scratching the back of my mind. I’d heard that disgusting rasp before—oh. Right. So, this actually could get worse.

      “You three will face punishment for your crimes,” Lars said, a bit too much enjoyment in his gruff voice. He stared at me. “And as for you, I say it’s a long time coming. After what you did to me.”

      “Please don’t tell me this is all because you’re still upset about that time I accidentally got sick in your helmet?” I asked.

      His face reddened.

      “You could have at least warned me first before I put it back on my head,” he said.

      Snickering from the other guards filled the room.

      “Look, I apologized,” I said.

      “Actually, you didn’t,” he snapped.

      “Well, I just hadn’t gotten around to posting the sorry note in the mail⁠—”

      “What is the accusation against us?” Sigyn interrupted.

      The square-faced captain stepped towards her, the puckered burn scar on his left cheek catching the light as he crunched one of Fenrir’s ceramic dishes beneath his heel. The waxy, twisted flesh pulled at his smile.

      “You and your compatriots are dangerous fugitives for crimes committed against Asgard and the Nine Worlds,” he said.

      “What crimes?” she asked.

      “As much as this gives me personal pleasure to bring you all in,” he continued, not answering her, the scar tissue distorting as his smile widened. “This is simply about cleaning up the garbage that should have been disposed of centuries ago,” he stated.

      Now it was my turn to laugh. This was a capital joke.

      “You have no jurisdiction in Midgard,” I said. “You can’t do anything to us.”

      “You aren’t even allowed on Midgard,” Fenrir added. “Odin decreed it five millennia back after that unicorn incident.”

      “Look,” I said. “I suggest you run along back through the Bifrost before Odin finds out and has you all thrown into the dungeons for this overstep. I hear the fleas in the straw mats are particularly ravenous. I’d absolutely hate that for you.”

      My lips pulled into a grin.

      “She warned us you’d use his name to intimidate us,” he said. “But there’s a problem with all your bluster.”

      “Which is?” I asked.

      “We no longer answer to Odin.” Lars’s face split into a grin like a child who’d just gotten away with stealing sweets from the palace kitchen.

      “Then who do you answer to?” Sigyn asked.

      “Clap them in irons,” the captain commanded.

      The room exploded into motion.

      A wall of armored bodies surged towards me, sword points flashing in the late afternoon light. Two guards, one with a crooked nose that had ben broken too many times, the other sporting a fresh red welt across his temple, pinned Sigyn against the wall. She trashed as they wrestled her wrists into the glowing bonds.

      Fenrir’s roar turned to a sharp cry as five guards attacked. Three grabbed his arms while two more, built like oxen with arms thick as tree trunks, seized his legs.

      His boots skidded against the floor as they dragged him, their chainmail rattling with each of his kicks. The shackles gleamed in their hands as they fought to trap his limbs.

      I lunged towards them, but the other guards hemmed me in at every turn. Each time I tried to break through, another stepped into my path, their armor clanking as they shifted.

      How thoughtful of them to pack themselves so tightly together. It would make demolishing the lot of them much more efficient.

      Shattered porcelain crunched under boots as I grabbed a dining chair, buying me seconds to reach my daggers. But as I hurled the chair at the guards flooding towards me, forcing three of them to step back and knock over Fenrir’s prized collection of Fabergé eggs, my shoulder ignited as if stabbed by a hot poker. I choked back a grunt and blinked away the water filling my eyes. Alright, definitely not how I expected that to turn out.

      Even if I could draw Laevateinn, my useless right arm would probably betray me. The last thing I needed was to fumble with my blade in front of these idiots. Nothing quite ruined an intimidating presence quite like dropping your own weapon. I could do without that embarrassment.

      “Those were gifts from the Romanovs!” Fenrir yelled at me, slamming his elbow into a guard’s nose while another tried to get him in a headlock. His foot caught a third guard in the chest, sending the man staggering back into the second display case. More eggs shattered.

      “This is hardly the time,” I shouted, grabbing for another chair. I found empty air. Damn, apparently I’d run out of furniture to throw. “But now that you’re done mourning your gaudy egg collection, maybe you want to turn into the wolf? I think that may be a better use of your time, don’t you think?”

      I reached deep in myself for my magic, grasping at the thin wisps of my power, trying to harness what I could. The familiar emerald glow flickered and died at my fingertips. I hated how my magic was different now in a mortal body. Weak and unstable.

      Endlessly annoying.

      “But I’ve been actively trying not to turn into the wolf.” Fenrir twisted free of two guards’ grip and wrenched a sword from a third. The blade skidded across the pine floorboards with a rasping screech. “What if I squash someone? I couldn’t live with myself.”

      Seriously?

      Green flames flickered at my fingertips again…and sputtered out again. I cursed, anger burning through me. With a dash of shame.

      “That’s the entire bloody point,” I said. “I think we could do with a little help from squashing right now.”

      “I’ll only knock them over. I will not shed blood⁠—”

      “Just do it!” Sigyn cried, twisting her wrists in the glowing bonds. The magic flickered as she worked her hands free. A trick she’d learned from me. Two guards rushed at her, but she ducked under their grasp, leaving them to collide with each other in a clatter of armor.

      Fenrir grimaced, but closed his eyes. A heartbeat and he opened them, his irises the brightest gold.

      “Fenrir! Behind you!” Sigyn shouted, straining against the pockmarked guard’s grip.

      The gold faded back to his usual emerald.

      He turned. Two guards lassoed his legs in glimmering silver rope. The cords hummed with magic, and something about their silver gleam sparked a terrible memory. No. These weren’t ordinary restraints. These were like the bindings of Gleipnir. The same kind of rope they’d used to take Fenrir from the Ironwood.

      My blood turned to ice.

      And these damn brutes kept pushing me back…

      Fine. The old fashioned way, then. And, I couldn’t deny the satisfaction that only feeling tibias break beneath your own hands could give. Magic could do much, but not that.

      I fixed my gaze on the split-lipped guard holding Fenrir, marking him as my first target.

      I would not let them take my son. I would not let them harm my wife.

      Not again.

      “Sigyn, you’re closer. Protect him until I make it to you. If they bind him with that rope he won’t be able to shift into the wolf…” The words stuck in my throat like shards of glass. “They’ll take him where I can’t follow.”

      She nodded and drove her heel down on the pockmarked guard’s boot with crushing force. He howled, the sound cut short as she slammed her elbow up under his chin, cracking his head back.

      Sigyn bolted for Fenrir.

      His muscles bunched, veins cording as he thrashed against the biting ropes, trying to shift into his wolf. His blunt nails lengthened into claws, dark fur rippling up his arms. Fangs pushed from his elongating jaw as a snarl tore from his throat. For a breath the wolf blazed in gold through his eyes again.

      A guard snatched Sigyn’s arms, wrenching her away. Back.

      And that silver cord flung around Fenrir’s neck and cinched into his muscle. Cinched into his wrists. The magic thrumming through the ropes severed his connection with the wolf, forcing the transformation back. The wolf receded, leaving the man panting and trapped.

      The split-lipped guard’s fingers on him tightened.

      “NO!” The scream tore from my throat. Not again. Not my son.

      Two guards lunged for my wrists with their enchanted shackles and cuffs.

      I grabbed Fenrir’s cast-iron kettle from the stove with my left hand knowing I could never lift it with my right. Scalding water sprayed as I swung it in a wide arc. Three guards went down howling, clutching their steam-burned faces. Another came at me with bonds outstretched—I smashed the kettle into his temple. Snatching up the iron poker from the hearth, again with my left hand, I drove the glowing tip into the chest plate of the next guard. The metal sizzled as he staggered back, screaming.

      Gods, I loved that sound.

      Sigyn pushed the guard off of her and kicked him through a window, a yelp screaming out of his lungs as his side careened with the birdbath on the deck. Glass showered the garden like ice.

      Fenrir slammed his hip into the dining table, throwing his weight against the split-lipped guard’s grip. The table flipped with a thunderous crack, sending splinters and carrot salad flying.

      I took three steps towards Fenrir—the butt of a sword smashed into my back, pain spearing down my spine and through my shoulder. Stars burst behind my eyes. My knees buckled, the floor rushing up to meet me.

      No. Not now.

      Stay on your feet.

      I locked my legs beneath me, forcing myself upright even as my vision swam. One step. Then another. I wouldn’t fall. I couldn’t fall.

      I turned and shoved my elbow into the guard’s nostrils, a nice crack of cartilage ringing out, and a flood of hot blood following.

      I staggered towards Fenrir and took out my throwing knives. Not as impressive as Laevateinn, but these little blades had their uses. They were smaller, lighter, and with my aim, I could make these work without giving away my weakness.

      As I drew back to throw, pain exploded in my side as some bastard struck me with their sword pommel.

      Sigyn was faster. She flung out her arm, and blue light erupted from her palms, blasting the guards off Fenrir. Their armored bodies crashed into his wall of Rembrandts, shredding the canvases.

      “Good one,” I said, ducking under a guard’s sword swing.

      She flashed me that fierce smile I adored.

      The blue glow lingered on her fingertips. Her magic was a rare kind, and honestly, a little fickle. The magic only flared up when someone she loved was threatened.

      I spun around another guard trying to grab me as Sigyn sprinted to Fenrir. She drove her heel into the guard holding the binding cord, sending him sprawling. She snatched up the gleaming rope and snapped it between her hands. The magical bindings crackled and died, fragments falling to the floor.

      Fur rippled over Fenrir’s taut muscle as the wolf stirred inside him again.

      Three guards seized Sigyn. The Dwarven steel cuffs snapped shut around her wrists with a fatal click. The blue glow at her fingertips sputtered and died.

      “Get away from her!” The scream ripped out of me as I hurled my knives. The first found its mark in a guard’s shoulder with a wet thunk. I missed with my next throw thanks to my right arm, hitting a cake Fenrir claimed was made entirely out of vegetables. Agony ripped down my arm.

      I didn’t care.

      Swords glinted as they surrounded her. Sigyn struggled against their grasp. The milky-eyed guard advanced. The magic-killing cuffs gleamed on her wrists. I had to reach her. Had to reach Fenrir.

      I patted for more knives but found nothing. My gaze darted around the wrecked cabin, desperate for anything to use as a weapon.

      “Get him down!” the captain barked. “Now!”

      The guards surged forward. I grabbed for Fenrir’s porcelain rabbits, and hurled them. A rabbit wearing a straw hat shattered against a thick-necked guard’s helmet. A rabbit eating a carrot exploded across another’s breastplate. They didn’t even flinch.

      I snatched up a heavy iron skillet, striking one guard across the face. That was more like it.

      “Take that you piece of⁠—”

      A gauntleted fist cracked against my temple. The cabin tilted sideways. I staggered, fighting to stay conscious.

      “The cuffs!” the captain shouted. “Get those cuffs on him!”

      My eyesight shuddered as another guard drove his helmet into my jaw. Through blurring vision, I saw them forcing Dwarven steel around Fenrir’s wrists.

      “Don’t worry about the broken cord. It did its intended job of keeping the monster from shifting so we could get the cuffs on him,” the captain said to his soldiers, his burned face twisting with cruel promise. “She has something better waiting for him in Asgard.”

      Asgard?

      They slammed my face into the floor. Across the bloodied floorboards, I saw Sigyn pinned down too, her cheek pressed against the pine. I stretched my arm towards her, our fingertips almost touching. Her terrified eyes locked with mine. Rough hands wrenched my arms behind my back, and the cold bite of Dwarven steel snapped around my wrists. I felt what little magic I had wither.

      I thrashed against their grip as they hauled us up, my shoulder screaming. They held tighter.

      The bitter cold of the Bifrost swallowed our screams as they dragged us from the warmth of the cabin.
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