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PROLOGUE

Istepped off the humble airship, my large, slanted eyes staring in wonder at the city before me. In my  hands,  I  held  the  only  item  I  owned,  a  worn  suitcase  with  the  initials  O.Z.  emblazoned  in worn paint. I had never known what the ‘Z’ stood for, had never been told, but I knew the ‘O’

stood  for  Ottilie,  the  only  name  I  had  been  able  to  keep  at  the  orphanage  on  the  other  side  of  the world. I never thought I would get adopted, having been raised there, and, at only five years old, I had already  developed  the  rebelliousness  that  a  woman  shouldn't  have,  let  alone  a  child.  So  when  the letter had come, a request to adopt me specifically, I had been just as surprised as Madame Brogley. 

Who adopted a child from another country by name? How had the woman, who signed the letter ‘Lady Kingsford’, even heard about me? 

I tilted my head at the airship jockey who offered his hand to assist me off the gangplank, but in my  traditional  rebellion  against  all  who  thought  me  weak  and  inadequate—just  as  my  parents  must have—I shook my head and teetered down the ramp myself. I barely kept my balance with the large leather suitcase bumping against my thighs, just managing to step onto the port without stumbling. 

A  woman  dressed  in  the  finest  of  clothing,  her  waist  corseted  in  intricate  stitching,  her  skirts spotless, stood at the bottom, waiting. Her hands were clasped together in front of her and even with the  bitter  London  cold,  her  eyes  sparkled  in  excitement.  A  man  held  a  lace  parasol  over  her  head, whether against the non-existent sun or the drizzle that threatened to fall, I did not know. Either way, I thought Lady Kingsford was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. 

I had managed to slip the letter Lady Kingsford had sent from Madame Brogley’s desk, though it was never meant for my eyes, and I had been proud that I had been able to read the elegant writing on the  paper.  Part  of  my  rebellion  included  throwing  myself  into  studies  of  any  subject  I  could  get  my hands  on.  I  had  far  surpassed  the  other  orphans  quickly,  reading  things  far  beyond  my  years.  It  had been  something  Lady  Kingsford  asked  about  in  the  letter,  as  well  as  mentioning  her  interest  in adopting me in the first place. 

From the letter, I had learned that Lady Kingsford was not adopting for simple reasons. She was a young  widow,  her  husband  dying  far  sooner  than  expected  from  some  illness.  The  beautiful  woman had  been  born  into  her  own  money,  but  upon  her  husband’s  passing,  she  found  herself  with considerably more. Since her husband had died before she could have a baby, her decision to adopt had been easy. She had lost her “greatest love” she had written, and could not bear to marry another

man, but she wanted a child, and she had noticed that I was “gifted”. 

I  had  been  proud,  too,  I  had  been  hand-picked  out  of  so  many  children  in  the  world  to  be  this woman’s  child.  It  hadn’t  hurt  me  in  the  slightest  to  leave  the  orphanage  behind.  The  only  person  I would miss would be Madame Brogley, the one person who had taken the time to teach me whatever I asked.  The  rest  of  the  children  had  always  been  afraid  of  me,  so  I  left  no  true  friends  behind,  only bitter enemies and jealous rivals. 

I paused at the bottom of the ramp, my knuckles tightly grasping the suitcase in my hands, as Lady Kingsford  turned  her  brilliant  green  eyes  on  me.  She  was  beautiful  and  graceful,  and  she  had  no business  adopting  a  little  girl  from  another  country  that  had  been  called  “difficult”,  “problematic”, and  a  “disgrace”.  I  was  all  those  things  and  more,  and  I  suddenly  feared  Lady  Kingsford  would quickly grow tired of my rebellion, decide she no longer wanted me, and throw me away, just as my own parents had. 

Lady Kingsford tilted her head, studying me, before leaning over to say something quietly to the man holding the parasol. Then she stepped forward, the epitome of sophistication—Madame Brogley had  taught  me  that  word!  —and  knelt  before  me  as  if  I  was  someone  to  merit  such  measures.  Even with  the  corset  cinching  her  middle,  Lady  Kingsford  moved  smoothly,  easily,  as  if  she  was  more powerful than the steel-boning at her core. 

“Hello,  Ottilie,”  she  murmured,  her  eyes  sparkling.  “I’ve  waited  a  long  time  for  you.”  When  I didn’t reply, my voice sticking in my throat, Lady Kingsford smiled gently. “Are you afraid?” 

I nodded my head, just a little, ashamed to admit I was. I bit my lip and met the bright green eyes of the woman who dared to kneel in front of a child. 

“The  world  is  a  dangerous  place,  Tillie,  so  I  understand  your  fear.”  Carefully,  Lady  Kingsford reached  into  a  small  purse  at  her  side,  the  bag  hardly  big  enough  to  carry  more  than  coin,  but somehow, she pulled out a slim knife. My heart stopped as she pressed the blade into my hand, the weight of the metal heavy in my small fingers. I glanced up at her, confused. What did a knife have to do with being afraid? 

“It’s okay to be afraid,” Lady Kingsford offered. “And you should always be aware of the danger, but that’s why it’s your job to make sure you are just as dangerous.” 

Her words sunk in and I smiled. “I can be dangerous?” 

Lady  Kingsford  reached  out  and  stroked  her  hand  down  my  cheek,  a  fondness  in  her  eyes  that  I had  not  expected.  How  could  she  be  fond  of  me  already?  I  had  done  nothing  special.  “You  can  be anything you want to be, Tillie. If you are the scariest creature in the city, then you will never have to be afraid again.” 

And so I took her words to heart, and I vowed that I would not fear anything. . . 

No matter what my new home threw at me. 
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CHAPTER ONE

TWENTY YEARS LATER

Ishould have been worried about the man currently attempting to woo me with tales of his assets and conquests, but instead, I could not even remember his name. Another lord, another pompous twit, another arsehole. They were all the same and though it was part of my job to remember, it was  easy  to  dismiss  the  ones  who  were  not  threats  as  nothing  more  than  another  faceless  memory. 

Never had I wished I was somewhere else than I did right then. 

My mother and I had been invited to yet another ball by Lady Caroline. Neither of us had ever met the  phantom  woman—though  I  had  discovered  she  did,  in  fact,  exist,  at  one  point—but  she  always sent an invitation to her parties. There were many rumors—that she was a ghost, that it was a front by her husband to remember her after having chopped her into little pieces—but nevertheless, everyone always  showed  up,  only  to  be  told  Lady  Caroline  was  not  feeling  well  or  some  sudden  matter  had come  up.  I’d  checked  into  it,  my  curiosity  getting  the  better  of  me  since  secrets  were  my  specialty. 

Lord Jeffrey, Lady Caroline’s husband, wrote the invitations because his wife had died, though not by his own hand. The poor woman had passed of tuberculosis three years prior, and throwing the balls allowed the depressed man to feel closer to her. She was celebrated for her parties. It was sweet, in an odd sort of way. 

The dress I was wearing chafed at my ribs, the corset and extra lace tighter than normal, a play by my mother to make my waist even smaller. It was a wonder I could still breathe at all with the yards of fabric around me, the petticoat, and the steel-boned corset. 

“I have actually acquired a large amount of ships by buying out smaller businesses—” 

I tried my hardest not to roll my eyes at the man, at his incessant need to discuss what he owned. 

Didn’t he know that women cared for other things than that, that they wanted rich conversations, not tales of acquisitions and money? 

“I also have three large vessels that I managed to sneak—” 

Apparently not. 

I was tempted to flip out one of the knives I kept stashed on my body. Perhaps, I could go for the one hidden in my bosom? No, that would be too easy. I glanced around at all the other guests, their noses too far in the air to smell anything other than their own upper lips. If I were to do such a thing, I

would  make  a  show  of  it,  kicking  up  my  skirts  and  grabbing  the  short  sword  I  kept  strapped  to  my thigh, mocking their false delicate minds while drilling the blade down his throat. Maybe then I could enjoy some blissful silence. 

“Just the other day, I was talking to the port master, and there is a new company that popped up that I know I must purchase if I’m to remain as the top businessman on this side of town. I’m rather proud of myself for—” 

The man, whose name I still did not care to remember for the life of me—had he ever asked for mine?  —droned  on  and  on.  I  already  knew  his  true  story,  but  his  blasted  name  eluded  me.  He  was simply not important enough to search in my memory for. He was just another suitor paraded past me, another man drawn to the slant of my eyes and the demure mask I wore around those in the society. 

The  same  type  of  man  had  been  coming  around  since  I  was  fifteen  years  old,  not  realizing  I  could slaughter them all where they stood if I wanted to. 

But that was not my main role in the world, even if it was something that came with my job. 

The man sitting at the table with me, not realizing that I had stopped paying attention long ago, had earned  the  majority  of  his  money  from  his  family  name  and  nothing  more.  With  the  rate  he  was currently purchasing other businesses in the name of being the most “powerful”, he was scheduled to go bankrupt in a matter of months. Half of the business ventures were failing, and the other half were kept afloat by his father’s money. Pair that with the gambling addiction, well, he was not even worth more than the name he bore, even if I couldn’t remember the exact name. 

I had made it a habit to check into all of the eligible bachelors that would be present, simply so I could present my mother with at least five reasons each for why I could not marry them. Technically, at my age, I should have been married five times over, but much to my mother’s chagrin, I found faults with every bachelor, and there were so many. If only my mother would listen to logical excuses. 

My  five  excuses  for  this  one  would  be  arsehole,  full  of  himself,  gambling  problem,  broke,  and insufferable. That should be enough. 

Finally,  the  man’s  name  came  to  my  mind  and  I  straightened.  “Your  grace,”  I  interrupted  yet another story of soon-to-fail conquest, batting my eyelashes in an apology. “I’m sorry but I really must search for my mother. You’ve held my attention for far too long and it is not fair to other bachelors such as yourself.” 

Sir Phillip, Duke of Chessington, shifted in his seat, his face failing at my obvious dismissal. “Of course, Lady Kingsford. It has been a pleasure speaking with you.” 

Ah,  so  he  knew  my  name  after  all.  I’m  sure  it  was  such  a  pleasure  listening  to  my  silence,  I thought as I kept the demure smile on my face. Sir Phillip stood from his seat and stumbled off into the throng  of  elite  to  find  another  victim  for  his  exploits.  Perhaps,  he  should  find  the  phantom  Lady Caroline. She would be a better listener. 

I  sighed  and  let  my  smile  drop  the  slightest,  turning  to  the  glass  of  amber  liquid  I  was  not supposed to drink at parties, but I tossed it back quickly anyways. I needed a spot of liquor after that long conversation, after I had imagined disemboweling the man in at least a hundred ways. 

The beauty of my profession meant I could be whoever I needed to be, a master at blending in, so if  times  got  particularly  rough,  I  knew  the  exact  sort  of  woman  I  could  be  that  would  send  the  men running in the opposite direction. Once, there had been an Earl who hated feet, and so I had kicked off my shoes in front of him under the complaint that they were blistering my toes. I even went so far as to wave my toes at him in innocence. He had never returned after claiming he would fetch a drink for me. 

Those  of  the  men  who  paraded  themselves  like  cattle  that  were  bearable  for  a  short  amount  of

time were only bearable long enough for boredom to set in. The downfall of my profession, of course, was  that  I  was  used  to  action,  to  cleverness,  to  challenge.  The  men  in  the  room  around  me  and  in London offered none of those things. 

Because even if I was a lady, even if I had the title to go with it and the money from such a thing sitting in a vault somewhere, that was not all I was. No, I had a career, even in times when women were  not  offered  such  things.  I  held  a  prime  position  in  Queen  Victoria’s  special  sector,  the  Raven Wing  Guild,  which  translated  roughly  into  being  a  spy.  I  was  a  legacy,  following  my  mother’s footsteps,  and  legacies  became  legends.  In  the  eyes  of  the  Queen,  legends  became  enormously powerful tools. I was a bloody good spy, rising in rank quickly, and I would endeavor to always make my mother proud. 

A  new  man  slid  into  the  place  Sir  Philip  had  vacated.  This  one  I  knew,  a  Baron,  and  one  who liked to prey on children. I had once been sent to spy on him, had been ordered to send a message. 

Since  then,  the  Baron  kept  his  desires  out  of  the  world’s  eye,  but  if  he  slipped  up,  the  Raven  Wing Guild had been given permission to eliminate the target. I’d been looking forward to the slip, but he had yet to do so. He deserved all of it and more, and if it had been up to me, he would already be dead, but orders were orders. It had only been a few weeks since the threat, not long enough to make him forgetful. The man in front of me who suddenly launched into his own asset accumulation could not  possibly  know  that  I  had  been  the  one  that  dropped  the  warning  letter  on  his  bed,  or  that  I  had already imagined slaughtering him at least a dozen ways before we had officially met. 

He hoped to impress me with chump change and his looks, all the while truly desiring something else  entirely.  Yet  another  disappointing  man.  Was  it  so  difficult  to  find  someone  who  lived  with  a little  excitement,  who  went  on  adventures  instead  of  trips  to  overpriced  gentleman’s  clubs?  I  never discriminated over class or money, but no matter where I looked, I was never won over. The heart of a spy was a fickle bitch. 

Baron  Von  Graphton  switched  from  his  business  assets  to  his  physical  ones,  and  I  wrinkled  my brow at him. He had not even asked my name, or allowed me to say hello, before he started his spiel. 

 Rude and disgusting, I thought, preparing my escape just as he began talking about how he boxed for fun. I considered challenging him to an arm-wrestling match to entertain myself and put him to shame, but I thought better of it. It would be an easy win. 

“I’ve seen a definite increase in stamina—” 

“I’m  sorry,”  I  interrupted,  smiling  so  he  thought  I  meant  no  insult.  I  meant  all  of  the  insult  of course, but he would never know that. “Jimmy, was it?” 

“Joseph Von Graphton, Baron of—” 

I had known his name, but nothing irked men more than all their exploits labeled under the wrong name. “Yes, Joseph. I really must slip away, I’m afraid. I’m needed elsewhere and I really must find my mother.” 

“Of course. A lady must have responsibilities to keep her sane. Shall I look for you later?” 

 Please  don’t,  I  thought  to  myself,  noticing  that  he  never  addressed  me  by  name.  Arsehole.  Out loud, I replied, “that would be lovely. Good-bye, Jimmy.” 

“It’s Joseph Von—” 

I turned away, dismissing him, and I heard his huff of annoyance before he turned to the next poor woman and started launching himself into his rehearsed speech again. Poor fool was trying terribly hard  to  find  himself  a  cover,  the  same  as  my  mother  wished  for  me.  Of  course,  in  my  case,  it  was simply to hide my profession. In the Baron’s case, it was to hide illicit exploits. Too bad for him, he would not be alive long enough to see wedding bells. 

“I  warned  you  the  men  here  tonight  would  bore  you,”  my  mother  said  suddenly  from  my  side. 

How the woman managed to move as stealthily as she did in such a large dress, I would never know. 

Sure, she had been trained the same as I had, but I never wore dresses quite so poofy for that reason. I couldn’t  move  as  quickly  as  I  wanted  to,  but  my  mother  moved  as  if  it  was  nothing  more  than  an extension of her. “It was easy to realize how much they would bore you before we ever arrived,” my mother murmured, keeping her smile plastered on her face as she beamed at those around us. No one questioned the authenticity because there were no clues to prove otherwise. I had learned my skills with the best teacher in the Queen’s employ, but I had learned my mask from my mother. 

“You  know  how  it  is,  Mother,”  I  lamented,  feeling  the  pearl  earrings  in  my  ears  jingle  with  my movement. “I’d give anything for a man that can keep my attention, but alas, they’re all sheep.” It was a  conversation  we  had  held  many  times,  one  that  I  always  lost  and  was  forced  to  bear  another  call from a man, but it still gave me pleasure when my mother nodded in understanding. 

From what I knew, Lord Kingston had been far from boring. He had been an adventurer, taking my mother  on  safaris  and  trips  around  the  world.  When  he  had  died,  it  had  left  my  mother  in  a  sort  of hole, their love the purest thing I had ever seen from the portraits. Even in grainy photographs, it had been easy to see they had been blissfully in love. Losing her husband has led my mother to adopt me, however,  so  I  could  not  lament  his  loss  too  much.  I  did  hope  that  one  day,  if  I  was  forced  to  settle down, it would be with a man such as the ghost that still haunted my mother. 

“What  about  the  men  you  work  with?”  mother  asked  for  the  thousandth  time.  It  was  a  common conversation, one we repeated over and over. 

“You know it’s against the rules.” 

She sniffed. “As if you follow the rules. Besides, there are exceptions. My dear late Robert was employed by the Queen.” Not as a spy but in the science department. I knew from her stories. I shot her a look that said some of the rules ended with death, mine mostly, and my mother rolled her eyes. 

She knew the weight of what breaking that particular rule could bring. It just so happened that she was able to get permission back in her day. There was no way to do so now. “Well,” she continued. “Then you need to find a man who’s nothing more than a connection. Stop looking for faults in everyone you meet.” 

“I have plenty of connections.” 

“A husband is a tool, Tillie. You know that having a husband offers you an even greater cover.” 

I grumbled, speaking under my breath so she could not hear. “Tool is an apt description.” 

I lifted my chin as another bachelor made his way over to where we stood and introduced himself. 

This one was far too old for my tastes, but my mother leaned over and whispered, “he’s a good tool, Tillie,” before she nodded and gave us privacy. 

I forced a smile to my face and greeted the new disappointment, my hands slightly too close to one of my daggers. 

The poor innocent man talked about an ache in his back, a new concept with his growing age, and I tried my hardest not to picture myself fixing his ache with my dagger. 

If he was dead, well, then it wouldn’t ache anymore. 

I should really be paid for my wisdom. 
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CHAPTER TWO

W e arrived home later than expected, but it had been impossible to get away from the man for  at  least  an  hour.  He  had  been  too  interested,  too  comfortable  reaching  out  and grabbing my hand, until I had nearly sliced his fingers for the impropriety of it all. How dare he grab me as if he owned me! And after hardly having met! 

In the end, only my mother stepping in to say it was time to depart had made the man leave. He had done so after a request to call on her, which my mother had accepted in my stead. I just barely hid my scowl. 

But even though I was tired when we arrived back to our home, my night was far from over. With the  help  of  Betty,  the  kind  older  woman  my  mother  paid  to  take  care  of  our  household  affairs,  I extracted myself from the extravagant pink ball gown and pulled on my leather trousers and a loose blouse.  I  wouldn’t  be  in  the  field  this  evening,  but  I  still  had  to  go  into  the  Guild  to  finish  up paperwork  from  the  night  prior.  I  hated  paperwork,  but  it  came  with  the  position.  I  was  simply thankful there was not quite as much for my department as there was for the desk jockeys. 

The Raven Wing Guild was sequestered in the art district, some fool before my time determining the art district was the least likely place to look for a den of spies. Sure, no one thought to look, but the man had undervalued the arts, and so it was becoming increasingly more difficult to sneak into the office without detection. Of course, I never had trouble, but the new recruits did. Director Stephens insisted  it  was  a  test  of  will  for  the  younger  ones,  that  it  helped  make  them  better  spies.  I  agreed, mostly, but thought it foolish to have such a test every single time we had a need to come in. At that point, it became a risk and a waste of energy. At least it was simple to go in at night, when the streets were  only  filled  with  late  night  patrons  of  pubs,  rather  than  those  hoping  to  catch  a  glimpse  of  a masterpiece. 

The  office  paraded  itself  as  a  fine  art  gallery,  as  nothing  more  than  a  beautiful  room  full  of  too expensive  artwork.  Every  so  often,  a  rich  wanker  found  his  way  inside  to  purchase  one  of  the  art pieces, but there were full crates in storage to replace what was purchased. There was even a curator to keep up appearance, the old man a bit of an arsehole when he was asked to do anything other than sleep at his desk with his feet on top of it. He was a master of art, though. I should know. I spent hours before  discussing  the  differences  in  Renaissance  artwork  and  Surrealism  and  had  somehow  earned his respect after that. It didn’t make him any less of an arsehole, but occasionally, I got a smile. 

I  slipped  around  the  back  of  the  building  labeled  the  Raven  Art  Gallery  and  knocked  on  an intricate pattern on the side door. When the gallery was closed, we used the side entrance rather than going  through  the  art  rooms.  A  small  panel  slid  out  and  I  pressed  my  hand  to  it,  allowing  it  to  be scanned for clearance. As always, I was passed through without problem. In all my years at the Raven Wing Guild, I had never been denied entrance, not even after—

“Welcome,” a robotic voice called over the intercom that I ignored. When I had stepped inside the office for the first time at the age of seventeen, I had answered back, not realizing there was no actual person  behind  the  voice.  It  had  been  embarrassing,  something  I  had  been  teased  over  for  months before my skills shut them up. 

“Today’s date is—” 

I stepped from the passageway before the robot voice could finish its speech, heading towards my desk that was hardly used for more than the bits of paperwork I was forced to do. 

“Tillie,” Calvin Wench called from his desk. “You’re late.” 

I  grit  my  teeth  at  the  man  calling  me,  causing  him  to  smile.  “I  was  subjected  to  an  attempt  at romance by our target this evening, Calvin. I could do without your criticism.” 

“Which target?” 

“The Baron.” 

Calvin had the good sense to grimace, always rehearsed, always fake, before he nodded his head. 

His angular jaw seemingly reflected in the light, the slight scruff there that he attempted to shave into a fashionable pattern ruined by the slight height the left had on the right. 

When my mother suggested I date someone I worked with, she meant Calvin, but I didn’t have the heart to explain exactly why I would never, not anymore. Calvin was attractive, his sharp jawline and amber-colored eyes sending many women into a faint. He spoke like the professors from the colleges, his tone like that of melted butter. It also helped that Calvin came from money, his family wealth large even  by  London’s  standards.  He  was  considered  one  of  the  eligible  bachelors  in  London,  but  of course, even had I ignored that Calvin was a proper arsehole, it was against the rules. Mingling with another  spy  could  result  in  a  one-way  ticket  into  a  wooden  box,  but  that  hadn’t  stopped  me  from flirting with the man once. Marriage was forbidden but casual relations were not. So I had attempted to bed the gorgeous man once upon a time, and I had succeeded. 

It had been a disaster. 

Not the sex. The sex had been pleasant enough, even if it was tamer than I had hoped. But sleeping with a spy came with a whole host of problems. We wore our masks every day, and sometimes, when you wore the mask for so long, you forgot who you were meant to be once you took it off. Sometimes, the mask became permanent. Calvin was ambitious, determined to prove he could make his own way without his family’s money all while still drawing from the family accounts. Any opportunity to take advantage, to use information against something, and he took it. I had not realized his true intentions after the lackluster sex, and that had been my mistake. I called it a lesson, one I would never repeat, even if I caught the idiot looking at me every so often as if he wanted a repeat. Just like a man to use me for his gain, to throw me under the bus while he got what I had been trying for. 

“You  have  a  stack  of  paperwork  to  turn  in,”  Calvin  murmured  as  he  worked  through  his  own stack, nearly twice the size of mine. Even if Calvin was a right arsehole, this was the one thing we had in common, our work ethic. Both of us worked far too much, took on too many jobs, all for the sake of excitement. Calvin had two desks, however, and so he split his time between the one out here and the tiny one inside the Director’s office. 

I raised my brow and took a seat at my desk. “Not as much as you,” I pointed out. “Perhaps, you

should get one of the new recruits to help you.” 

“And let them have all the fun?” Calvin glanced up at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling briefly before he looked back to the paper he was filling out. That look had been the one to hook me when I was still young and naïve, the eyes crinkling. His elegant handwriting already filled the page he was on, reporting what he had seen during one of his assignments. It was something I had to do as well, the stack of papers in front of me nothing more than a waste of time. No one ever read the reports. They were only meant to file, to sit in a cabinet for the day that the Queen might have a request of them. She never did. In fact, if the Queen wanted to know anything, she requested the Guild to send the spy who had been present, and she got an in-person account. 

“Don’t forget to send a beetle to the Director about the target,” Calvin warned me, not looking up from his papers again. 

“Did he slip already? He seemed insistent on finding a wife earlier.” 

“Apparently, he did so last night and attempted to pay off a footman who witnessed but the man was already in our employ. The footman came to us just before you arrived, detailing the account. We were able to corroborate with another witness. It’s all the proof we needed.” 

I nodded and pressed the button on my desk. The mechanical clicking came first and I fought the shiver that threatened to travel up my spine. Even with working so many years in the office, I never got over the creepiness of the mechanical beetles that the Guild used for correspondences. They were large, about the size of a man’s hand spread out, their metal bodies meant to protect them against harm as  they  traveled  across  the  city  to  deliver  coded  messages.  They  were  not  the  only  forms  of communication—the  clockwork  pigeons  were  also  used—but  they  were  the  most  common. 

Unfortunately for me, Greggory, in the messaging department, figured out that I didn’t like the beetles, and so he always sent one. I hadn’t received a pigeon in over a year, not since he found out about my grievance. 

The large clockwork beetle climbed up on my desk, its large pinchers terrifying even to someone who liked beetles. At first, I hadn’t been able to figure out how the large machines went undetectable throughout the city, delivering secret messages for the Raven Wings and those that needed a message. 

But then I had realized that most people did not take in the world around them, that they went about their  lives  without  a  care  for  anything  but  themselves.  No  one  was  scaling  the  walls  looking  for mechanical insects, and they certainly wouldn’t check into the weird shadow crawling quickly along a windowsill. Rarely did we lose a beetle to a rogue broom. 

The beetle lifted expectantly, waiting for me to type in the number of the recipient before I slipped the rolled piece of paper into the compartment at its belly. I did so quickly so the beetle could climb from my desk and head for the Director’s office, leaving me to shiver after the strange machine. 

“Still haven’t mastered the unease about the beetles, have you?” Calvin asked in amusement. 

I grimaced. “Hold your tongue, Calvin, or I’ll tell everyone what it is you fear.” 

Heights. The other spy feared heights. I had discovered it on a mission with him, when we had to scale  the  side  of  a  ten-story  building  and  Calvin  had  nearly  fainted,  his  shaking  making  it  near impossible for him to do much more than nearly wet himself. 

Calvin  grinned  but  he  didn’t  press,  lucky  for  him.  It  was  difficult  to  keep  a  secret  when  you worked in the profession, especially when everyone was a master at finding information. The fact that no one knew Calvin was afraid of heights meant that I was the only one who knew, and while I had suffered  a  brief  moment  where  I  considered  using  it  against  him  as  he  would  have  done  to  me—he was  the  one  who  told  Greggory  my  unease  with  the  beetles—I  realized  it  would  bring  me  no  true satisfaction to do so. I left it alone, preferring not to start an all-out war between us. Let the arsehole

think I was a twit enough to forgive him and let sleeping dogs lie. It afforded me another mask. 

I began to fill out the papers before me, settling in for a long night. Every so often, I glanced over at Calvin to catch him doing the same to me, and though there was an invitation in his eyes, I looked back down at my paperwork, to the most boring part of my paperwork, and finished it. 

When  I  finally  arrived  home,  I  collapsed  on  my  bed  just  as  the  first  rays  of  the  sun  crested  the horizon. I was thankful that I would not have to do anymore paperwork for the week. 

Too bad I’d still have to see Calvin’s face. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Iwoke up with the brightest sunshine filtering in through the curtains my mother threw open like some extravagant wench. The sunshine itself was an oddity, but my body rebelled after the long night and I covered my head to avoid the wake-up. It felt as if I had not slept at all, as if I had barely closed my eyes before the sun ruined it. 

“Is it three already?” I groaned from beneath the blankets. When I spent the night working, I slept through the morning until three in the afternoon. No one knew the difference that a lady did not wake up so early because no one was ever in our home at such early hours. It was how I had functioned for so long, replacing what would normally be lessons with sleep after working long nights. Instead, my lessons were in the afternoons, when we had no party or ball to attend to in order to keep our cover. 

“It’s brunch time,” mother corrected, and I peeked over the edge of the blankets, squinting my eyes through the sunshine. “You have a gentleman caller.” 

“Why on earth would I want to wake up for such a thing? Tell him ‘no, thank you’ so I can go back to sleep,” I grumbled, jerking the blankets back up, or attempting to. 

Mother grabbed the bottom of the blankets and yanked, stealing my warmth and happiness. “Get up, Ottilie Kingsford, if for nothing more than to keep up your appearances. Ladies do not normally sleep until three, and this gentleman will discuss your strange habits if you refuse to meet with him.” 

I groaned harder, slamming my face into the soft pillow a few times. I wanted nothing more than to sleep, to erase the bags that would no doubt be under my eyes. They would have to be covered if I was to look presentable for whatever wanker decided that calling before noon was a good idea. 

“I’m sending in Betty!” Mother called from outside the room as she left, taking my blankets with her. She knocked on the wood three times, the rhythm evenly spaced. 

I  glanced  up  just  in  time  to  see  Betty  step  across  the  threshold,  her  eyes  bright  in  the  morning sunlight. 

“Oh dear,” Betty murmured, taking in my squinting eyes, messy hair, and overall displeasure at the circumstances. “We have a lot of work to do in a short amount of time. Up, up, Tillie. The gentleman is waiting.” 

I grimaced and pulled myself like a slug out of bed to sit on the stool Betty set up. I stifled a yawn behind my hand and waited for Betty to start taming my hair into some sort of order. I could do some of the more basic hairstyles, could braid it to my skull when needed, but those hairstyles were better

suited  to  my  work  rather  than  meeting  a  man.  No,  things  had  to  appear  as  if  I  was  a  lady  who  did nothing more than embroider. 

“Is he at least worth the loss of sleep?” I murmured, rubbing my eyes. 

When  Betty  didn’t  answer,  I  blinked  and  looked  into  the  mirror  to  see  the  cringe  she  was attempting to hide. In a conspiratorial whisper, Betty leaned forward and said, “I think you’ll hate this one the most.” 

“Bloody—” I did not finish my sentence, didn’t waste my breath, not when there was no choice. 

Everything I did, every action I took, was a mask, an illusion. I had to look, for all appearances, like a normal lady. Perhaps, a lady that was too picky with her choice of husband, but nothing more than a demure woman to the rest of the world. They could not know that I was so much more than that, could not  know  that  I  could  kill  them  so  easily.  Even  if  they  knew,  if  everyone  knew,  they  would  never genuinely believe it; that was how good my mask was. Sometimes, like today, it was difficult to keep the mask in place. Other days, I forgot who I was without it. 

Betty worked on my hair, pinning it into a loose pile on top of my head. I felt a little like a poodle but saw the reasoning behind it, the highlighting of my slender neck. I much preferred my hair down or in  a  braid,  but  the  style  had  never  called  for  such  things.  Hair  up,  skirt  touching  the  floor,  waist cinched so tight, one could not breathe or speak.  It must have been decided by a man at one point, I thought, as Betty went to work covering the black smudges under my eyes. 

“Can  we  at  least  leave  the  corset  looser  than  normal?”  I  begged  when  Betty  fetched  the undergarments. 

“I’ll leave it so you can breathe, love. Now, arms up.” 

I did as the woman asked, allowing her to dress me up like I was a porcelain doll rather than a human  being.  Sometimes,  that  was  all  I  felt  like,  a  doll  on  the  shelf,  constantly  being  switched  into different  attire,  repainted  with  a  smile.  Sometimes,  I  realized  my  profession  was  truly  a  curse  and because of it, I would never be satisfied with subpar again. I knew I would always crave adventure and excitement over everyday life. 

As I finally descended the stairs thirty minutes later, I knew without a doubt that the man waiting for me in the sitting room would not be the excitement and adventure I searched for. He had to be at least thirty years my senior, and when he stood on wobbly knees, he looked ready to fall into pieces right  there.  He  reached  out  a  hand,  excitement  clearly  on  his  face.  Society  etiquette  dictated  that  I allow  him  to  take  my  hand,  allow  him  to  kiss  the  back  of  it,  so  I  slid  my  fingers  into  his  and swallowed the cringe at the clammy skin I felt. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ottilie,” he said, and it sounded like he tried to purr the words, but they only came out rough with age. “Your exotic beauty is far greater than even I expected.” 

I smiled demurely, even if I wanted to scowl at the word ‘exotic’ and did as the old man expected of me. I bowed my head slightly, playing at being submissive. “It’s a pleasure, Mr. . .” 

“Jeffrey Worthington, Duke of Devonshire.” 

 Another duke, I thought, holding my smile in place. “Pleasure, Sir Jeffrey. Why, may I ask, have you chosen to call on me?” 

“Your  beauty  is  known  by  many,  the  exotic  slant  to  your  eyes.  I’m  a  man  of  many  desires,  even consider myself a bit of a collector.” I nearly tensed at his words. I was not an item to be collected and if the wanker called me ‘exotic’ one more time, I was going to murder him. “And when I heard of the unmarried young Lady Kingsford, I had a mighty need to call on you and hope to impress you.” 

Fat chance of that. 

Sir Jeffrey moved closer, too close to be proper, and cupped my elbow. In my mind, I slipped the

knife free I kept beneath the edge of my corset, and sliced his arm clean off for daring to touch me, but outwardly, I kept the demure smile in place, kept the mask down, if only for appearance’s sake. 

“How delightful,” I said softly, the epitome of a timid woman. “Would you like to take tea with me?” 

“I had hoped you would ask.” Sir Jeffrey moved closer and the smell of old cheese reached me, making a twitch tick around my nose as I fought the need to wrinkle it. 

“Right this way.” 

I couldn’t believe I was missing valuable sleep for this man, especially when he reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder, his gnarled fingers touching my slim neck. He probably thought he was being charming and seductive, and perhaps, once upon a time, he had been exactly that in his youth. 

Now, he was just a weathered old man who thought himself a collector. 

“Pray tell, Sir Jeffrey,” I began as I ducked away from his wandering hands. “What sorts of items do you collect?” 

“Besides women?” he joked and shrugged his shoulders. “I collect rare artifacts from all around the world. In fact—” 

I perked up. “Do you travel around the world to retrieve them?” 

“Heavens, no,” he laughed, and I pushed aside my brief excitement. “I have a curator who does such things for me. I get to stay in the comfort of my home—” 

I took a seat and settled into a long hour of holding a smile on my face, careful not to reveal my true distaste of the man. 

“Tell me more,” I murmured, tuning him out while I stared out at the sunshine. At least, the day was not all lost, I thought. The sun was nice and warm on my skin. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

Ilocked eyes on the circle before me, on the pinprick of a dot in the center, and took a deep breath. I tuned out the world, the sound of horses clapping on the cobblestones outside and the sound of steam-powered engines and tucked my elbow in, close to my waist. Mother sat off to the side, engrossed in the evening newspaper while Thodeoric Hedgecock watched closely to what I did. I knew what Thod was thinking, wondering if I would ever move, but I paid him no mind. Part of being a spy meant honing skills as well as knowing when the proper time to act was. The Raven Wing Guild was primarily intelligence, but they also served as the silent forces when needed. 

And if a certain spy had aspirations for other Guilds, such as myself, I had to know enough skills for that. 

With shoulders straight, I flung my hand forward quickly, mindful of how my fingers moved as I released the blade. It sailed through the air, far faster than should have been expected, and slammed into the target right over the smallest dot, slicing it in two with honed accuracy. 

Thod nodded his head. “Now, do it again, and throw it faster, until you’re throwing one after the other.” 

It was a common practice, one we had gone over constantly in my lessons, so I knew to pick up the  next  blade  and  throw,  letting  my  muscles  remember  exactly  the  movements  I  had  done  the  first time. 

The  second  knife  slammed  beside  the  first,  splitting  the  center  with  two  knives.  I  continued  to throw, until the newer knives knocked the first ones from their place, until the hole was made deeper and deeper inside the wood, all over the same small pinprick of a dot. I knew if I missed even once, Thod would make me start all over again, and I hated those days. They dragged and dragged, and I became haunted by the tiny bullseye. 

When I finally ran out of knives, my arm ached just the tiniest amount, proof that I had thrown—I glanced down at the table, remembering—at least sixty knives. The number always varied, a test by Thod to see if I dwindled quicker or grew less accurate with each throw, but it was always the same. 

No matter the number he placed, my knives hit the center. Our record was eighty-three. 

“Good.”  Thod  walked  up  to  the  target  and  plucked  out  the  last  knife  embedded  in  the  wall,  the final one that had knocked all the others loose. It was wedged inside so deep, Thod had to jerk it out. 

“You’re getting more accurate than you were, and that’s saying something.” 

I didn’t argue with him, didn’t tell him that I was the best knife thrower in the Guild regardless. I never needed to. Thod bragged to the others about me regularly, whether they wanted to hear it or not. 

I was his pride and joy, both his legacy and my mother’s. 

“Please  tell  me  the  next  lesson  is  the  battle  axe.”  It  was  one  of  my  favorite  weapons, unconventional and nearly impossible to carry around London without being detected, but Thod had gifted me with a small battle axe that I was capable of strapping to my thigh when on assignment. It was one of my greatest possessions. 

Thod grinned. “Unfortunately, the next lesson is one you’ll hate.” 

My  mother  grabbed  the  loom  beside  her  and  held  it  out,  pulling  a  groan  from  my  lips. 

“Embroidery?” 

“You’re  a  lady,”  Thod  shrugged.  “And  so  part  of  your  training  includes  those  activities  that  are befitting such a role.” He grinned. “I remind you of this every time.” 

“And I never enjoy it.” Wrinkling my nose, I snatched the loom from my mother’s fingers and took a seat. The only activity I hated more than embroidery was allowing eligible men to court me. I was an  expert  knife  thrower,  one  of  the  best  marksmen  in  the  Guild,  but  I  was  a  shit  embroiderer.  My mother constantly picked my threads loose for me to start again, something she never allowed me to forget. “And pray tell, what should I attempt to embroider today?” 

Mother glanced at me out of the side of her eyes, the brilliant green twinkling. “Since you were so keen to practice with that gruesome weapon, I expect a clean and proper battle axe stitched on there in the next thirty minutes.” 

Huffing  under  my  breath,  I  settled  onto  the  settee  and  threaded  my  already  prepared  needle through the back of the cloth, pricking my thumb with barely more than a single movement. 

“Posture straight,” Thod chided as he took a seat beside me. “A lady never slouches.” 

“How would you know?” I grumbled. In all actuality, I knew exactly how Thod knew everything; it was his job, after all. Thodeoric Hedgecock was a master of disguise, a master of most things that came with being a spy, but instead of constantly being in the field, he had taken it upon himself to train those  that  came  after  him.  At  forty  years  old,  he  had  aged  out  most  of  the  spies  in  the  Guild,  all because the dainty woman he married had asked him to. Though he had taken the position as Master Teacher, he was still sent out on missions when necessary. The Guild reserved him for when big items needed taken care of, things that were above my clearance. Rumor had it that Thod used to be in the Beast Guild, the elite group that not only protected the Queen, but also served as assassins at times. It was  the  Guild  I  aimed  for,  the  one  I  trained  for,  but  Thod  had  reached  it  and  chosen  to  leave  it  all behind for his wife. They were a cute couple, one I likened to my mother and her late husband, and I considered it strength to walk away from the top for happiness. 

I only hoped that one day I’d have something worth walking away for. I doubted that would ever happen,  however,  judging  by  how  things  were  going.  I  was  a  twenty-five-year-old  spinster,  and  the only reason I still had so many bachelors calling on me was because of my looks. 

Thod never discussed the things he did, never ventured into his missions, but every now and then, stories got out. The last one I had heard was that Thod had been asked to assassinate a scientist who had  begun  building  a  massive  weapon,  something  that  could  make  war  an  entirely  different  animal. 

The  scientist  had  been  paranoid  against  most  people,  so  there  was  no  way  in  through  the  normal methods, but the scientist supposedly used the services of working girls he regularly paid to show up at his home. He paid handsomely for the women to show up on time, but the Guild paid better. Thod had easily strutted into the scientist’s home dressed as a woman, and not a single person would have been able to tell who he was underneath, or even that he was a man at all. That was how good Thod

was, because he was broad shouldered and muscular, his body speaking of long hours spent honing those muscles. How he did it, I would never know, and Thod never told. 

Thod was a master, and he had made it his personal mission to make sure I could do everything he could  and  more.  I  was  still  far  from  as  talented  as  he  was,  but  I  was  learning,  and  had  quickly surpassed all others. What should have taken me decades to learn had taken me only years. 

Unlucky for me, even if I was skilled, there was still a bias within the Guild, and the fact that I was a woman made for constant underestimation, as proven by Calvin getting the promotion in rank I had been gunning for. Of course, he had earned that promotion because he had to throw me under the bus to achieve it, but the fact that it had been believed without question, that it was a reason at all why I could not get the promotion but Calvin still did, said all it needed to. Calvin was talented, sure, but he  was  not  as  talented  as  me,  and  it  grinded  my  gears  that  he  would  get  a  promotion  I  should  have gotten based on merit alone. 

Thirty minutes later, I had a passable battle axe embroidered on my canvas. I had even added my own little twist to the design, something I was sure my mother would roll her eyes at. 

“What does it say?” Thod asked, tilting his head around the circle of letters I had stitched. 

“The quickest way through a man’s heart is through his rib cage.” I grinned at the answering smile on Thod’s face, but Mother shook her head and snatched the loom from my hands, studying the design. 

“It’s  passable,”  she  admitted,  reluctantly  I  could  tell.  “But  not  great  work.  We  will  add embroidery to your lessons more often so you can master the skill.” 

I groaned and even though she shot me a scathing look, I did not stop. “Embroidery is the devil’s work!” 

“It’s a lady’s work and you’ll do well to remember that when you have a husband who must never find out who you are.” 

Slumping down in my seat even as Thod stood and started gathering his supplies, I tried my best not  to  think  of  such  a  future,  of  being  relegated  to  wearing  a  mask  forever  more,  even  in  front  of someone I should have been able to relax around. Even if I somehow loved whatever husband I was married  to,  I  would  never  be  able  to  tell  him  where  I  went  in  the  evening  or  why  I  had  weapons stashed  in  every  crevice  of  our  home.  It  was  encouraged  to  marry  someone  too  dimwitted  to  even notice, but that only sent me further into depressive thoughts. I did not want to marry at all, let alone to someone who was nothing more than an oblivious tool, even if that was what would be expected of her. 

“See  you  next  week,  Tillie,”  Thod  called  as  he  rolled  up  his  knives  in  canvas  and  ticked  them away into his bag. “Make sure to work on that cross stitch. It’s a tad shaky.” 

If I would have had a knife in my hand, I would have thrown it at him. He would have avoided it easily, but it would have made me feel better at least. 

 Bloody embroidery, I thought, as I picked up the loom again and started to stitch a ring of knives around my design. 

KICKING OFF  MY  HEELS  INTO  THE  CORNER,  I  BREATHED  A  SIGH  OF  RELIEF  AT  THE  FEELING.  I  HAD  BEEN

subjected to ballroom attire for all lessons, because a lady ought to never be at a disadvantage simply because she wore a large dress and heels. While I understood the lesson, it did not make me any less relieved when Betty plucked the laces loose at my back, releasing the tight corset inch by agonizing

inch.  When  I  felt  like  I  could  breathe  again,  I  held  up  my  arms  so  Betty  could  help  me  out  of  the contraption, the layers of material nearly needing a map to navigate my way out of it. 

With the dress off, I easily hurried along the rest, sliding out of my undergarments and accepting the night dress Betty held out to me. 

“Will that be all, Tillie?” Betty asked, her kind face wrinkled with slight age. She had come to the Kingsford house as a child, another orphan, had served the family long before my mother was ever here. I often thought it unfair that Betty had been given the position of handmaiden while I, myself, had been given the title daughter, but the titles did not reflect on a difference of treatment. Mother treated Betty as family, and even though she grew older and it was customary to have a young handmaiden, Mother  refused  to  cower  beneath  those  expectations  and  kept  Betty  on.  She  was  free  to  leave,  of course, if she wished, but Betty had never asked to, not even when she married the man she chose to spend her life with. 

I nodded my head. “That’s all. Thank you, Betty. I couldn’t breathe with that contraption.” Even as I spoke, I studied my skin in the mirror, the indentions where the steel-boning had pushed into my skin and marked me. They would fade by morning, but they looked like angry wounds now. 

“You say that every night,” Betty chided, hanging my dress back in the wardrobe. 

“And every night, it’s true.” 

Betty  patted  me  on  the  shoulder  in  amusement  and  clinched  her  tongue.  “Poor  Tillie,  worrying about breathing in a world like this. Don’t you know how to take demure sips of air so you don’t pass out?” 

Her jest slammed into me and my smile fell but Betty didn’t notice. She was already turning away, already calling goodbye over her shoulder as she left the room and closed the door behind her. Taking a deep breath, I studied the marks one more time before I slipped into my night dress. 

I absolutely detested having to wear ballgowns and skirts as often as I was subjected to. I was a lady, so it was expected, but that didn’t make it any less annoying. I would have been much happier in a pair  of  trousers  and  a  corset,  but the  life  of  a  spy  required  her  to be  able  to  blend  in,  and  in  this decade, and probably many more, a woman in trousers called far more attention than a dress; at least, for a lady it did. Sometimes, I envied the women on airships. Sometimes, if I was lucky, I would get to wear shorter skirts or ones with splits in them, but those jobs usually took me inside brothels and gentleman’s clubs. 

Moving to my writing desk, I stared down at the schedule before me, the one where all the parties I was required to attend were listed in elegant ink. There was a never-ending supply of parties and events that I was invited to; even during the slow season of winter, I received at least two invites a week. 

Also on the schedule were a series of dots, appearing as nothing more than places where I rested my pen, but the days with such dots were workdays, times I knew I had to plan to go into the Guild. 

There  was  no  dot  today,  and  I  was  looking  forward  to  making  up  the  sleep  I  had  been  lacking. 

Sometimes, a lady truly did need her beauty sleep. 

Just as I turned to climb into the bed, a soft tapping filled the room. I had my pistol out from its holster beneath the writing desk and pointed at my window before I even knew what the threat was. 

Heart rate in my ears, my eats fell on the small pigeon at my window, but not just any pigeon. 

This one was made of gears and metal. 

That was how I knew it was serious. The message department always sent a beetle to me when they could, because of how much I hated them. If they sent a pigeon, that meant it was urgent, and they could not waste time with such games. 

Quickly  rushing  to  the  window,  I  threw  it  open  and  the  small  machine  fluttered  inside,  hopping over  to  my  desk  and  waiting  for  me  to  lean  down  to  hear  the  message.  Where  the  beetles  carried coded messages on paper, the pigeons carried whispers of voices unlocked by individual codes each Guild member was assigned. I reached forward and pressed the small keypad, typing in zero-three-eleven, the date I first arrived in London, and leaned down to hear the whisper. 

“Get  to  the  main  square,”  the  speaker  whispered.  “Near  the  base  of  Big  Ben.  Unnatural disturbance reported. Stealth is required.” 

My blood thinned. An unnatural disturbance? What did that even mean? 

Quickly pushing the accept button, I hardly paid any attention to the pigeon as it hopped away and opened  intricate  wings,  flying  back  into  the  skies  back  towards  the  Guild.  The  message  it  carried would have been gone the moment it reached my ears, and that was part of the beauty of the pigeons. 

As  long  as  you  heard  the  message  the  first  time,  you  would  be  okay,  because  they  didn’t  repeat  the message. Once spoken, it was erased completely, and the pigeons became nothing more than a blank slate. Some of the younger spies had trouble hearing the pigeons, and I once saw a spy misinterpret the words. Instead of hearing “Get to the car”, she had heard, “Take out the guard”. That had been a logistical nightmare. 

If  stealth  was  required,  it  meant  the  mission  was  not  only  serious,  but  I  was  expected  to  act  as intelligence and nothing more. There would be no interactions, no reveal, nothing except for watchful eyes and silent feet. 

Pulling  the  nightdress  over  my  head  yet  again,  I  instead  reached  for  the  black  leather  I  kept  for such missions, the outfit more my style than anything else. The leather was soft as butter as I pulled the trousers up my legs, as I pulled on the simple black blouse before hooking myself into my favorite corset. It was an outfit made for a spy, easy to move in, black to avoid detection, and comfortable. 

Once the outfit was in place, I began to strap the harnesses and weapons I typically carry beneath a dress to my hips instead. I even grabbed the small battle axe Thod had gifted me with and strapped it to my thigh, easily within reach should I need it. Once all the weapons were in their places, I checked over myself one more time, making sure everything blended in as needed. No one ever noticed me, but it was always good to be prepared. 

I scraped my hair into a high bun, winding it quickly and securing it in place. Wild hair was never the  answer  on  such  missions,  and  I  could  not  risk  it  blowing  in  my  face  or  moving  at  the  wrong moments. It needed to be as secure as the rest of my body. 

I rolled my shoulders and left my room, heading downstairs to where my mother sat on the couch working on her own beautiful needlepoint. Even if she had other, better talents, Mother claimed the work relaxed her. It did the opposite for me. 

She looked up over her glasses, took in my attire, and continued her work as if it wasn’t a strange sight to see. It wasn’t, not in our home. 

“Be as swift as the wind,” mother murmured, nodding her head. 

“And as quiet as a mouse,” I finished. A small smile pulled at my lips as I stepped towards the door. “I’ll be back soon.” 

Mother flashes a soft smile to me, before I slipped out the front door into the darkness claiming the streets, and I disappeared. 

Big Ben chimed, beckoning, and I headed towards its sound. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Iheard the screaming first, the high-pitched screams of those still out on the streets at such a late hour. Though it was still early for bed, there were still many people heading home or drinking their sorrows away. There was no moon out at the moment, the orb hidden behind thick clouds, and  it  made  the  night  darker  than  it  normally  would  have  been.  That  made  it  perfect  for  me.  It  was much easier to go unseen in the shadows as I made my way towards the main square, drawing closer to Big Ben. 

Creeping along the alleys of buildings, I knew I would not have a great advantage from such a low point. I needed to get higher, get somewhere that could see the entire square in one spot, so when I found  a  rusted  metal  ladder  leading  up  the  tall  building  on  my  right,  I  smiled.  Quickly  scaling  the rungs  with  hardly  a  sound  at  all,  I  crept  along  the  gravel,  careful  to  not  crunch  the  stone,  until  I reached the edge that overlooked the square. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but what I found was nothing like I could have imagined. 

Unnatural disturbance, indeed. 

A  woman  as  pale  as  snow  spun  in  circles,  firing  a  fancy-looking  crossbow  and  kicking  away swarms of. . .people? They didn’t look like any people I had ever seen before. Even from my vantage point, I could see the blue tint to their skin, but with how many there were, it was hard to see. The woman, she stood out easily among the darkness the others brought. 

I pulled the looking glass I kept for such instances from my pouch and lifted it to my face, trying to peer closer at them. The details came into focus, and I wrinkled my brow. 

The people attacking the snow woman were attempting to reach her, violently so, and they held strange-looking  weapons  in  their  hands.  She  did  not  waver  from  so  many  creatures  swarming  her, even though she held one of her arms too close, as if she had injured it already. The urge to help her speared through me, making me want to leap down and do something, anything, but even I knew my limits.  I  would  be  no  match  against  hundreds,  not  against  the  mass  of  bodies.  I  would  never  even make  it  to  the  woman’s  side.  There  was  no  way  my  weapons  could  take  on  so  many.  I  looked  up, searching for a way to drop in from overhead, but they were in the center of the square, with more of the blue-skinned people swarming in to fill it. There was nothing I could do, not without giving away my position and getting myself killed. 

“Fuck,” I whispered, peering through the looking glass again. My mother would be aghast to hear

the word slip from my lips, but it fit the situation too well. Besides, I never said it in front of her to warrant such emotions. I was going to witness this woman brutally murdered and I could not help. 

And that was when I saw the pointed ears. 

I blinked and pulled the looking glass away from my eyes, trying to clear my head just in case it was some sort of trick, but when I looked again, it was the same. The people with a blue tint to their skin had pointed ears. They weren’t normal people at all. This was not a riot or some human fight. It was something else. 

Twin  howls  pierced  the  air  somewhere  further  away  and  I  jerked  my  eyes  in  their  direction. 

Wolves  in  London?  I  crept  along  the  roof  to  the  other  corner  and  looked  down,  squinting  my  eyes. 

Two pure white wolves ran alongside two men, and I blinked hard at them, too. 

“What  in  the  bloody  hell—”  I  whispered  so  softly,  it  was  snatched  by  the  wind,  but  one  of  the men, one  with  flaming red  hair,  snapped his  eyes  in  my direction.  I  ducked in  surprise,  keeping  my position as hidden as possible. There was no way he could have heard me, not with my height and the whisper I had murmured. I still had a job to do, to observe what was happening and report it. I just had to figure out exactly what was happening first. 

Moving  back  quietly  to  my  original  position,  I  pulled  the  hood  of  my  shirt—a  fancy  addition, indeed—over  my  head  and  braved  a  glance  over  the  edge  again,  at  the  battle  that  still  raged.  The snow woman was still fighting, still holding her own, and that alone told me that she was something else entirely, just like the creatures attacking her. There was no way a single woman could hold off so many, even if they were slowly closing in on her. 

Movement to the left drew my eyes and I glanced over just in time to see the two men and wolves standing  at  the  edge  of  the  attacking  creatures.  Somehow,  I  heard  their  words  as  clear  as  day,  even with the commotion around us. 

“Kill  them?”  The  one  who  spoke  first  was  large,  his  frame  built  with  stacked  muscle.  I  peered closer with my looking glass, taking in details. He was attractive, long lighter hair tied at his nap, a trimmed beard on his jaw. He was dressed like a commoner, his shirt dirty as only a factory worker could be. The shirt stretched across the defined muscles of his chest and shoulders. In his hands, he held some sort of large hammer. 

“Kill  them,”  the  other  replied  and  threw  a  brilliant  green  bolt  of.  .  .something  towards  the attackers. I blinked in surprise at the man with flaming red hair. Though he was built slimmer than his friend,  it  was  easy  to  see  he  was  just  as  in  shape.  His  strong  jawline  was  smooth,  clean-shaven. 

Unlike  his  friend,  he  wore  a  black  gentleman’s  suit  and  he  had  bottles  hooked  around  his  waist, bottles that I caught glimpses of as they glowed. With the looking glass, I was able to see that his eyes were green, but I knew I could only tell that because they seemed to glow with whatever energy or power he was throwing towards the creatures. I saw him glance in my direction again, but I held my ground. There was no possible way he could see me, not in the darkness and my hood pulled around me. I held still just in case. 

The  bigger  man  roared  and  swung  his  large  hammer,  lightning  crackling  from  the  end  of  it  so suddenly, that I found myself ducking to avoid the bolts that lit up the square. None came close to me, but still, I waited until the lightning faded and the square grew quiet. Carefully, hesitantly, I peered over the edge again, not sure what I would find. 

The  creatures  had  all  frozen,  their  eyes  turned  towards  the  newcomers.  The  white  wolves growled menacingly in the silence, filling the square with their vicious snarls. 

“Three Gods,” one of the creatures spoke, and so many of the other ones grinned in answer that it set my nerves on fire. Just what exactly was I witnessing here? 

“Go back to the shithole you came from,” the big man commanded. “And I won’t kill you.” 

The creature that had spoken laughed, taking a step closer, and with my looking glass, I could see a hint of redness glowing from his eyes. Luckily, I had not chosen a taller building, or I might have missed that detail. The creature was dressed like a gentleman attending the theater, his tailored suit fitting his frame elegantly, but there were pieces missing, as if he had lost them in the fight. 

“You think you can command us, Prince?” the creature challenged. Feeling as if I was watching my own special theater, I leaned closer in curiosity. Prince? “You have no dominion over us.” 

I  pulled  the  small  leather  journal  from  my  pouch  and  an  ink  pen  and  began  to  write  down  the details I was starting to worry I would forget. There were too many to remember at this point, and I would be forced to burn the notebook later, but it was a necessary evil. 

“Then  you  will  die.”  The  man  with  the  hammer  gave  no  other  warning.  Without  hesitation,  he dove into the swarm, lightning flaring around him as he danced in a circle, as if the electricity came from him instead of the sky. But that’s impossible, I thought, though I wrote it down anyways. 

The other one threw what I could only call bursts of energy at the creatures, dropping them to the street one after the other, decimating their numbers. He moved far more elegantly than the brutality of the big one, his fingers easily spinning the green glows and throwing them. 

The wolves attacked anyone who got too close to them, ripping the creatures apart, but it took me a few minutes to realize they were all cutting a path through the swarm toward the snow woman as she continued to keep the creatures at bay. 

“Asgard will fall at the hands of the dark elves!” Green power zipped through the creature that had yelled those words, felling him easily. 

I wrote down the words ‘Asgard’ and ‘elves’ in my journal. 

“We need to capture one of the bloodletters alive!” 

“The one in the suit!” the woman growled, and her voice carried like a blizzard, gently and then all at once. “He’s the one that attacked me first.” 

I watched as the two men cut through the elves, forging an easy path to the woman. The lightning and  green  powers  dropped  so  many  of  the  creatures  that  I  was  not  sure  how  they  did  not  decimate them  all.  How  did  the  men  control  such  power?  I  could  only  see  the  hammer  on  the  big  one,  could discredit the lightning as coming from that like a Tesla weapon, but the other one seemed to generate power from his hands or the bottles hanging on his belt. There was no explaining away that. 

One of the elves got too close to the magician and nicked his shoulder with a blade. I expected the male to be angry. I never imagined he’d lift the elf without any hesitation and thrust his hand through his ribcage. I stared with wide eyes as he dropped the lifeless body to the ground and stepped over it, a black heart slipping from his hand. 

“Wicked.” I couldn’t stop the word from coming out and though I worried someone would hear, no one turned toward me during the fray. 

The bigger one laughed as he swung his hammer. “You let one of the bastards get you.” 

“Oh,  shut  up,”  the  magician  growled,  before  he  broke  through  the  circle  of  elves  where  the woman waited. She pointed the crossbow in his face for a split second before quickly aiming over his shoulder instead. “Never thought you’d call us this way.” 

I found it odd that I could hear all their words spoken, even with all the shouting and fighting, but it  was  as  if  the  wind  carried  it  up  to  me,  allowing  me  to  hear.  I  was  always  blessed  with  good hearing, catching things that others could not, but this was new for me. I wasn’t going to question it, not when it was working to my advantage. 

“Didn’t  really  have  a  choice,”  the  woman  answered  the  magician,  firing  cross  bolts  into  the

creatures. 

Whatever else they said disappeared with the shouts of the creatures doubling their efforts, but I was able to catch one word that I wrote down in the notebook. Thor. That word rang with some sort of  familiarity  in  my  mind  and  I  stared  at  the  word,  repeating  it  in  my  mind  as  if  tasting  it  would remind me where I had heard it from. 

The big one, who I assumed was Thor from the gestures of the others, threw his hammer into the mass of fighting elves, the weapon obliterating those who got too close to its arc. I tried not to cringe at the crushed skulls it left behind after it slammed into them, but it was difficult. Even for me, this was a bloody battle, and I typically enjoyed a good fight. Someone landed a punch on Thor’s jawline, but  I  could  not  tell  if  it  did  anything  more  than  make  him  angry.  The  three  people  put  their  backs together in the center of the circle, the white wolves dancing at their feet and ripping into any elf that came too close to shreds. 

The elves stopped as one, as if they were linked together in some way; many bodies, one brain. I had seen it mentioned by scientists as the behavior of ants, but never had I seen it in people. I looked closer, searching for wire or anything that would explain the odd behavior, but I saw nothing. 

The  elf  wearing  a  suit  stepped  forward  again,  a  smug  smile  on  his  face,  as  if  he  had  won  even with his dwindling numbers and no harm coming to the ones they fought. 

Thor  threw  his  hammer  over  his  shoulder  and  relaxed  into  a  position  that  should  have  been comical, but I knew it was all coiled tension, especially after watching him fight. All it would take was a single sign to act and he would. 

“You’ve put up a good fight,” the elf said, clapping his hands in glee. “But you haven’t won.” 

“It looks like we have.” Thor raised his brow. “You’re low on fighters.” 

Indeed, the bodies scattered along the cobblestones were piling up, far outnumbering the living, and I dreaded the mess that would need to be cleaned up by morning. I would have to send an urgent pigeon the moment I could. 

A  smile  split  the  elf’s  face,  so  full  of  malice,  I  pulled  my  own  dagger  out  even  being  removed from  the  fight.  The  three  straightened  at  the  look,  sensing  something  was  wrong.  I  searched  among those still standing, looking for what could be happening, but saw nothing more than blood, bodies, and those still prepared for battle. 

The magician said something low, so low I couldn’t catch it, so I leaned forward, just a little. 

Whatever he said, the sky suddenly grew even darker with clouds, as if a storm rolled in. It inked out  the  rest  of  the  calm  clouds  that  had  been  there  before  and  brought  a  chill  chasing  after  it.  I wrinkled my brow at the sky. 

“You see,” the elf’s voice reached me again. “We’ve heard about your legends of Ragnarök, and we  thought  it  sounded  perfect.”  I  scribbled  his  words  in  my  notebook.  “Darkness  descends  on  the world. Asgard dead, the creatures of the night taking over.” The elf grinned. “The gates of Helheim opened. Isn’t your daughter there, Trickster?” The magician did not answer the question, simply grit his jaw. 

“Ragnarök is not something you create,” Thor boomed. “Odin has already seen it coming.” 

“Is that so?” The elf shrugged. “Well, the Allfather is all-knowing, right? He couldn’t possibly be wrong.” His face twisted with savagery. “We’re tired of living like rats in the tunnels of Svartálfheim. 

To bring about Ragnarök, we only needed drops of blood from three Gods—a minor God or Goddess, a member of the royal family, and one who does not belong.” He held up his hand with three glowing dots  floating  there.  “How  convenient  that  you  three  showed  up.  We  never  needed  to  kill  you,”  he laughed. “We only needed a single drop of your blood.” 

The  golden  spots  danced  together  across  his  palm  before  merging  into  one  large  one.  Thunder cracked overhead suddenly, and I cringed and held on, just in case lightning followed and struck me. 

It  never  did,  but  it  lit  up  London  as  if  it  was  the  sun,  coating  everything  in  a  blue  light.  The  wind began to blow, violently, sweeping away the smog that always hovered over the dense city. I hoped there were no airships in the sky tonight, or there would be reports of them crashing the next day. 

“What have you done?” Thor shouted, loose strands of his hair swirling around his face. 

The snow woman looked up into the sky, her eyes wide. Her lips moved but I heard nothing. 

“Nothing yet,” the elf answered. “But we’ve just set the gears in motion. Or rather, you have.” 

“You’ll  all  die  for  this.”  Thor  took  a  step  forward,  but  the  elf  never  flinched.  “No  one  will remember that the dark elves ever existed when I’m through with you.” He threw his large hammer, but the elf was too fast for such an attack, anticipating it. He easily stepped out of the way, the grin never once dropping from his face. 

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I have better things to do, like prepare for the End of Days.” 

And that was when my mind lost the battle with confusion. The elves faded away to nothing right before my eyes, the corpses littering the ground disappearing as if they were never there. No blood was left on the cobblestones, no pieces, no sign at all that a battle had taken place. The three people

—the  elf  had  called  them  Gods?  —looked  equally  as  perplexed  as  I  was,  staring  around  them  in shock. 

Lightning crackled again and the magician looked up at the sky. I followed his gaze, staring at a sky painted with vibrant purples and greens, unnatural colors, more common in the northern countries at certain times of the year. I had never seen them in person, but this felt like the aurora borealis Thod once told me about. There was both fear and awe on his face as he murmured something to the others, their  eyes  following  his.  I  looked  between  the  sky  and  them,  so  confused,  I  had  no  idea  how  I  was going to report it. Sure, the sky was pretty, but—

None  of  the  three  people  saw  the  steam-powered  automobile  that  nearly  ran  them  over  for standing in the middle of the square, a horn blaring at them to get out of the way. None of them seemed to  hear  it  when  people  appeared  on  the  streets  again  as  if  nothing  had  happened  at  all,  completely blissfully  unaware,  but  I  saw  everything,  recorded  everything.  Even  when  the  officer  who  asked  if they  were  okay,  they  ignored  the  man  only  for  him  to  shake  his  head,  no  doubt  dismissing  them  as being piss drunk and leaving them to their own devices. 

None of them were paying attention, I found, because they were focused on the sky, and when I looked up, I saw exactly why. I watched as what had to be a giant shadow of a wolf ran across the clouds,  dancing  with  the  colors  and  lightning  flashing  there.  It  seemed  to  howl  with  the  wind, signaling some great change I had no name for. 

Somewhere in the distance, the mechanical chimes of Big Ben rang once, twice, three times, and then stopped. 

I  tilted  my  head,  listening  to  the  sudden  silence,  waiting  for  the  other  chimes  as  my  fingers clenched tightly to the ledge. 

Big Ben did not chime again. . . 
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CHAPTER SIX

Itucked the notepad and looking glass back into the pouches they belonged in at my hip before adjusting  the  hood  around  my  head,  making  sure  it  was  still  in  place.  The  three  people,  or whatever  they  were,  still  stared  at  the  sky,  the  wolves  beside  them,  so  I  seized  my  chance  to make my escape. I made my way quietly back to the ladder, smoothing my hands down my trousers to relive some of the ache from crouching so long. I needed to get back to the Guild quickly and relay my message, write my report, and alert everyone who needed it. The director would think I was mad with what  I  had  to  tell  him,  but  I  had  no  choice.  I  had  been  given  my  assignment  and  I  was  expected  to report, even if my report seemed too far-fetched, I could hardly believe it myself. 

I glanced over the ledge down into the alley, checking to make sure it was clear. Nothing and no one  moved,  not  even  the  rodents  of  London  risking  their  lives  during  whatever  had  transpired.  The silence of London and the shadow of the wolf in the cloud unnerved me to the point where I believed the sight before me. 

Grabbing  the  top  of  the  ladder,  I  swung  myself  around  and  dropped,  not  wasting  time  with  the rungs. Instead, I used the edges and slid down. My feet barely made a sound when they touched the dirty alley, but when I turned, I jerked backwards in surprise, slamming against the metal ladder and sending  out  a  loud  ring  as  the  steel  of  my  weapons  hit  them.  My  knife  was  out  before  I  even recognized reaching for it. 

The three people from the square stood before me, their eyes studying me as if I was a bug. The big  one,  Thor,  had  his  arms  crossed  over  his  considerable  chest.  Even  with  the  danger  of  being caught, the failure of it, I could not help noticing the definition of his muscles up close. The woman looked bored with the situation, but she raised her brow as I dropped into a defensive crouch and met her ice-blue eyes. Everything about the woman felt like winter, but it was not her I focused on. 

It was the magician. 

“Well, hello, little spy,” he purred, his voice like whiskey. “What exactly are you looking for?” 

I  didn’t  answer,  knew  not  to,  my  mind  churning  as  I  searched  for  an  easy  escape.  I  could  not combat  lightning  if  Thor  went  for  his  hammer,  and  I  was  not  sure  I  could  combat  the  energy  of  the other one, but I refused to go down without a fight. 

There was no easy way.  Difficult way, it is, I thought. 

I  kicked  out  my  leg  swiftly,  swinging  low  to  catch  the  magician  off  guard,  except  he  seemed  to

expect it. He nimbly dodged my kick, the corner of his lips ticking up in an expression that only filled me with anger. 

“Loki, stop playing with the poor woman.” 

Loki.  I  met  the  green  eyes  before  me,  saw  the  answering  smile,  and  decided  it  was  no  longer possible  to  be  stealthy.  I  needed  to  get  away.  I  pulled  the  axe  from  my  thigh  and  swung  it.  I  held  a knife in my other hand, and I managed to nick Loki with it while he was focused on dodging the axe. It did hardly more than make his laugh, but I dodged him only to come face to face with Thor, and Thor was a mountain of man. 

“Move out of my way,” I snarled. 

The big oaf laughed and shook his head, as if I entertained him. “You’re a feisty one.” 

I swung my axe, narrowly missing his chest. I attempted to dive around him, but he was too big, taking up too much space. I was going to have to fight. So I put all my attention on him and leaped into his  chest.  His  hands  immediately  came  around  my  waist,  holding  me  back.  I  kept  my  attention  on kicking his arse rather feeling the massive hands spanning my middle. 

“Calm  down,  you  little  sprite.  We  aren’t  going  to  hurt—”  Thor’s  words  were  cut  off  when  I landed a blow on the side of his head, forcing a growl to his lips. “I said ‘calm down’!” 

The  magician,  Loki,  came  up  behind  me,  but  the  winter  woman  never  joined  in.  Instead,  she seemed wholly amused by the entire situation. 

I swung on Thor again and he dropped his hammer. “I won’t hit you, woman!” 

“Good!”  I  growled.  “Then  I’ll  do  all  the  hitting!”  I  flashed  my  knife  and  swung  it,  missing  his chest by a millimeter. His arms were long enough to hold me away, but my legs were longer. With a violent kick, I dug my boot into his gut, kicking as hard as I could. Thor’s hands loosened, not as much as I had hoped, but enough that I dropped and spun, intending to use the advantage to turn and sprint away, but I came face to face with Loki again. 

I lifted my axe, ready to take him on and get away, but he lifted his hand, a look almost like an apology on his face. 

“This won’t hurt,” he promised, and blew whatever was on his palm into my face. 

It was a powder of some sort, something that smelled like elderberries and smoke, the smell not unpleasant. It smacked me in the face like the kick of a horse, coating my tongue, and before I could snarl and attack him for whatever he did, the edges of my vision grew black. 

“What  did  you  do  to  me?”  I  growled,  but  the  words  came  out  garbled.  My  axe  dropped  to  the ground with a clink and darkness consumed me. Fuck. . . 

I never even felt myself hit the ground. 

LOKI

I  REACHED  FORWARD  AS  THE  WOMAN  COLLAPSED,  CATCHING  HER  BEFORE  SHE  COULD  SLAM  INTO  THE

dirty  concrete  of  the  alley.  She  was  dressed  completely  in  black  leather,  her  intentions  to  hide moderately  apparent.  She  would  have  been  successful,  too,  had  I  been  anyone  else.  I’d  known  she was on top of the roof before we ever began fighting, knew there was someone watching us. I had not expected our watcher to be so beautiful, however, and I certainly wasn’t expecting the woman to hand us our asses. 

Thor groaned and straightened, his hand rubbing away the sting from her kick to his abdomen. She had gotten in a good solid blow. I was impressed. 

“Who would have thought the mighty Thor could be bested by a mere human woman?” I teased, holding the woman close. Her warmth seeped into my skin, relaxed me even, and I had an insane urge to keep holding her. She would mostly likely attempt to kill me if she knew those thoughts. It was a good thing she was unconscious. 

“She bested you, too, Trickster,” Thor reminded me. 

“Ah, but cleverness has always been the way to best me. She bested you with nothing more than a good kick.” 

Skadi  rolled  her  eyes,  stepping  forward  to  peer  into  the  woman’s  face.  “She’s  fierce,  a  woman after my own heart, but we have bigger problems to think about other than how easily she bested the both of you. One of us must go back to Asgard and inform the Allfather.” 

I didn’t speak, and when Thor remained as silent as I did, Skadi grumbled. “I hate the both of you. 

All I want is to escape into my mountain and avoid all interaction except for my wolves and you Gods keep dragging me back into your messes.” 

“Ragnarök is everyone’s mess,” Thor pointed out, but I glanced down at the crossbow at her hip, at the intricacies of the build. 

“How is Hodor these days, Skadi?” 

Her cold eyes met mine, her expression anything but friendly, and it reminded me that even though we had just fought side by side, we were still enemies. We always would be after Skadi was the one to hang the serpent above my head during my punishment, after I had spoken unspeakable things to her for doing nothing more than following orders. I could still feel the drips of venom on my face, could still  feel  the  agony  it  had  caused,  if  I  thought  about  it.  But  though  Skadi  had  hung  the  serpent,  and though I had attempted to kill her for it after I was released from my prison, I had hoped enough years had gone by to make the sting less. 

It seemed neither of us would ever forget, and Skadi would never see me as anything other than the villain I had painted myself. 

“Hodor is Hodor,” she replied. “I’ll tell him you said hello.” 

“Perhaps,  tell  him  Thor  did.”  Hodor,  also,  did  not  like  me.  We  should  have  been  friends considering we both enjoyed similar exploits and we were judged for reasons outside our control, but I had a penchant for angering everyone in Asgard, it seemed. 

I glanced down at the woman in my arms, studying her face where her hood fell back to reveal it. 

Her eyes were gently slanted, her cheekbones high. She was a beauty, one who most likely inspired many men to fall at her feet, and yet she was also skilled with weaponry. Who was she? Where did she come from? 

What was her name? 

“When  Odin  first  told  us  about  the  prophecy,  there  was  a  mention  of  a  book.  For  the  briefest moment,  Odin  mentioned  some  sort  of  artifact  or  item  that  could  help  slow  Ragnarök  if  it  came  to pass. I don’t know what it is, or even where it is, but it’s in one of his books.” Thor looked smug at remembering the fact, but I rolled my eyes. 

“You mean one of the thousands upon thousands of books Odin keeps in the library? How would she ever find such a thing?” I scoffed. 

“It had a blue cover and a gold foiling of a wolf running on the cover. There was a long scratch down the spine of it, like someone dragged a knife through the words.” 

I frowned, annoyed with myself for underestimating Thor, just as everyone else always assumed

the  worst  of  me.  Thor  was  an  observer  and  noticed  details  that  not  everyone  else  did.  I  didn’t apologize for my assumption, however. Thor had already dismissed it, had already moved on without a second thought. 

“I’ll  see  if  I  can  find  anything.  Hodor  will  help  me.”  Her  eyes  flicked  to  me  then,  studying  my stance and the woman in my arms. “Try not to kill her. I like the woman.” 

I tilted my head. “Why would I kill her?” 

“Why do you do anything, Loki?” 

There was hatred in her eyes, coldness. I was used to the look, used to being seen as nothing more than  a  mischief  maker,  so  I  said  exactly  the  thing  she  expected  me  to  say,  became  the  person  she wanted to see. 

“Amusement,”  I  replied,  shooting  her  a  smug  smile,  one  she  would  never  know  was  fake. 

“Mostly.” 

Skadi  sneered  and  looked  over  at  Thor.  “Keep  him  out  of  trouble,  and  for  the  love  of  Valhalla, make sure you don’t make Ragnarök worse before we can find a way to stop it.” 

Her  two  wolves  followed  her  as  Skadi  strode  from  the  alley,  off  to  search  for  a  branch  of Yggdrasil  to  take  back  to  Asgard.  The  closest  one  was  in  the  opposite  direction  that  she  took  but some petty part of me didn’t call out to correct her. 

Thor  eyed  the  woman  in  my  arms,  her  body  limp  from  the  sleeping  powder  I  had  hit  her  with. 

“How long will she be out?” 

“At least an hour. We should question her, see if she knows anything or saw anything of use.” 

“And then let her go?” Thor eyed me closely and I sighed. 

“No, I was going to put her in my dungeon.” I rolled my eyes. “Of course, let her go. When have I ever murdered an innocent person?” 

Thor opened his mouth to answer but I shot him a glare and he quickly closed it again. I shouldn’t have asked the question. 

We had no time for such a debate. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Icame awake like the perfect cup of tea, a few bubbles into a rapid boil. I was aware that I was somewhere  I  didn’t  recognize,  remembered  the  strange  people  who  took  me,  but  after  that, nothing. Anger flowed through me at the thought of being captured, but instead of letting it get to me, I pushed it down behind a smile. I flicked open my eyes and looked up at the two men I had the urge to gut. I kept the smile on my face, holding it all behind my mask. 

The room I was in was not unlike my home, though the couch I sat on was sturdier than I was used to. I glanced at the bigger one, Thor, again, and wondered if the furniture was made to hold all that muscle. Both men stood opposite of me, watching carefully, studying me. Perhaps they were waiting for me to make my move. 

I sat up, careful not to touch too much of the couch in case there was some sort of poison in the thread. I had once seen a man drop dead in five minutes from rubbing against such a poison, and it had always stuck with me. I had been the one doing the poisoning, of course, but still. 

“Aren’t the chains a bit of an overkill?” Thor grumbled to Loki. 

I looked down. Indeed, my wrists were wrapped in large chains, and though they were heavy, they were  also  loose.  Mistake  number  one.  Carefully  testing  my  wrists  in  them,  I  realized  quickly  that  I could  slip  free—it  was  what  I  did  for  a  living  after  all—but  I  stayed  where  I  was  out  of  a  morbid sense of curiosity. If they suddenly attempted to kill me, I would change tactics, but I could not stop seeing the elves disappear or the bodies that had been there before they vanished before my eyes. 

“She almost bested you,” Loki pointed out, his brow raised. 

Thor frowned. “I don’t hit ladies.” 

I sat up and batted my eyelashes at the big one, playing up the innocence. Always leave it to a man to raise his brows with interest in his eyes at the flirtation. “Why don’t you let me free,” I encouraged, 

“and I’ll show you how much of a lady I am?” 

The  problem  was,  I  didn’t  know  if  I  meant  I  would  kick  their  arses  or  kiss  them,  but  maybe  I could  do  both,  in  that  order.  Thor  was  obviously  attractive,  so  many  muscles  that  I  had  never  seen before. His wide shoulders tapered to a narrowed waist, and I eyed what I could see. He had changed into a clean white shirt at some point, the suspenders he wore now red. His hammer leaned against the  wall  behind  him,  carelessly  thrown  to  the  side  as  if  it  didn’t  harness  the  power  of  a  storm somehow. 

And then my eyes went to the other one, Loki, the one who had dared to use some sort of sleeping magic on me. He was attractive, too, though he was far slimmer than Thor. It didn’t take away from the  muscle  he  had  in  the  slightest.  His  cheekbones  practically  begged  to  be  licked.  I  blinked  at  the swift change of my thoughts. Strangely enough, it was probably best not to imagine licking my captors. 

There  was  a  feeling  of  otherness  from  the  two,  though  that  didn’t  surprise  me.  I  had  seen  Thor produce lightning from nothing and Loki spin what I could only call magic. If they were mere humans, they wouldn’t be capable of such things I imagined. But what did that make them? Gods, like the elf had said? And did I honestly believe that? 

I was logical. I knew logically that the men in front of me were different, and logically I knew I would jump at the chance to bed them if they turned out to not be evil and the opportunity presented itself, but also, I knew—logically—that I probably shouldn’t. It didn’t keep me from imagining doing just that, however, when Loki shifted closer and kneeled. Even in the position, he was above me, his height something that would make him stand out in any room. 

“You can’t fool a trickster,” he murmured, and I admired the way the gas lamps shone on his red hair. Sometimes, if I caught it exactly right, it looked like it was on fire. “I can see your cleverness shining in your eyes, little spy.” 

“Can you now?” I grinned. “A so-called trickster would also recognize how badly I’m going to sock him in the nose for putting me to sleep.” 

“It was necessary.” He shrugged. “We didn’t want you to hurt yourself.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  tempted  to  give  him  a  piece  of  my  mind.  “You  didn’t  want  me  to  hurt  you,”  I corrected. 

“Well, I was mighty worried about how strongly you kicked Thor. I couldn’t have you beating him black and blue.” 

I tilted my head, studying him. “Would you have allowed me to get that far?” 

“I considered it.” That alluring grin. “Purely for entertainment value.” 

Carefully, I began to pull my wrists from the chains, taking care not to make any noise, or allow them to jingle with my movements. 

“I’m glad I could be of service to you.” 

Loki’s  eyes  heated  at  my  words  and  I  paused,  just  barely  avoiding  wrinkling  my  brow.  Was  he having the same trouble as I was? I wanted to escape, was going to any moment, but I also could not help imagining breaking my chains and tackling him. This was a man who was smart, and he could no doubt hold a conversation about things other than himself, and he was fair game. He looked like such an adventurer. Sure, he was holding me prisoner, but that could be rectified. 

I paused in my musings. Bloody hell, I was starting to sound desperate for someone interesting. 

“What sort of creature are you?” 

I blinked. “Creature?” 

“No Midgardian moves the same as you do.” 

“I’m just a human.” I didn’t even know the other options. I flicked my eyes over to Thor where he stood. “I’m fast, but if he would have landed a blow, I’d have probably been mush.” 

Thor  looked  both  proud  and  worried  about  my  statement,  his  blue  eyes  focused  on  mine.  There was interest there, too, and I found it odd that they both seemed intrigued by the spy they captured. I was attractive, sure, but attractive enough to catch the attention of some sort of supernatural beings? 

Of course, perhaps, it had nothing to do with sexual interest and everything to do with pure intrigue over a woman skilled in fighting. 

“So, what are you?” I asked, both out of curiosity and distraction. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I  saw  the  entire  battle,  saw  you  fight  them  with  magic  and  lightning,  respectively.  Are  you scientists?” If they were, that would explain the lightning. The hammer could have a mechanism that generated it like a modified Tesla coil. The magic could be explained away as basic alchemy if it was not for the clear magic in the bottles at his waist. Of course, not all of what Loki did was alchemy like I had ever witnessed. 

“I don’t think you would believe us, spy.” Loki tilted his head. “Besides, you’re currently working your way free of the chains anyways. There’s truly no need to answer more questions.” 

Pausing the slow pull of my wrist, I met his vibrant green eyes. “Are you going to stop me?” 

“Why should I? It’s far more intriguing to see you make your own moves.” 

I knew it was dangerous to like him, especially since they had me, but I couldn’t help being drawn to the mischief in his eyes and the challenge in his soul. The other, Thor, didn’t outwardly challenge me like the magician, but his challenge was in his soul, a challenge to see deeper inside him than he appeared. 

“Her wrists are free,” Thor pointed out. 

Loki grinned. “I know.” 

I  flicked  out  one  of  the  knives  from  my  thigh  and  had  it  underneath  Loki’s  chin  before  he  could move, not that he tried. The point of the blade tipped his chin up as I stood, but he didn’t stand with me. He stayed kneeling, looking up at me with desire in his eyes even as I held a blade to his throat. 

“You’re going to let me walk out of here.” 

His grin widened. “As you wish, little spy.” 

He  was  far  too  uninterested  in  the  knife  at  his  throat,  at  the  threat  of  me  killing  him.  I  gently scraped  the  knife  against  his  skin,  my  eyes  flicking  to  the  pointed  ears  that  were  revealed  when  he tipped his head back to look up at me, and back to his eyes. The weird ears didn’t even remotely curb my attraction. 

I  glanced  over  at  Thor  where  he  stood  with  amusement  on  his  face,  his  arms  crossed  over  his expanse of a chest. “If you’re wondering if I’ll stop you,” he said, smiling, “I won’t.” 

“You’re letting me go?” 

“You’re escaping,” Loki clarified, as if I had no idea what I was doing. 

I flicked my knife away and watched as Loki stood, his stature hands above me. I kept my eyes on him and Thor, considering that this could have been a trap of some kind, but neither of them moved towards me. Neither of them tried to stop me. 

“What’s your name?” Thor asked, watching as I backed away towards the door. I had picked it out the moment I woke up, had determined it was the best way to escape. If they chased me and burst onto the street, it would draw too much attention. Even though it was night, two men chasing a lady would be misconstrued, investigated. 

I  didn’t  answer  Thor’s  question.  Instead,  I  turned  and  sprinted  towards  the  door,  had  it  thrown open and was outside before either threatened to give chase. 

No one ever followed, but I checked behind me often just in case, wondering if I would have ever known if they were. 

What a way to spend my night. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Istood in the Director’s office, a scowl on my face. He held the report I had written up in his hands, and Calvin was floundering beside him. Both men were acting as if I was nothing more than a hysterical woman spouting nonsense even if I was clearly the calmer one in the room. 

When I had left Thor and Loki, I had immediately set out for the art district, prepared to give my report and go home. That was my mission, after all, to record what I saw and leave it at that. I ran into a problem once I handed it in because pigeon mission reports were always read. 

They didn’t believe me. 

Sure,  the  report  was  far-fetched,  especially  written  down  on  paper.  A  man  with  lightning  that sprang  from  a  hammer,  another  that  worked  with  alchemy,  and  a  woman  who  fought  with  wolves sounded  ridiculous  even  to  my  own  ears.  Still,  I  was  no  liar,  had  never  lied  to  the  Guild,  and  that should have been all they needed to know. No one could have made up such a story. 

“There’s no way what this says is real,” Calvin argued, pointing to the descriptions. “A man with lightning?” 

“Tesla  has  started  making  weapons,  and  he’s  well-known  for  his  penchant  for  electricity.  Why could it not be true?” 

“Wolves in London?” 

I shrugged. “It’s not unheard of for people to have exotic pets.” 

“This has to be a trick of some sort.” 

Curling my lip up, I took a step towards the man I had once imagined something more with, but now,  I  was  glad  he  had  ruined  those  chances.  He  was  speaking  to  me  as  if  I  was  not  his  equal,  let alone his better. He was speaking to me as if I was some timid maid that would cower before him. I would not heel to a man. “I know what I saw,” I growled, and Calvin’s eyes flashed with worry. “It was real, and while I have no idea how it all disappeared, I watched as it all happened.” 

“You said they caught you?” the Director asked, and I turned my attention to him. I had considered leaving that part out, but truthfully, I wasn’t ashamed of it. I had estimated the two men as humans, and I should have known better. It was a lesson, nothing more, and something that I thought would prove my story. 

“Yes. They moved faster than I anticipated, and one of them used a powder to knock me out.” 

“Probably didn’t even get a hit in,” Calvin grumbled. 

I didn’t think. I had my knife out and at his throat before he could blink. He didn’t look at me with desire in his eyes like Loki had. Instead, he looked like he was about to piss himself, fear heavy in his eyes.  I  wrinkled  my  nose  up  at  him  and  put  the  blade  away,  stepping  back  again.  “Next  time  you question my skills, be prepared to battle them.” 

The  Director  shook  his  head  but  didn’t  intervene.  The  way  of  the  Raven  Wing  Guild  was  for members to settle disputes however they saw fit. As long as no one died by another member’s hand, it was all fine. 

“She’s  been  compromised,”  Calvin  argues,  and  I  sneered  at  him,  promising  retribution  if  he ruined something else for me. His constant questioning of my skill and truth when he had never done so  quite  as  vehemently  before  made  me  angry  enough  to  throw  a  knife  at  him.  I  refrained,  only because  he  was  too  slow  to  avoid  it,  but  I  was  sorely  tempted.  Normally,  it  didn’t  bother  me  to follow protocol, and in normal circumstances, I might have been compromised, but Loki and Thor had not  harmed  me  even  if  they  had  knocked  me  out.  I  was  certain  the  enemies  had  been  the  ones  they called elves. They didn’t even know my name, and I assumed they weren’t from London, not dressed as different classes and standing together. 

“You’re  one  of  our  best,  Kingsford,  that  much  I  know,”  the  Director  began,  flipping  through  the report, his eyes catching on the words Ragnarök and elves. I had left off Thor and Loki’s names for some  reason,  something  telling  me  to  avoid  it.  “If  you  were  discovered,  it  was  by  no  fault  of  your own,  I’m  certain.”  Calvin  scoffed  and  the  Director  glanced  at  him,  immediately  silencing  whatever rebuttal the idiot was going to offer. “However, it is difficult to believe your report.” When I opened my mouth to argue, he held up his hand. “You have no reason to lie. I understand that, but if a powder was used on you to put you to sleep, it’s mandatory to relinquish your clothing for testing. Perhaps, the powder remnants will tell us more, whether it holds more than a sleeping concoction.” 

Or whether it held any hallucinogens, I thought in annoyance. They thought me stupid, imagining the  entire  thing,  but  I  had  not  been  sprayed  with  the  powder  until  after  I  had  witnessed  the  battle. 

Normally,  I  was  fully  confident  in  following  protocol.  Giving  up  my  clothing  was  standing  when coming into contact with an unknown substance, except—

“This  is  my  favorite  corset.”  The  Director  narrowed  his  eyes.  “Fine,”  I  grumbled,  grinding  my teeth. I didn’t argue further, not at the risk of being taken off rotation. 

I turned to leave, prepared to change into whatever the science department supplied me in place of my clothing, but the Director’s voice interrupted me. 

“You said when you woke up, there were only the two men. That the woman had gone.” 

I glanced over my shoulder at the man in charge of the Raven Wing. “What about them, sir?” 

“Do you think they pose a problem?” 

Not certain why I did it, I shook my head. “Just a couple of lunatics, sir. Nothing more, really. I doubt  they  will  be  much  of  a  problem  again.  The  real  threat  was  the  swarm  of  what  they  called elves.” 

The Director nodded. “Of course.” But I sensed his disbelief. 

As I closed the door behind me, I didn’t miss the immediate argument from Calvin, and his call to have me suspended until they figured it all out. I didn’t turn around and give him a piece of my mind, but I did pull out a small knife and start flicking it through my fingers to calm my mind. 

When the science department took my favorite corset, I nearly embedded the knife into the wall with my anger, but I restrained myself. A woman who controlled her emotions was dangerous. Thod’s first words to me repeated in my head often, mostly when I was angry enough to do something that I might regret. 

Besides, it would have been unlady-like to leave a hole behind in the wall. 
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CHAPTER NINE

The trek home was done so in the shadows of buildings and broken street lamps. I was properly chaffed that I had been forced to give up my clothing to the science department—and my favorite corset to boot! Sure, I had plenty more corsets at home, but that one had the steel-boning and lacing broken in just right. It never pinched, never suffocated, and now it was lost to the arseholes in the science department. The science prick had leered at me as he took the clothing from my hand, his eyes travelling down the extremely loose clothing I had been given instead. 

Of course, there had been no spare women’s clothing. 

I was given a pair of loose trousers and an even larger button-down shirt. Both hung off me like parachutes, and for that reason, I was forced to keep to the shadows even as sunrise neared. If I were seen in such a state, it would ruin my reputation among the high society. While I didn’t care much for such things, it was crucial for my cover. A lady had far more opportunities than a working girl did. 

I knew my mother had waited up for me the moment I stepped inside the large house. When the front door squeaked, she poked her head from the kitchen and gestured for me to come inside. 

“Did you sleep at all?” I chided her. She knew better than to wait up for me, especially when I received a call by pigeon. I never knew what time I would return or what I was getting into when I left. 

“You know how I get,” she replied, waving away my words. She never listened, and when I had finally asked her what the true reason was, she had admitted she worried one night I would not return at all. For that reason, I tried not to give her too hard of a time, but it was still unhealthy to stay up until the early hours of the morning. Lady Kingsford had retired from the service long ago, had opted to let me take her place instead, but though she had once been a force to be reckoned with, still was to some extent, it was no longer productive to allow herself to grow exhausted. 

I sighed and ran a hand through my loose hair. I’d lost my hair tie to the science department, too, and there had been no spares. I hadn’t felt like bothering with searching the entire office, so I had left it alone. At least they had let me keep my weapons. I would have fought hard to keep my axe and short sword if they took it. 

“Difficult night?” Her eyes scanned me from head to toe, taking in the loose clothing and the lack of proper shoes. 

“The  worst.”  She  pushed  across  a  cup  of  steaming  tea  and  I  gladly  took  it.  “My  clothing  was

commandeered for testing.” 

She hummed. “Were you not wearing your favorite corset?” 

“I was.” I pouted out my lip a little at the loss before lifting the teacup in my hands. “I can tell you all about the insanity I witnessed tomorrow, Mother, if you don’t mind. I’m rather tired.” 

“Of course, dear. The tea should help you sleep better.” 

With my feet practically dragging on the floor, I made my way to the stairs and up them, balancing the teacup in my hands carefully so as not to spill the liquid. It was a difficult task with how unsteady I felt on my feet after such a long day. I had been woken earlier than normal, had suffered lessons, had been sent on an impossible mission, captured, and interrogated by my own people. Tired didn’t begin to cover what I felt. 

I pushed open the door to my room and closed it behind me, my eyes on the tea in the cup. I was so focused on not spilling it, I noticed the man standing in my room almost too late. 

Nearly  dropping  the  tea  at  my  surprise,  I  managed  to  clench  my  fingers  around  it  at  the  last second. If it crashed to the floor, it would alert my mother that something was wrong, and I wouldn’t have  her  coming  up  to  my  room  with  a  stranger.  Only  a  small  amount  of  the  tea  sloshed  out  and splashed  across  my  hand,  searing  it,  but  I  didn’t  pay  attention  to  the  pain.  Instead,  I  had  one  of  my knives free and thrown before I realized exactly who it was that stood against my window at ease. 

Loki  plucked  the  dagger  from  the  air  as  if  it  were  nothing  more  than  a  toothpick,  a  slight  glow sparking  from  the  movement,  as  if  he  had  used  some  of  his  magic  to  do  it.  He  grinned  and  started flicking the knife along his fingers, unconcerned with the fact that I drew another knife, prepared to follow the first. 

“Hello, little spy,” he purred, and I was tempted to throw the knife on principal. 

“What  in  the  bloody  hell  are  you  doing  in  my  room,  you  lunatic?”  I  growled.  My  eyes  flicked towards the door, the door that kept Loki away from my mother and her away from harm. Loki had powers. If he went for my mother—

“Don’t worry,” he murmured. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.” 

“Why should I believe the promise of a trickster?” He had called himself that before, had been called that by others, so it must be true. Did anyone trust the man standing in front of me? 

He grinned. “You’re correct in your assessment of me, but I give you my word that I will not harm either you, nor your mother, nor anyone else in this home, without your express permission.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you expecting me to give you permission to hurt someone?” 

Shrugging, Loki stood there in my bedroom as relaxed as a cat, my dagger still flicking between his  fingers  as  if  it  was  second  nature.  “You  can  never  be  sure,  and  now  that  you’ve  witnessed  our world, well, you can’t be too careful.” 

“Your  world?”  I  thought  back  to  the  conversations  I’d  had  with  him  and  Thor,  the  words  I  had overheard in other moments. “Midgard?” The word felt foreign on my tongue. I relaxed my posture, as if I couldn’t have another knife out and thrown in a quarter of a second if Loki moved to attack. 

Taking a delicate sip of my tea, the flavor bursting on my tongue, I waited for his answer. 

Loki watched my movements carefully, as if he were the one expecting me to attack. “Midgard is your world, this world. Not mine.” His eyes danced around the room, taking in the pink drapes and the delicate white iron post bed. Most of the room was done in shades of pink. I didn’t care much for the color, but it was only a place to sleep. “This room doesn’t fit you,” he said suddenly, surprising me, but I kept her face neutral. 

“And why do you say that? Maybe I like pink.” I set the teacup down on the tableau beside me and crossed my arms. I couldn’t help the tension when it felt like I was being studied under a microscope. 

I had a feeling Loki noticed a lot more than other people, could read them as if it was second nature. I didn’t want to be figured out. 

“I’m  good  at  reading  people,”  he  admitted  what  I  already  assumed,  flicking  bright  eyes  back  to her.  Even  with  the  near  darkness,  his  eyes  seemed  to  glow  the  same  color  of  his  magic.  It  was intriguing. “I think everything about this room, and you, is an illusion.” 

 Correct, but I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I said, “You’re wrong.” 

He hummed. “I know all about illusions, little spy.” 

Gritting my teeth, I squinted my eyes at the man watching me. “If you call me ‘little spy’ one more time, I’ll show you just how little I am when I slam a knife in your throat.” 

Loki chuckled and started to move closer, his steps lazy, unconcerned, as the tension straightened my spine. “Isn’t there anything you want to ask me?” 

“There are a great many things I’d like to ask you, but information is not freely given and I’m still trying to figure out what it is that you want from me and why you’re in my room.” 

He drew closer, far too close for etiquette, but then etiquette said no man should be in my room unsupervised  at  all.  Good  thing  I  didn’t  care  for  decorum  in  the  privacy  of  my  own  home.  He  was close enough when he stopped that I could easily press one of my knives into his stomach with barely a  twitch  of  my  hand.  I  refrained  for  the  moment,  but  Loki  did  not  seem  so  worried  about  the vulnerability, didn’t seem to think me a threat at all. I fought the urge to prove I was. 

“You intrigue me,” he murmured, studying my face. I had to look up to meet his eyes, his height making  him  feel  intimidating  so  close.  I  refused  to  allow  myself  to  cower,  however.  “But  you’re correct,” he admitted. “Information is not free, and I wish to make a trade for it.” 

Curiosity had me leaning forward. “A trade of what?” 

“I will give you all the information you desire, if you can help Thor and I with a bit of a situation we’ve stumbled upon.” 

My mind went back to the scene of the elves they had fought, of how three people and two wolves held  off  swarms  of  creatures  not  from  our  world.  What  could  I  possibly  hope  to  offer  or  help  with something such as that? 

“What kind of situation?” I breathed. 

“The apocalyptic kind. Ragnarök.” The word I heard them speak during the battle echoed inside my head, ringing with some sort of truth that didn’t actually fall from Loki’s lips. It felt like the world knew, as if it was already common knowledge. “I did warn you we are not of your world, little spy.” 

I didn’t hesitate. I flicked out the knife at my hip and pressed it into his stomach, his very sturdy stomach. The knife didn’t seem to make a difference to him. 

“I told you not to call me ‘little spy’,” I growled. I focused on the slight glow of his eyes, on the pretty  emerald  color  they  held  in  their  depths.  I  was  annoyed  with  the  term,  because  it  felt  like something the men at Raven Wing would call me to tease. Though I didn’t think Loki used it with the same conviction, it still rattled my nerves. 

“Your weapons cannot harm me,” he whispered, pushing harder against my blade. It never broke his skin and I wondered at the enchantment of it as he smirked. “And I like the fire that ignites in your eyes when I call you the name.” 

His hand reached up towards my face so suddenly, it caught me off guard. Just as his cool finger touched  my  heated  cheek,  I  jerked  backwards,  the  wall  behind  me  stopping  my  trajectory.  A  loud thump echoed through the house. 

“Tillie!” my mother called up the stairs. “Is everything okay?” 

Panicked,  I  slid  to  the  right,  away  from  the  tempting  man  in  my  bedroom.  “Just  fine,  Mother.  I

tripped over my boot.” 

“You  should  learn  to  pick  them  up,  clumsy  girl.”  But  my  mother  fell  blessedly  silent  after  that, going back to whatever she had been doing. 

“Tillie,” Loki murmured, smiling triumphantly. His hand still hovered, as if he didn’t realize I had moved away from his reach. And then he noticed how far I had moved, putting some distance between us, and his eyes narrowed. “You have no need to fear me.” 

“It seems like a bad decision to trust a trickster,” I pointed out. 

“Ah, but we’re the best to have on your side.” He let his hand fall and backed further away, giving over more distance to offer comfort. Reaching into his breast pocket, he pulled out a crème-colored card and laid it on the writing desk. “Meet us here tomorrow, and we will discuss our bargain.” 

“I didn’t agree.” 

Loki  met  my  eyes  as  he  moved  towards  the  window.  That  must  have  been  how  he  got  into  my room  in  the  first  place,  though  I  wasn’t  sure  how.  I  was  above  the  ground  floor  and  I  had  removed anything that could be used to climb outside of it. Nevermind the locks I had installed personally. 

“You  will,”  he  answered,  the  corner  of  his  lips  curling.  He  looked  around  my  room  again, studying the pinks. “I think you would be more of a dark purple or the color of crushed blood rubies.” 

Then he winked, said, “See you tomorrow, Tillie,” and jumped out my second story window. 

I rushed to the open dormer and stared out, searching for any sign of him, but it was fruitless. 

Loki was already gone. 

[image: Image 13]

CHAPTER TEN

It was far colder than it should have been for spring, and it was only getting colder. I had been prepared for rain after judging the sky before I left the house, but I was not prepared for snow. 

There should not have even been a chance for snow, and yet the sky had that pinkish tint to it that told me there was. 

I pulled my coat closer around me, even though it didn’t do a bit of good, and stared down at the card in my hand, at the thick, ornate cardstock that only held an address and nothing more. If I tilted it in the light, it would sometimes carry a green sheen that I associated with Loki’s eyes, as if he could not help but leave a reminder of himself. It annoyed me that I didn’t need the reminder at all. 

The address took me into a rougher section of town than I had assumed Loki and Thor lived in, though  I  supposed  it  was  far  more  inconspicuous  for  them  to  do  so.  The  elites  talked  and  had  their nose in everyone’s business. Just leaving my house, I had to discuss with three different ladies where I was heading off to. Of course, I didn’t tell them the truth, but they didn’t know that. A bunch of nosy birds, the lot of them. 

In contrast, those in the lower classes had a penchant for not speaking at all, especially to people in any sort of power to cause trouble. It was a clever distinction, one that could benefit someone who didn’t want eyes on them. 

 I know all about illusions, little spy. 

Those words were starting to make more and more sense. 

I had no problems with the rougher side of town. In fact, it was where I came to relax often and without worry of someone telling the whole community about it, but I had not been prepared. If I wore anything but my finery during the daytime hours, I stuck out leaving my home. But in this part of town, my dress made me stand out worse. I couldn’t very well wear my trousers and corset during the day, not  without  drawing  eyes,  and  I  was  normally  one  to  blend  in  completely,  but  this  day  called  for something else. Because I had little choice, I became nothing more than a lady lost in the wrong part of the city. 

“You lost, crumpet?” an older gentleman asked. He stood off to the side, leaning against the wall. 

With his weathered skin and the tattoos peeking out on his forearms, I figured him for an old sailor or airship  jockey.  He  seemed  kindly  enough,  but  I  didn’t  relax.  Even  the  kindest  smile  could  hide  a serpent. 

“Oh,  I’m  so  embarrassed,”  I  replied  in  the  smooth  voice  I  had  been  trained  to  use  at  balls  and around others of the elite. “I’m trying to find an address, one my friend insisted was the best place to find handmade china, but I’ve gotten myself all turned around I’m afraid. Can you point me towards Channel Street?” 

His  eyes  looked  me  up  and  down,  and  though  I  didn’t  feel  no  ill-will  from  him,  I  still  felt  him cataloguing each item that could be worth money. “A lady like you ought not to be walking the streets by yourself. There’s lots of people out here willing to take advantage.” He tapped his chin in thought. 

“Lucky, Channel Street is only up one more block. I’d suggest going and getting back to your part of the city before it gets dark. Perhaps, I can call a stagecoach for you?” 

“No, no. I appreciate the gesture,” I said, smiling warmly at him. “I’ll be quick and on my way. 

Thank you for your kindness, sir.” I kept up the façade, smiling, before I continued in the direction he pointed. Of course, I had known exactly how much further Channel Street was, but men only wanted to see a vulnerable woman. They didn’t want to see one that could kill them before they ever knew they were dying. They didn’t like their masculinity questioned, and a lady in distress was too prime of an opportunity to show off that masculinity to pass. 

The  moment  I  was  far  enough  away,  I  dropped  the  false  smile  and  glanced  up  at  the  numbers stamped into the bricks, searching for the one on the card. When I paused outside of the perfect match, I simply stared at it. It looked no different than the rest of the city, the same exact stonework as those around it, and it looked rather run down, as if there had been no maintenance done on it. It wasn’t the same house I had escaped from. The grass was thick with weeds and thistles, a patch of earth where a garden used to be laying barren. Even with the unseasonable cold, flowers should have been growing without any maintenance at all. 

Slipping  the  card  away  into  my  pouch,  I  moved  up  the  stairs  and  knocked  on  the  paint-chipped door.  For  a  moment,  no  sound  came  from  inside,  and  then  when  it  did,  the  heavy  foot  falls  echoed. 

What sounded like at least six locks were unlatched before the door opened on Thor’s striking face. 

His eyes widened when he saw me, and then widened again when he looked down at the column of my throat and the clothing I wore. “I thought Loki was full of shit when he said you were coming.” 

“He’s still full of shit,” I reassured him, “but I decided to at least give you my ear.” 

Thor  smiled  and  stepped  back,  gesturing  for  me  to  come  inside.  I  moved  up  the  last  step  and brushed past him, taking in the luxurious inside of the home. The outside had made it appear as if the house would be practically crumbling but inside, it was the complete opposite. 

“Illusions,” I mumbled, staring up at the crystal chandelier that was far more expensive than the one my mother took pride and joy in. 

“Yes, Loki is fond of them.” Thor stared at me, studying the clothing I wore and the gentle twist of my hair. The last time he had seen me, I was dressed in my covert clothing, meant to blend into the night.  Now,  here  I  stood  dressed  as  a  lady  of  high  society.  I  bet  it  was  rather  confusing.  “It’s  no wonder he likes you.” 

I  tried  not  to  let  the  subtle  warmth  that  spread  through  my  chest  at  those  words  show.  These people  were  from  a  different  world,  had  caused  a  lot  of  bloodshed  the  day  prior,  and  just  because they wore attractive faces didn’t mean I should be worried if they liked me or not. 

I  shot  a  grin  over  to  Thor  as  I  picked  up  a  silver  candlestick.  The  metal  was  heavy  and  shined with some sort of chameleon effect. I had never seen anything like it. “Does that mean you don’t like me, muscles?” I asked him, watching for his reaction. 

“You tried to stab me,” he pointed out, an amused smile curling his lips. 

“But I didn’t.” I shrugged, as if I attempted to stab people all the time. He didn’t have to know that

I did. “And you’re avoiding the question, big man.” 

Something about him, about Loki, made me want to drop the mask I was always forced to wear. 

These two men were not from London, did not care for social etiquette or rules, and if I slipped, they wouldn’t know who to report it to. For once, I felt like being myself, and so I found myself turning to the  large  man,  watching  as  he  crossed  his  arms  across  his  considerable  chest.  Bloody  hell,  I  had never seen so many muscles on a man before. 

Thor’s eyes narrowed as he looked me up and down. Perhaps, he was just studying me, but I saw the interest that flashed in his eyes, and I waited like a cobra ready to strike. 

“I do not like playing with knives like Loki does,” he gave as a reason for why he didn’t like me, but I had already seen that for the lie it was. 

I moved across the marble floor, coming to a stop right before the mountain of a man. “What  do you like playing with, Thor?” 

“Hammers.” 

I raised my brow. That made perfect sense with the muscles and the large hammer I had seen him wield during the battle. “A good pounding does a woman good.” 

Caught off guard by my words, Thor choked, his eyes narrowing further on me as he looked at my smiling  face.  I  kept  my  expression  pleasant,  innocent  even,  held  it  in  place  as  Loki  strode  into  the room, his fiery hair catching on the soft light filtering through the windows. 

“Don’t  let  her  get  to  you,  Thor.  I  have  no  doubt  she’s  searching  for  weaknesses.”  I  was,  but  he didn’t need confirmation. 

“It’s no different than you did last night when you came inside my bedroom uninvited.” 

Thor turned his gaze on Loki. “You went into her quarters?” There was annoyance in his voice, as if it were common practice that Loki ignored social etiquette. A soft growl came from his throat and I refused to think about how attractive of a sound it was. 

“Calm  down,  Thor.  It  was  only  so  I  could  confront  her  and  convince  her  to  meet  us.  We  did nothing of note.” Loki turned and gestured over his shoulder, dismissing the conversation. 

I looked up at Thor again and saw the frown on his face, the annoyance, and I saw an opportunity to stir up trouble. When Thor met my eyes, I tilted my chin up and I winked conspiratorially, planting the seed that Loki had just lied to him, that we had shared something other than a brief conversation. 

The frown deepened. 

“Since  you’re  here,  I  assume  that  means  you  accept  the  bargain?”  Loki  turned  back  around,  a crystal  glass  in  his  hand  that  he  offered  to  me.  I  moved  across  the  room  and  took  it,  smelling  it carefully. 

“This isn’t drugged, is it?” When he shook his head, I took a sip of what turned out to be whiskey, and  probably  some  of  the  best  whiskey  I  had  ever  tasted.  “I’ll  only  accept  that  bargain  if  it  means certain people are protected and safe.” 

“They’ll be safe from us,” Thor murmured. 

“However,” Loki added, “once you hear what we have to say, you might realize that it was never us you had to fear, anyways.” The green fire in his eyes ignited again and he took a step closer to me. 

“There  are  things  in  this  world  that  don’t  belong,  things  set  in  motion  that  we  tried  to  prevent  and failed.” 

“Ragnarök,” I nodded. I still didn’t understand what it meant, really, but the two men seemed to take it very seriously. 

“Yes. If you agree to this, you’ll learn of things you never dreamed of.” 

My  mask  dropped  completely.  I  was  intrigued,  that  was  certain,  and  the  temptation  to  tease  the

two men, to see what else I could obtain from them, was too tempting to pass up. It had been so long since I could forgo my mask with anyone besides my mother. It had been so long since I could speak without judgement. 

“I have a pretty good imagination,” I argued, my eyes crinkling. “One time, I dreamed that Lady Smith  down  the  street  invited  me  to  another  one  of  her  atrocious  balls,  but  here’s  the  real  horror. 

When I arrived, I realized I was naked! And then when I looked closer, we were all naked!” Loki’s face scrunched up in confusion whereas Thor tilted his head as if I had grown a second set of arms. 

“And let me tell you,” I continued as if I didn’t see their looks. “My imagination is the devil, because I can never get the vision of Lady Smith’s saggy tits and her husband’s even saggier—” 

“Whoa!” Thor interrupted. “We don’t need to go any further with that conversation.” He seemed flabbergasted  with  my  story,  as  if  he  had  never  expected  those  particular  words  to  come  out  of  my mouth, and that was the kicker. It was why I couldn’t be myself around most people. No matter how many  lessons  I  had,  no  matter  the  new  masks  I  wore,  my  true  self  was  boisterous  and  crude.  My mother hated it. But I could tell that Thor and Loki didn’t mind so much. 

Attempting to hide my smile, I turned to meet Thor’s gaze before shrugging. “Will we take tea in the sitting room, or would you prefer to clear my mind of Lord Smith’s naked flesh and replace it with the sight of your own?” 

His brow raised, and for a moment, he didn’t speak, as if he were truly considering the option that he had not realized was an option at all. 

“She’s jesting,” Loki laughed, shaking his head. 

“Like hell, I am,” I growled, turning to the trickster. “Have you seen the muscles on this man?” 

Thor straightened, his chest puffing out like a peacock, his ego stroked as thoroughly as the other things I would like to stroke. I almost expected him to flex said muscles, but he never got the chance. 

“We’re never going to get anything done,” Loki grumbled, shaking his head. “I’ll go make tea.” 

I  watched  him  go,  before  grinning  up  at  Thor.  I  wiggled  my  brows  at  him.  “So,  how  strong  are you, exactly?” 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Thirty minutes later and I was wishing I had paid better attention in the mythology lessons Thod  had  attempted  to  drill  into  my  brain.  I  didn’t  do  well  with  theories  and  Gods,  didn’t believe in myths, except, two of those very myths were apparently sitting before me. 

“Wait,” I said, holding up my hand and stopping whatever Loki had been about to say. “Can we start again?” 

“Which part do you not understand?” Loki asked, not angry in the slightest at being asked to repeat everything. 

“It’s not that I don’t understand it. The two of you are Gods. The world is ending. I get that.” 

Loki looked at me expectantly. “Then?” 

“I just don’t know if I believe it.” 

“But you’ve seen what we can do,” Thor pointed out. 

“I saw a woman with trained wolves fighting like I do. I saw a man wielding a hammer that shot out  lightning.  I  saw  a  magician.”  Thor  and  Loki’s  faces  twisted  in  annoyance  at  the  same  time. 

“Contrary  to  what  you  think,  there  are  weapons  made  by  a  man  named  Tesla  that  also  shoot electricity.” 

“Not like mine,” Thor huffed, crossing his arms. 

“And I’ve seen magicians throw ‘magic’ and illusions to fight. I took down a ‘warlock’ just two weeks ago that went around and scared people while he picked their pockets.” 

“Neither of those examples are the same as our powers.” Loki tilted his head. “What exactly is it that stops you from believing us?” 

“It’s just so far-fetched.” 

“And  yet,  a  lady  who  dresses  in  fancy  attire  during  the  day  and  becomes  a  spy  at  night  is  not absurd?” 

I opened my mouth to argue before clamping it shut. That was true. While my mother had been in the  same  situation,  there  were  not  many  of  us.  Many  women  decided  to  go  into  a  different  field altogether, but I liked the adrenaline of being a spy, liked the feeling of slipping through the shadows. 

“Precisely.” Loki leaned back, smug at my silence. 

“A  double  agent  is  hardly  the  same  thing  as  a  God.”  I  adjusted  my  skirts  around,  getting  more comfortable. 

Thor  leaned  forward  and  my  eyes  went  to  his  biceps  where  the  muscle  flexed.  “Haven’t  you noticed how cold it is?” 

“Sure,  I  have.  It’s  an  unseasonably  cold  spring,  but  this  is  England.  The  weather  is  a  sore subject.” 

Loki stood as if he could no longer sit still and began pacing along the length of the room. “It’s not just an unseasonable cold, Tillie. It’s the first stage of Ragnarök.” 

I was really going to have to ask Thod for his book on Norse mythology when I got the chance. 

Some of the words that were coming out of Thor and Loki’s mouths seemed familiar, not in the sense that I had heard them before. There was something about the word Ragnarök that made my bones ache in some way, but otherwise, I was a blank slate. “If this is the first stage, then how many stages are there altogether? How many do we have before the world ends completely?” 

Pausing his pacing, Loki turned and met Thor’s eyes. For a moment, neither spoke, as if they were both counting the stages in their heads. “We only have our own myths and legends to go on, but the best we can tell is there are around twenty stages. That could be wrong, however, and there could be more or less than that.” 

“Lovely,” I grumbled. More non-information. 

“Some of the stages are small,” Thor continued, watching me closely. I wasn’t sure if he watched me because he was worried for my sanity or because he was waiting to see if I would ask to see him naked  again.  “Like  the  everlasting  winter.  That  is  relatively  small.  But  some  are  big,  like  the  stage that supposedly follows the absolute winter.” 

I leaned forward. “And what is the stage?” 

“The twin wolves, Skoll and Hati, will swallow the sun and moon.” 

I  stared  at  him  for  one  beat,  two  beats,  before  I  burst  out  laughing  at  the  absurdity  of  such  a sentence. It was a full belly laugh, one that I couldn’t control in the slightest. It continued to tumble from my lips until my stomach hurt, until I finally got it under control. Still, small giggles slipped out as I met Thor’s eyes. 

“Twin wolves will swallow the sun and moon! Do you hear yourself?” 

Thor’s  expression  didn’t  change,  didn’t  even  show  a  hint  of  amusement.  “Yes,  and  I’m  not jesting.” 

I studied him for a moment, watching how serious he was, and my smile fell. I felt my inner gears switch,  changing  direction.  It  was  obvious  Thor  believed  what  he  said,  even  if  it  sounded preposterous. 

“Say I believe you,” I murmured, tilting my head. “I have a duty to the Queen to tell her and warn the people.” 

“They will not believe you.” Loki took a seat on the love seat I perched on, his body too close to mine. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Thor shift uncomfortably, saw his focus on the both of us and how  close  we  were.  “You’re  free  to  attempt  such  a  feat,  of  course,  but  know  they  will  likely  think you’re mad.” 

Loki’s eyes glanced over my shoulder, towards the window, and I had a split second to see his eyes  widen  before  the  glass  blew  out  towards  us.  He  wrapped  an  arm  around  me  and  jerked  me practically  over  his  lap,  his  fingers  moving  quickly  to  spin  some  sort  of  barrier  in  front  of  us, stopping the shards from spearing into our skin. 

I didn’t let him hold me there for long before I was on my feet and staring in surprise at the same creatures that had attacked them in the square. There weren’t nearly as many of them, but they were climbing through the window as if it were a normal day at the park, as if the glass did not slice into

their skin. 

“Dark elves!” Thor snarled and held out his hand. I watched, in amazement, as the large hammer that had previously been leaning against the wall, flew on its own into his hand, as if he was a magnet of some sort. 

The large God had a moment to shoot me a crooked grin, before he swung the hammer and sent one of the dark elves back out of the window. 

 Now is certainly not the time to feel aroused,  I chided myself, before reaching down and tying my  skirt  around  my  legs  quickly  like  pants,  just  in  time  to  throw  a  knife  and  stop  the  elf  that  came towards me. 

I grabbed the small battle axe from my thigh sheath and the short sword I kept along my opposite thigh, before I joined in the battle. 

THOR

I  CURSED  THE  FACT  THAT  I  COULDN’T  USE  MY  LIGHTNING  IN  THE  HOUSE  WITHOUT  DESTROYING  THE

entire block, but my hammer still did plenty of damage to the elves that crawled inside the shattered window.  My  fist  helped,  too,  and  for  a  moment,  I  considered  putting  a  little  extra  oomph  into  my attacks in the hopes that Tillie would see. 

Which was idiotic. 

As  ideas  went,  it  was  probably  one  of  the  most  ridiculous  things  I  had  ever  come  up  with.  She was just a mortal, just a skilled, beautiful, Midgardian. 

I watched as she wielded the small battle ax as if it were a large one, slicing across creatures as they attacked  without  an ounce  of  hesitation. She  was  certainly  a temptation  that  none of  us  had  the time for, not when Ragnarök was just beginning. 

The  number  of  dark  elves  streaming  through  the  window  was  small,  and  I  suspected  they  were more of a warning than a true attack. If it had been meant to kill us, there would have been far more. 

They wanted us to know that something far worse was coming. 

“We already have to worry about Ragnarök,” I growled as I threw an elf away from me. He flew through the front door and out into the street “And now we have to worry about being attacked from the fucking dark elves!” 

Not  a  single  passerby  looked  towards  the  elves  and  I  knew  it  was  because  of  the  enchantments Loki  had  put  into  place  around  the  house.  With  the  shimmering  magic,  no  one  would  see  anything besides a decrepit house. How had they even found the house at all? I turned my head in time to see Tillie kick one of the elves in the gut before ramming her short sword through its sternum. Her skirts were tied around her legs, as if she knew precisely what to do should she be attacked while in such a contraption. 

 They must have followed her to the house, I thought. It was the only way they could have known. 

Somehow, I was so focused on throwing out elves and slamming my hammer into their skulls, I didn’t  realize  I  was  back  to  back  with  Tillie  until  we  bumped  into  each  other.  I  glanced  over  my shoulder and grinned, a look she shot back. Even with blood splattering her and the dress, she was beautiful, perhaps, more so. There was something about a battle that always made my blood sing and seeing her in the middle of fighting made me want her more. 

She leaned against me and shot over her shoulder, ”I like your hammer, after all, muscles.” 

I snorted at her teasing at a time such as this and tossed my hammer, watching as it knocked out three of the elves before it flew back to my hand. “I knew you would.” 

“Show off,” she grinned and then proceeded to take out three of her own elves with nothing more than a short sword and her skill, all while wearing a dress. 

For a moment, I completely forgot that we were under attack. I didn’t think about Loki as he fought his own battle. I didn’t think about the mess of the sitting room. My eyes were riveted to the woman currently  swinging  her  small  axe  and  shouting  a  battle  cry,  screaming  the  words,  “You  bloody wanker!” at the top of her lungs as she nailed an elf right in the chest. 

I was so caught up in her battle, that I didn’t see the punch coming. It caught me off guard, the hit coming from the elf in front of me. He had used his fists, but I hadn’t even moved. Sometimes, it paid to be all muscle. 

I  wrinkled  my  nose  at  the  elf,  and  he  took  a  step  back  in  surprise,  as  if  he  expected  that  hit  to knock  me  out  cold.  “Is  that  all  you’ve  got?”  I  growled  and  punched  him  in  the  face.  He  flew backwards into the wall and went through it, falling limp somewhere outside. 

I  grit  my  jaw  and  focused  on  throwing  the  rest  of  the  elves  out  of  the  house.  I  was  tired  of  the games, and I just wanted to look at the fierce woman fighting at my back. 

Was that too much to fucking ask? 
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CHAPTER TWELVE

In the end, there were not so many dark elves that we drowned beneath their numbers, but there had been plenty enough to litter the floor. My dress was splattered in blood, and as I untied the makeshift pants and let the skirt drape to the floor again, I realized that there was no part of me not sporting spots of reddish black. Sighing at the sight, and already attempting to think of a way to walk the streets again to get home, I stepped over a body and took a seat on the couch. Thor looked over  at  me  with  raised  brows,  as  if  maybe  he  expected  me  to  faint  or  get  hysterical,  but  he  really shouldn’t have. I had seen far worse things than a few crushed skulls and blood. 

Wiping  my  blade  off  on  a  fallen  elf  before  lifting  my  skirt  and  strapping  it  back  to  my  thigh,  I didn’t  miss  the  looks  Thor  and  Loki  shot  at  me.  I  might  have  lingered  as  I  did  so.  Both  men  were splattered with their fair share of blood same as I was, though Thor looked far more hostile and at home being battle-worn. Loki immediately started stripping off his layers, and I watched him closely. 

He lost his coat, then his vest, before his suspenders and shirt followed. The skin that was revealed was toned, beautiful, and covered with ink. 

“You have tattoos?” I tilted my head to study the design, until I saw the serpent that curled around his body and disappeared into his trousers. 

“I have one tattoo,” he corrected. “A reminder.” 

“Of what?” 

“That is probably a tale for another time,” Thor interrupted, coming over to sit beside me. I didn’t turn his way immediately, keeping my eyes on Loki as he wiped a towel across his face to clean the blood off, completely unconcerned with my eyes on his body. In fact, when he glanced at me, I saw the recognition there, that he liked my eyes on him. For a split second, I swore I saw a ghost of horns on his head, tall curling things, but when I blinked, they were gone. 

It must have been the adrenaline from the battle making me see things. 

“I  think,”  I  began,  studying  my  small  axe  in  my  hand  before  leaning  down  to  wipe  it  on  the  elf laying half on the table and half on the floor. “My people won’t believe in Ragnarök, not without what they consider hard proof, but they will believe in a threat of a new gang, one who deals in alchemy.” 

Loki turned towards me and frowned, but I held up my hand to stop him. “I know that you’re some sort  of  alchemist,  Loki.  I  don’t  mean  offense.  We  call  anything  we  don’t  understand  alchemy.  It’s better than saying magic.” 

Loki moved over and took a seat, propping his feet up on a dead elf. He didn’t replace his soiled shirt, so I was privy to a pleasant view of his abs. “You want to tell your superiors that there’s a gang causing all the damage?” 

“Maybe I can spin them as a satanic cult? Witch hunts were a thing.” 

“But then they won’t be prepared for the worst stages of Ragnarök,” Thor argued, running a hand through  hair  that  had  come  loose  in  the  small  fight.  “What  will  they  do  when  the  worst  stages happen?” 

I frowned. “Honestly, this is a bit above my paygrade. I don’t know what to do besides tell the Queen everything and let her call me a raving lunatic.” I studied Thor. “Are you going to take off your shirt, too?” 

Grinning, he relaxed back on the seat further. “Would you like me to?” 

Loki  sighed,  the  sound  so  exasperated,  that  it  snapped  my  attention  back  to  his  face.  As  if  I couldn’t control it, I stood and stepped around the table and the fallen bodies. He dropped his feet to the ground and leaned forward as I stepped close. His hands twitched as if he wanted to settle them around my waist. I wouldn’t be opposed to such a movement, but he didn’t know that, not yet. Even with  him  sitting,  his  face  still  came  up  to  my  collarbones,  his  height  something  I  found  incredibly attractive. 

“How bad is Ragnarök?” I murmured, staring into his emerald eyes. We were barely a hair breath apart, my thighs in between his knees where they splayed open. He opened his mouth and hesitated. 

“Tell me the truth.” 

Giving into the urge to touch, Loki’s hand ghosted along my hips before settling there. Even with the layers of dress between us, I felt the heat that came from him, a heat that was different from that of Thor’s. I glanced behind me to see Thor watching Loki’s hands, watching our stance. The yearning is what nearly did me in. I yearned for them, too. 

“Ragnarök is the end of days, the end of realms.” Loki squeezed my waist and brought my gaze back to his. “Odin thinks it’s only Asgard, which is why we left, but Thor and I believe it’s all nine realms,  and  now,  we  think  it  originates  on  Midgard.  Every  bad  thing  you  can  imagine  will  happen unless we can stop it first.” 

“And you think we can stop it at all?” 

Thor moved behind me, but I kept my focus on Loki, so much so, that when I felt Thor’s heat at my back, it surprised me. I felt surrounded, but in the best way possible. Thor didn’t seem to notice the position or notice the flush that was slowly climbing up my throat though I tried my best to hide it. 

Loki  noticed,  though,  his  eyes  on  the  flush,  a  smile  curving  his  lips.  I  didn’t  back  down  from  the challenge in his eyes, didn’t question it as I leaned back and felt my spine meet the hard chest behind me.  Thor’s  hands  immediately  wrapped  around  my  shoulders  to  steady  me,  as  if  he  thought  I  was falling. Loki’s smile widened. 

“We’ve been searching for an item, something Odin mentioned could help slow the stages when he spoke of the prophecy, but we don’t know where it is, or even what it is. Skadi is searching the libraries on Asgard.” Thor’s voice was so close, it reverberated down my skin, and I glanced over my shoulder up at him. His eyes crinkled at my gaze, his hands still on my shoulders, but he didn’t try to  grope  me,  even  though  I  was  practically  offering  myself.  It  seemed  men  not  of  our  world  were better gentlemen than the ones from here. 

“We  only  have  a  single  sentence  in  an  old  book  that  Thor  barely  remembers  to  go  on.  But  if anyone can find it, it would be Skadi. She’s the Goddess of the Hunt. I’ve already gone through all the books I brought with me, just in case.” 

I  turned  back  to  Loki,  met  the  glint  in  his  eyes,  and  because  I  couldn’t  get  the  image  out  of  my head,  I  reached  up  careful  fingers  and  touched  his  forehead,  exactly  where  I  had  seen  the  ghost  of horns before. There was nothing there, nothing that my hand met, and Loki raised his brow, waiting patiently for my question. 

“You sure you are not a demon?” I teased, but whatever I said made the playful smile drop from his lips, made him release my waist and start to lean back away. 

Thor snorted behind me. “Loki has lived a whole life answering that question.” 

Realizing the problem, I reached out and snagged Loki’s hands, pulling him closer again, even if my brain told me it probably wasn’t a good idea to be so close to Gods. Loki’s eyes looked at where I held him, at the way my slim fingers circled his wrists before I brought them back to my waist again. 

Waiting  for  his  eyes  to  meet  mine,  I  grinned.  “It’s  perfectly  fine  if  you’re  a  little  horny.  I  don’t mind.” 

The answering smile that broke across his face, the soft laughter, made my insides flip. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It took ten minutes before we were standing in a mostly clean room again. Some of the furniture was still broken but Loki had uncorked one of his larger bottles and mumbled some words in a language  I  didn’t  know  before  sprinkling  the  pink  liquid  around  the  room.  I  had  watched, amazed, as the bodies and blood faded away, just as it had done during the battle. When I had asked how he did it, he simply waved his fingers at me and left it at that, the heathen. 

“You  said  you  have  people  you  want  to  protect?”  Loki  stared  at  a  bottle  in  his  hand,  the  liquid inside glowing blue as he swirled it. He had finally pulled on a new shirt, a fact which I bemoaned. 

“If I’m being honest, I have precisely one person I care to protect above all others, my mother.” 

Most of the other people I cared for could take care of themselves, like Thod. “She would be aghast to know that, to realize I didn’t care for anyone else, but I really dislike all the men that have been paraded in front of me.” 

“Men?”  Thor  asked.  Loki  looked  over  where  I  sat,  my  posture  far  too  loose  for  a  lady  of  my status. I could practically hear my mother chiding me in my head, but now that I had found someone who didn’t care for my masks, well, I was reluctant to put them back on while in their home. 

“My  life  is  made  up  of  appearances  and  facades.  A  lady  of  my  age  should  have  already  been married and had at least two children, if not three.” 

Loki hummed at my answer, his eyes crinkling at the clear displeasure in my voice. 

Thor shrugged. “And why aren’t you?” 

I scowled at the large man, tempted to pull out my knife and show rather than tell. “Because men are disappointing, and I haven’t been able to stomach any of the spineless arses.” 

Thor held up his hands at the venom in my voice and I looked away, but I didn’t miss the gleam in either  of  the  men’s  eyes,  the  challenge  that  they  seemed  to  take  from  that  statement.  Regardless,  I would never be resigned to be a breeder, to only being a breeder and nothing more. That was not who I was and if I had to be alone for the entirety of my life to keep it that way, I would do so. I was not afraid of being lonely. 

“Perhaps,” Loki murmured, coming over to sit beside me. He placed the bottle on the small table, allowing it to breathe whatever sweetness was inside. “it’s because you weren’t built for Midgard.” 

I tilted my head, confused, but I chose not to pursue that topic right away. I would ask him later what he meant, and what world he assumed I should belong to. 

“I can place a protective barrier around your home that will at least keep anything magical out,” 

Loki tapped the bottle and the answering ting rang in the room. “Including the dark elves.” 

“Does it keep you out?” I asked, grinning. That would be a handy potion, indeed. 

His answering grin should have told me what he was going to say. “Nothing can keep me out.” 

“I’ll go find something for you to wear,” Thor interrupted, standing up. 

“Your clothing would swamp her.” 

“I’m pretty sure I have something she can fit in,” Thor argued. 

I  watched  the  two  go  back  and  forth,  waiting  for  them  to  decide  before  I  sighed  and  leaned  my head  back,  resting  my  eyes  while  they  argued  like  old  women.  Eventually  someone  would  get  me something to wear. 

LOKI

MY EYES TRAILED OVER  TO  WHERE TILLIE  SAT,  HER  HEAD  BACK  AS  IF  SHE  WERE  COMPLETELY  AT  PEACE

with  two  men  arguing  over  who  would  provide  her  clothing.  Her  posture  was  loose,  far  different from the woman who had come in the door, her illusions away for now. It was endearing, to see her so without the masks she wore, to hear her talk how she would normally talk if she wasn’t constantly concealing who she was. 

The pink bedroom had been a sham. Just as I knew the dress she wore was another one. She was trained to be whoever she needed to be—that was the role of a spy—but she clearly was not any of those facades at all. She was a warrior more than she would ever be a lady, but I suspected hardly anyone knew that about her. The so-called men paraded for her to add another mask to her repertoire were  no  doubt  nothing  more  than  useless  twits,  so  I  could  not  blame  her  for  wanting  nothing  to  do with them. Someone like Tillie would want adventure and excitement, not parties and jewels. 

Tillie cracked open an eye and looked over to Thor where he stood digging through the drawers in  the  other  room.  She  could  just  see  him  from  her  position,  could  see  his  back  as  he  searched  for something she would be able to wear, before she sat up fully. I kept my body turned away even though I  could  see  her  from  the  corner  of  my  eyes,  watching  as  she  reached  out  a  finger  for  Mjӧlnir,  the hammer  sitting  on  the  seat  beside  her  where  Thor  had  left  it.  The  mechanism  inside  clicked  but  no lightning came out. 

“Do you like battle hammers?” I murmured, glancing at her fully. To her credit, she did not jerk her hand back in surprise. She narrowed her eyes and wrapped her finger around the handle, holding it. 

“I like all weapons, but I prefer a battle axe.” 

I could imagine her, dressed in the armor of a Valkyrie, wielding a large battle axe. I could see it so clearly, that I grinned, and I knew I would procure an Asgardian battle axe for her at some point. 

A Valkyrie, even if she didn’t have wings, should never wield a Midgardian weapon. 

Tillie never tried to lift the hammer—I wasn’t sure if it would allow her to do so—but she kept her fingers on it, prodding at different parts, at the mechanisms inside. 

I knew then that I would have to talk to Thor, to discuss the woman in front of me. I knew we both liked her, knew we both held interest, and though Tillie seemed keen to encourage both of us, I didn’t want her to be hurt if we descended into our own battle. 

Tillie was a woman worth fighting for, and her penchant for illusions drew me even closer. Her joke about my horns had hit me right in the chest, accepting them even though she couldn’t have fully understood what it was, without a second thought. Thor always bedded women, but for me, a woman that  saw  who  I  was,  saw  what  I  was,  and  didn’t  seem  to  care  was  everything.  After  all  that  I  had suffered  for  being  the  God  of  Mischief,  the  silver-tongue  with  a  mastery  over  magic,  I  wanted  to tangle with a woman who didn’t care for such titles and would sooner gut me than allow me to call her little. 

As  Tillie  grinned  at  me,  I  knew  I  would  have  to  talk  to  Thor  about  the  Valkyrie  dressed  in  the clothing of a lady soon. Even at the beginning of the End of Days, I wanted a shot to find light in my darkness. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SKADI

Istepped from the branch of Yggdrasil into Asgard, the familiar sweet, frozen air tickling my lungs after being in the smog-ridden Midgard. The Hall of Slain Warriors was empty, an oddity even for Odin but I supposed over the years, fewer and fewer warriors made it to Valhalla that believed in such a thing. 

There was no time to ponder the diminishing Midgardian army that Odin always seemed to care more for than anything else. I had to find the Allfather and explain what had happened, and why I did not  have  Thor  and  Loki  with  me.  The  two  were  fearful  that  returning  to  Asgard  would  have  set  the End of Days in motion in this realm, too. They didn’t know if returning would quicken the stages of Ragnarök, and I hadn’t argued. We all felt it in our bones that it would be all nine realms that fell, but because it originated in Midgard now instead of Asgard, I wasn’t sure what Odin would think of it. 

He’d been wrong, after all, though he had also been correct. Thor and Loki had been instrumental in setting the gears in motion, and so had I. How convenient that it was me that went after the two Gods. 

I found the Allfather standing on the hill, overlooking the garden of Idunn, his eyes on one of the trees that seemed to be rotting. The rot had started a year before, a slow eating away of a fruit tree that  should  have  been  frozen  in  health  forever.  We  had  once  worried  it  would  spread  to  the  other trees, but so far, it was only the single tree bowing beneath the power of whatever it had attracted. 

“Allfather,” I murmured softly, standing back until he acknowledged me. The time didn’t call for such measures. It called for urgency, but the Allfather was strict about the customs, and we were not to speak unless spoken to, first. 

Slowly,  Odin  turned,  the  eye  patch  softly  clicking  with  the  gears  that  did  who  knew  what.  The staff,  the  one  Loki  had  procured  for  him,  clicked  by  his  side.  Another  of  his  possessions  he  cared more for than his own children, but I didn’t dare ever speak that particular knowledge I had gleaned. 

“I see no Thor and Loki with you.” 

Those  were  the  only  words  he  spoke,  and  I  frowned.  The  Allfather  should  have  seen  what transpired in Midgard, would know that Ragnarök had begun. 

“We ran into some trouble with the dark elves. In fact, that’s why—” 

“So, you failed,” Odin interrupted, and I clamped my mouth shut. “You were sent on a task, and

you failed to complete it.” 

“We were attacked—” 

“Do  you  think  I  care  for  such  excuses!?”  He  roared  the  words,  the  sky  rolling  with  his  anger.  I didn’t take a step back, only because I didn’t want to show weakness that he would take advantage of, so  I  held  my  ground.  The  Allfather  was  powerful  enough  to  sentence  me  for  punishment.  My  mind wandered to the punishment of Loki, the one I had been ordered to help with. The cruelty behind that punishment, the agony of having venom drip onto Loki’s face for a hundred years, I couldn’t imagine how he came out of it completely himself. And perhaps, that was why it scared me. Somehow, Loki had survived it, could walk freely and still smile, but the darkness in his eyes, the invisible scars, had to still be there. 

I waited for Odin to gather his calm, for his face to morph back into some semblance of normal before I spoke again. 

“Don’t you feel it?” I murmured, keeping my voice low as if I were talking to a vicious animal. At any  moment,  Odin  could  kill  me  if  he  chose  to.  We  were  immortal,  but  it  was  the  power  of  the Allfather  to  steal  that  immortality  from  me.  It  took  much  of  his  energy  and  would  cause  a  part  of Asgard to wither away, but he would deem it necessary. “Ragnarök has begun.” 

For the past six years, Odin had been preaching about Ragnarök on the horizon, about it coming. I had listened to every lecture, every speech, about how Asgard would fall, and at one point, he had claimed that Thor and Loki would be the accelerators of it. We hadn’t known how true that would be then. 

“Ragnarök has originated in Midgard and in Midgard it will stay. I care not for their demise.” 

“But  all  nine  realms  will  fall  to  Ragnarök!  I  can  feel  it  in  my  bones.”  Why  can’t  you?  I  didn’t understand how I could sense the impending doom but the Allfather, who saw all, didn’t seem to, or he didn’t care. 

Odin turned away and began to make his way down the hill, towards the garden, dismissing me as if I hadn’t just said such horrible words. I watched him go, watched him enter the garden and stride up the rotting apple tree, watched as he stroked a hand along the trunk and the scent of rot reached my nose. 

I felt his darkness before I saw him, felt him behind me. 

“Everything will be fine,” Hodor murmured, slipping his arms around my waist. “If the Allfather is unconcerned, then so should we be.” 

“You don’t understand.” I whirled in his arms and looked into his face, into the cloudy eyes that sensed more than saw. “I was there. It was my blood that was used to start Ragnarök. I can feel it. All realms will fall. All will perish.” 

He frowned, his arms tightening around me. “What do you mean, your blood was used?” 

“The  Dark  Elves  pricked  Thor,  Loki,  and  I  in  battle.  A  Bloodletter  held  up  the  three  drops  of blood and I watched them swirl together and then the wolf ran across the sky.” 

“Why you three?” 

“He  said  he  needed  a  minor  God  or  Goddess,  a  member  of  the  royal  family,  and  someone  who didn’t belong, in order to set everything in motion.” I shook my head. “Even if it’s only Midgard that falls,  that’s  still  too  much.  They  are  not  a  bad  realm,  not  like  Svartálfheim.”  My  brain  stuck  on  the image  of  the  woman  who  had  fought  her  hardest  to  get  away,  the  spy  that  had  nearly  incapacitated Thor. “They are weaker because of their mortality but stronger in other ways. There’s no reason for them to die because the Allfather cares little for anything except for his sta—” 

Hod’s  hand  clamped  over  my  mouth  suddenly,  stopping  the  words  from  spilling  out,  the

accusation  that  Odin  would  hear.  When  we  were  in  my  mountains,  the  large  stone  kept  Odin  from seeing  there,  something  about  the  granite  stopping  him,  but  here,  right  in  the  middle  of  Asgard,  all words would get back to him. My eyes flicked to the raven sitting in a tree barely three lengths away, Hugin if I went from the odd spot of white in the black feathers. If I would have finished the thought, that  raven  would  have  flown  right  to  Odin  and  told  him.  Asgard  was  a  dangerous  place  to  speak truths. 

“Why did you come back,” Hod murmured, “if you were so adamant about saving Midgard?” 

“All  nine  realms,”  I  corrected.  “Thor  remembered  reading  a  book  at  some  point,  one  that mentioned an item that could help slow the stages, but I can’t remember anything of its mention. Thor gave me a description. I came back to search the library and see if there was anything to be done.” I turned to look down the hill again but the Allfather was gone, as if he had vanished into thin air. “And to warn Asgard.” The warning had fallen on deaf ears. “Will you help me?” 

Hod  hesitated  and  I  understood  his  precarious  situation.  As  one  of  Odin’s  sons,  he  would  be watched  closely,  expected  to  behave  a  certain  way.  Though  Hodor  had  rebelled  against  much  else after he went blind, there were still things that tethered him to the Allfather. Baldur was the golden child, Thor was respected in war, but though Hod was an amazing weapons maker, he held no respect from  his  father  simply  for  being  blind.  But  that  was  the  Allfather’s  downfall.  What  Hod  lacked  in vision, he made up for in other senses. For him to be able to build weapons while blind, it took a host of other skills, and not once had I ever seen Hod run into something. He once told me it was because once he learned the vibrations of something, he could pick it out of all others. He said he liked the way my vibrations moved, as if I was nothing more than fallen snow, a footprint left in a fresh layer. It had endeared him to me, and years later, we had become lovers. Still, asking him to help me search could get him in trouble, could bring punishments down on both of us, if Odin decided it went against his wishes. 

“I’ll help you,” Hod whispered, “but no more talking on the streets. Come, I’ll make tea before we  begin  the  long  search.”  I  pressed  my  lips  to  his,  absorbing  the  darkness  that  always  traveled around him, letting them tickle my senses. 

“How I’ve missed you,” I murmured against his lips, my fingers going into his hair. 

“Perhaps,” he groaned, his fingers splaying on my backside, “we should skip the tea altogether for something more—” 

“Yes.” His shadows wrapped around us like a cool blanket and we disappeared from on top of the hill. 

But the scent of rot lingered. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Neither Thor nor Loki found any clothing I could wear to walk back to my home in. Thor’s clothing had practically swamped me, all so large that I might as well have been wearing sheets. Loki’s clothing had been too long. Sure, his shirts had gone down to midthigh on me, but I couldn’t very well walk the streets wearing nothing but a shirt. In the end, I had chosen to wear Loki’s shirt, but he had promised to spin an illusion on me so it would appear as if I was still wearing the finery I’d come in. I wasn’t sure how much I trusted it, however. 

“You’ll  have  to  trust  me,”  Loki  murmured  before  blowing  a  glittering  dust  over  me.  He  moved around me, making sure the dust was coating all it needed to. “As long as you walk like a lady, that’s what they’ll see.” 

“Walk like a lady,” I murmured. “Got it.” 

Thor stood off to the side, watching closely, his eyes lingering on my exposed legs every so often. 

When I caught him for the third time, I winked over my shoulder. “If you’re going to keep staring at my legs, at least make it interesting and take off your shirt.” 

Thor’s eyes danced up to mine, the corners crinkling. “I suppose it would only be fair, would it not?” 

“Exactly.” I pursed my lips. “Though I’m not opposed to the trousers following suit.” 

Loki ran his hand up my calf and I peered down at him, realizing it for the distraction it was. His eyes  glittered  up  at  me,  whether  in  warning  or  chiding  me,  I  wasn’t  sure.  “You  can  take  off  your clothes, too,” I reassured him. “I’m very much not opposed.” 

“If  we  were  both  suddenly  naked,  wouldn’t  it  be  unfair  that  you  were  still  wearing  clothing?” 

Thor asked, a grin on his face. 

I didn’t answer. Instead, I reached for the hem of the shirt, intending to pull it over my head and shock them, but Loki’s hand latched onto my wrist, keeping the hem at my thighs. 

“None of that,” he groaned. “Now isn’t the time.” 

“You don’t want to see me without clothing?” I tilted my head, looking between where his fingers held my wrist and his eyes that glowed far too brightly to be normal. 

He stood from where he kneeled, towering over me, before he leaned down and brushed his lips along  the  shell  of  my  ear.  “I  want  nothing  more  than  to  see  your  face  etched  in  ecstasy  while  I pleasure you, Tillie,” he whispered. “You think it doesn’t arouse me to see you wearing my shirt and

nothing else?” 

My fingers clenched into his coat. I was tempted to thread my fingers into his hair and jerk him to me.  Normally,  I  wouldn’t  be  so  forward.  Hell,  I  had  danced  around  Calvin  for  a  year,  but  I  hated following social demands, and besides, if the world was ending, what better time to throw inhibitions to the wind. 

“Why don’t you do something about that?” I asked on a breathy moan as he leaned back to meet my eyes. 

“Because Thor is standing there, thinking the same thing.” 

“What?” I turned and looked over my shoulder, saw the frown on his face even with the obvious arousal in his eyes. “Well, I’m not opposed—” 

“Tillie,” Loki interrupted, and I looked back at him. “Be very careful of the words you speak.” 

I scrunched up my nose and stepped back, annoyed. I had thought it safe in their home to throw away my mask, but Loki’s chiding only reminded me that I shouldn’t be so open, shouldn’t give them ammo to use against me. I tilted my chin up, let the emotions slip from my face, and clasped my hands in front of me. “If you’re ready to go then, we should leave.” 

“Tillie—” 

I turned and moved towards the door, picking up the bag that held my dress and weapons and kept moving.  I  didn’t  turn  to  look  for  the  other  two  before  I  threw  open  the  door  and  stepped  outside  in nothing more than a long shirt and boots. 

LOKI

“WHAT DID YOU DO?” THOR HISSED AS TILLIE STEPPED FROM THE DOOR. 

“I  have  to  put  the  enchantment  on  her  home,”  I  replied  instead  of  answering  what  he  asked.  I couldn’t bear to have the conversation of why Tillie had suddenly slammed the mask back into place. 

She  had  been  teasing,  probably  meant  part  of  it  seriously,  but  my  words,  in  an  attempt  to  stop  the direction the conversation was going for pure selfish reasons, had shut her down. She was a master, just as I was, and even the sparkle had disappeared from her eyes. 

“When you get back, we need to have a talk.” Thor crossed his arms, and I growled. 

“Fine.” I moved to follow Tillie, jogging to catch up to her as she moved along the sidewalk. 

It took me only a few seconds to do so, and then without waiting for her to look at me, I hooked her arm around my elbow. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  she  asked.  It  should  have  been  a  growl,  should  have  held  emotion,  but instead, it was a cold, flat question, asked by a woman who had sealed herself away. 

“Escorting you back to your home.” 

“I don’t need an escort.” 

“Excuse me,  miss.”  The man  that  stepped in  front  of  us wore  dirty  clothing, coal  dust  along  his skin as if he had just finished working in the coal factory. His eyes, a pure blue color, seemed to smile on their own. He was so full of life, even resigned to work himself to an early grave. “I would enjoy the pleasure of escorting you wherever it is you would like to go. This neighborhood isn’t safe for a lady such as yourself.” 

Tillie’s mask slipped just a bit, enough that I caught the confusion in her eyes. “Oh, um, I already

have an escort, but I thank you for the offer.” 

We continued walking, but suddenly all eyes were on her, and men started coming up to offer to escort her, offer flowers, whatever they could offer, they did so. I watched in amusement as Tillie lost her mask completely to turn to me and hiss, “what did you do?” 

I  stared  into  her  angry  eyes,  angry  at  the  men  coming  to  proposition  her,  and  still  angry  at  my words in the house. 

“I simply made sure the dress was fit for a princess. I can’t help it if you draw their eyes.” 

“I shouldn’t be drawing any eyes. My job is to be inconspicuous.” 

I paused on the street and looked down at her. “Don’t worry,” I murmured. “No one really sees you,  Tillie.  They  see  the  jewels  at  your  throat,”  I  touched  a  finger  to  her  bare  throat,  and  she swallowed. “They see the dress that bares just a hint of the tops of your breasts.” My finger trailed just a little lower, but not too low, not while we were on the street. “You can slide your mask back into place, little spy, and they will see nothing but a lady being escorted home, and they’ll wish they were the ones doing so.” 

“You somehow both infuriate me and excite me,” she admitted with a grumble. 

Her  words  caught  me  by  surprise  and  a  smile  curled  my  lips.  “If  I’m  being  honest,  I  seem  to inspire those emotions in most people.” 

“Do most of them want to have their wicked way with you?” It was a curious question, one she couldn’t possibly know the importance of. 

I frowned and if I focused enough, I could feel the snake inked in my skin move, could feel the venom  drip  onto  my  flesh,  could  feel  the  pull  of  the  string  in  my  lips.  Over  the  years,  I  had  been punished for something or other, not for things always my fault, but the punishments, they stayed with me like phantoms. “No,” I admitted. “Most are either afraid of me or think me lower than them.” 

Her  honey  colored  eyes  lingered  and  took  in  the  look  on  my  face.  Then,  dismissing  everything entirely, she hooked her arm around my elbow again, and we started walking in silence. My chest fell a little at her non-response, but I earned it after acting like a fool earlier. She had been playful, had been teasing, and I had chided her like she no doubt heard from so many others, all because I had not wanted to hear that she favored Thor more than she favored me. 

It  made  sense  for  her  to  be  drawn  to  the  God  of  War,  but  it  still  chafed.  For  once,  I  wanted something  Thor  didn’t  have,  wanted  to  win  the  favor  of  the  beautiful  woman  with  her  hand  curled over my arm. 

We stopped just outside her home, the house large in the nicer part of London. The gardens were well tended here, the lights inside the window offering a soft glow in the spreading twilight. 

We paused there on the sidewalk, staring up at her door, both silent and lost in our own thoughts. 

“When will the next stage hit?” she asked, turning expectantly. 

I glanced up at the sky, to where the sun was fading behind the clouds and the horizon. Soon, the moon would take its place. “It’s hard to say. We know the legends, but we don’t know much else.” 

Tillie hummed. “The same could be said about you and Thor.” 

A smile curled my lips. The fact that she wanted to know anything at all was a positive note. “Is there something you would like to know about me?” I couldn’t help the purr that slipped out. 

Tillie’s  face  grew  thoughtful,  and  I  saw  the  same  arousal  from  before  flash  in  her  eyes.  If  she invited me in, I would go, gladly, but I would not do so unless invited. I knew all too well the value of consent. Even if her eyes said she liked me, that meant nothing. 

“Another time, perhaps.” Her eyes glanced towards the house, where a curtain dropped back over a window, hiding whoever had been looking out at us. “You said you can protect the house?” 

I  nodded  and  unhooked  the  glass  vial  from  my  belt,  the  one  with  the  pink  liquid  I  had  mixed before escorting Tillie home. I moved forward to the edge of the steps, up it, and poured some of the pink  liquid  along  the  doorway.  “I  have  to  create  a  circle  around  the  house.”  When  she  nodded  and folded her hands, I stared at her for a moment. Even in a too large shirt and boots, she was a sight to see. Her throat clearing broke me from the trance, and I moved to go around the house, letting a small trail of the liquid tip out until I made it full circle, sealing everything inside. 

I stopped at Tillie’s side again, hooking the now empty bottle back to my belt, and looked down at her.  “Now,  no  magical  being  except  for  me  or  Thor  can  get  in  while  the  barrier  is  in  place.  The illusion  on  you  will  drop  the  moment  you  cross  the  line,  so  don’t  linger  in  the  doorway  unless  you want your neighbors to see you in your outfit.” 

“That’s good to know,” she murmured, her eyes on the house. 

“What will you do now?” 

“First, a bath is in order. But I’m going to warn my people of an impending threat.” She took a step forward, away from me, before she turned again. “You’re not going to disappear completely, are you?” 

“You mean from this spot?” 

“I  mean  from  my  world.”  Her  lips  thinned.  “You’re  not  going  to  leave  and  return  to  Asgard,  or wherever?” 

I stared at her, at the sudden earnestness in her eyes. “We have no plans to return to Asgard.” 

She nodded and turned, but before she could cross the line, she turned once more, just as I was about to turn away. “Loki?” I paused and looked up at her, the height of the stairs making her a hand taller than me. 

“Yes?” 

“They’re wrong.” 

I furrowed my brows. “Who?” 

“The  ones  that  are  afraid  of  you,  or  think  you  lower.”  She  smiled.  “I  think  you’re  hands  above them, and that’s why they treat you that way. People act that way to someone they feel threatened by. 

That’s all.” Her eyes crinkled. “I’m not afraid of you.” Then she opened the door and stepped inside. 

I watched the shimmer fall, the illusion dropping free, before she closed the door behind her. 

She didn’t even realize the weight of what she had just said, didn’t realize that there was nothing that could make me leave Midgard, not while she was still in it. 

The Lady Spy with the soul of a Valkyrie. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

My mother stared at the dress I pulled from the bag in dismay, her face scrunched up in what I knew would be a good lecture on taking care of our clothing. 

“This dress cost a fortune, Tillie!”  There it was. 

“I ran into some trouble,” I cringed, staring at the near black blood splattered across the pale pink dress. “I apologize. I will replace it myself.” 

“First  you  lose  your  clothing  to  the  science  department,  and  now  this.  What  do  they  have  you running these days?” 

I paused in my plans to steal a biscuit off the tray and frowned. “There are some bad things that will be happening soon,” I admitted. “I’m taking precautions as best as I can, but if I don’t stop it, the results could be. . . world ending.” 

Her mouth dropped open in shock. “Tillie—” 

“I’ll be able to tell you more after I give my report to the Guild. I have to somehow convince them of what is going to happen, all without sounding like a raving lunatic.” 

“You will convince them. If it’s as bad as you say it is, they have to listen.” 

I didn’t correct her or say that I already knew they wouldn’t believe me. I was going to try, but I suspected I would have to go above their heads in order to warn who needed to be warned. They had already  seemed  to  think  I  was  drugged  rather  than  saw  what  I  did  during  the  battle  in  the  square. 

Telling  them  that  the  end  of  days  was  coming?  They  would  never  believe  me.  But  the  Queen  might take me seriously if I could show enough proof. 

“I have to go change and head in,” I murmured, moving towards the stairs. 

“Who  does  the  shirt  you’re  wearing  belong  to?”  she  asked  behind  me  suddenly.  “Is  it  from  the man who escorted you home?” 

I sighed. “I knew you were watching out the curtain.” 

“Who is he?” Mother’s grin pulled at her cheeks as I turned to fully face her. She wouldn’t let it go until I answered her questions. I owed her that, at least. And it made me happy to see her excited about something for once, even if it wasn’t necessarily true. 

“His name is Loki.” 

“I see why you are drawn to him.” 

I wrinkled my brow. “And why is that?” 

“You tend to like those of an unusual nature. That man was dressed like an aristocrat, but he felt different, almost powerful, just in the way he stood near you. Is he from here? Does he hold a seat of power?” 

I smiled at the questions, and I knew, even if I was never able to be more than friends with Loki or Thor, I would fan the excitement my mother held. She deserved to be happy, deserved something to tell  all  the  other  ladies  about.  I  knew  it  was  a  constant  sense  of  annoyance  when  the  ladies  in  the neighborhood talked about their daughters or sons marrying other people of status, knew my mother wanted to say the same for me, because she couldn’t say how proud she was of my work. She could only hold the façade that I was a lady of twenty-five with no husband and no children. 

“He’s not from here,” I admitted. “And I suppose he does hold a seat of power.” After all, a God was certainly a new level. 

Clapping her hands together, she practically bounced on her feet. “When will you see him again?” 

“Tomorrow, most likely.” When she opened her mouth to give a little shriek of excitement, I felt bad  about  letting  her  think  such  things.  Sure,  there  was  interest  between  Loki  and  I,  but  it  was  the worst time. “Now is hardly the time to be distracted by men—” 

“Nonsense! It’s the perfect cover for you. Invite the man in for tea next time, would you? I would like to meet the man that finally caught your attention.” 

I pursed my lips, but knew it was pointless to argue. I would be spending a lot of time with Loki and  Thor,  and  my  mother  would  inevitably  catch  glimpses  of  them.  I  didn’t  want  to  ruin  her excitement, and if the world ended, she needed it more than ever. 

Still, it would be difficult to explain that I was interested in  two men, and both were not only not from here, but from another world entirely. 

It was hard to explain how a God had walked me to my door. 

WALKING INTO THE RAVEN WING GUILD FELT DIFFERENT THAN NORMAL. MY IMMEDIATE THOUGHT WAS

to make a report. Most of the time, without a report, there was no chance of getting an appointment with the Director, let alone someone higher. I needed to leave a paper trail easy to follow so if I had to go above the Director, I would be able to point to proof that I had followed protocol. I meant to go in, take a seat at my desk, and fill out the forms, but no sooner had I stepped inside the main hub when Calvin latched onto my wrist and started dragging me towards the Director’s office. 

“Get your hand off of me before I chop it off and beat you with it,” I growled, the sound savage even to my own ears. 

Calvin released my wrist quickly, but he didn’t drop the serious expression. “The Director wants to see you.” 

“Then bloody say that, you twit. Don’t just grab me. I’m not just some item to manhandle.” 

Calvin did not argue, and I took it to mean he saw me as nothing more than a woman beneath him. 

How had I ever seen him as attractive? I certainly hadn’t realized how much of an arsehole he was before the promotion. Maybe he had done me a service in getting the promotion, in throwing me under the bus. 

I  stepped  inside  the  Director’s  office  before  Calvin,  my  chin  up  as  I  waited  for  him  to  finish whatever  he  was  writing.  He  didn’t  seem  to  worry  about  my  eyes  on  it  so  it  must  not  have  been anything important, only a letter to some high society member I assumed. 

“You wanted to see me, sir?” I murmured, folding my hands behind my back. I wore my preferred trousers and corset this evening, since it was late enough that I could go between the office and my home without worry over being sighted. 

His eyes flicked up to me. “Kingsford, yes. Take a seat.” 

“I would rather stand. I have a report to write.” 

“Is it the same topic you reported on two days prior?” 

I hesitated. His tone did not seem amused. In fact, he seemed relatively annoyed. Was it at me? Or was it at my insistence that I saw something not from our world? 

“I  see,”  he  murmured,  at  my  silence.  “That’s  what  I  wanted  to  speak  to  you  about.  The  results came back from the test on your clothing.” 

“And  what  did  it  say?”  I  glanced  over  at  Calvin’s  smug  smile  and  already  knew  the  answer.  I knew I couldn’t tell them exactly what to expect with Ragnarök, knew they would never believe me, but I had hoped that the results would come back inconclusive at least. 

“There  were  traces  of  some  ingredients  that  could  not  be  placed,  but  there  was  one  that  the science department said could have hallucinogenic properties.” He leaned his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. 

I stayed silent. They meant they did not believe me about the battle between the dark elves and the others. They thought I had hallucinated it all, even though the powder had been blown into my face after  witnessing it. It had put me to sleep sure, but there had been no other hallucinations, no feeling of  being  somewhere  preposterous.  They  would  never  believe  me  or  anything  I  said,  however,  even with proof of ingredients they did not recognize. Imbeciles! 

But I nodded my head at his words, keeping my mask in place as I pursed my lips. “The more I think about it, I believe that’s correct. I must have been hallucinating.” 

“Is  that  so?”  The  director’s  dark  eyes  watched  me  carefully,  but  I  was  a  master  spy,  trained  by Thodeous Hedgecock himself, and I was the best at what I did, the brightest spy he had ever trained. 

Even the Director couldn’t hope to match my skill at illusion. They wanted to believe me as nothing more than an incapable woman, that was what I would give them. 

“I think what I saw was a new gang emergence, a territory battle. It is most definitely a threat to London when it comes to turf wars, but it makes so much more sense.” 

“And the details of the creatures you saw?” 

“Nothing but stage props and black clothing. Magicians. Nothing would scare another gang more than thinking they were battling supernatural creatures.” 

“That is an excellent theory,” the Director murmured. “It makes sense.” 

“It  does.  I  believe  we  should  search  for  the  base  of  this  new  gang,  but  as  for  anything  else,”  I shrugged. “I must have been hallucinating.” 

“We will be on our toes for this new gang then,” he murmured, flicking his eyes to Calvin who immediately sat and began to write down the meeting information. Calvin’s eyes had been lingering on  me  instead  of  doing  his  job,  a  job  I  realized  I  didn’t  want  anymore.  What  a  blessing  being  a woman had been when I got passed for the opportunity. What a blessing that Calvin had betrayed my trust. 

I  turned  to  leave,  assuming  I  was  dismissed  when  the  Director  didn’t  immediately  add  anything else. 

“Oh, and agent,” the Director called, and I looked at him over my shoulder. “Stay away from the gang and the other two you mentioned escaping from before. We would not want you to suffer more of the hallucinogens and we have reason to believe that they’re a threat to the Queen.” 

I  couldn’t  ask  why  they  would  suspect  such  a  thing  or  what  secret  they  were  keeping  without giving myself away, so I nodded like the good little woman they expected of me and continued out the door. 

The  Raven  Wings  would  do  nothing  to  stop  Ragnarök,  wouldn’t  believe  it  until  the  end  was already here, so I dismissed them entirely. There were some things risking my position for and saving London and the world was one of them. 

It would be considered treason to disobey a direct order, to approach the Queen alone, but it had to be done. I believed Loki and Thor, had seen it with my own eyes, and I could feel it on the air. 

Ragnarök was coming, whether the world believed it or not. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Ireturned to Thor and Loki’s home the next day just after noon. This time, I took a hired steam car to conceal my identity as I left my home. I didn’t want those of the neighborhood to recognize I was  coming  to  the  same  house  in  the  wrong  neighborhood  more  than  once.  It  would  draw attention  and  place  the  memory  easier  in  their  minds.  A  small  steam  car  was  less  likely  to  call attention.  I  told  the  driver  that  I  would  send  a  telegraph  if  I  needed  him  again  and  he  drove  away without a care in the world except for the new coin he had in his pocket. 

The moment that Thor opened the door and I stepped inside, I placed my hands on my hips and stared between the two men. Loki was sitting on the couch, and though some of the other furniture that had  been  broken  the  day  before  was  missing,  it  still  seemed  like  the  room  was  full  with  Thor  and Loki inside of it. 

“I  have  been  instructed  to  stay  away  from  you  two  and  to  rest  because  of  the  hallucinogen  you sprayed me with the first time we met,” I grumbled. 

Loki set his book aside. He’d looked away from it the first moment I stepped inside but he gave me his full attention when I spoke. “That was nothing more than a sleeping powder,” he pointed out. 

“There were no hallucinogenic properties in it.” 

“Well, they claim to have found one.” 

Loki frowned. “Do you believe that?” 

“That I hallucinated you two and the battle in the square? No. Besides, I’ve watched the tinkers working on Big Ben since then and it won’t tick no matter what they do to it.” I moved to take a seat on the opposite couch. “I did however lose my favorite corset to the science department because of that powder, and now they’re looking at me as if I’m a hysterical woman and not the best bloody spy they have. All because you just had to use your alchemy on me.” 

“You were trying to attack us,” Thor argued. 

“And you were trying to capture me. I had just witnessed a battle between elves and Gods. Can you  blame  me  for  thinking  the  worst?”  I  crossed  my  arms  and  slumped  in  my  seat,  sighing  at  the feeling  of  relaxing  my  spine  after  sitting  straight  and  proper.  The  corset  beneath  my  dress  only allowed me to relax so much but still it was better than sitting like a phallus all day. 

“Are you okay?” Thor asked, taking a seat beside me. I could feel his warmth, could feel his urge to reach out and touch me in reassurance, but he held himself back. I turned my head to look at him. 

“I work for spies who keep their own secrets so I can’t do my job properly. And I’m wearing a horrid dress when I’d much rather be in trousers. What do you think?” When his eyes glanced away, I felt bad, and easily switched to tease him. I hadn’t meant to snap. “If you removed your shirt, it would make me feel better.” 

The glimmer returned in his eyes and he smiled. “A worthy attempt.” 

“One day, I’ll convince you to do so.” I winked. I had a feeling it would not take much convincing on my part, but then again, there was still Ragnarök to think about. 

“You know,” Loki murmured. “I spent a lot of time in a similar situation to you.” 

I turned my gaze to him, took in his stiff posture, and knew whatever he would speak of held bad memories. “How so?” 

“I’m  Odin’s  blood  brother,  and  at  one  point,  he  decided  that  meant  I  shouldn’t  just  reap  the benefits of being made a permanent part of Asgard without being his advisor and lackey.” 

Thor tensed at his words. It seemed they both had bad memories of whatever Loki spoke of. 

“What does being an advisor to Odin mean?” I really needed to send a letter to Thod to ask for help with the mythology surrounding these two men. 

“It  meant  that  he  kept  his  own  secrets  and  expected  me  to  keep  the  ones  he  told  me.  It  meant  I became  his  lackey.  Fetch  the  spear.  Stop  Hrimthurs.  Don’t  let  anyone  hurt  Baldur.”  He  scowled.  “I despised  it,  and  much  of  that  caused  Asgard  to  look  at  me  as  nothing  more  than  a  trickster  with  a silver-tongue, causing trouble again.” 

“What does a silver-tongue do?” I purred, bringing him out of his memories. “Does it do anything fancy?” 

Thor snorted before descending into loud laughter and even Loki grinned at me. 

“It simply means I can talk my way out of almost any situation.” 

“Or into any woman’s bed,” Thor added, “including my wife’s apparently.” 

“You’re married?” My heart sunk, but then confusion took hold. Loki had slept with Thor’s wife? 

Were they both married? I had never even asked if they were attached. My face tightened. 

“Not  anymore,”  Thor  hurried  to  rush  out.  “Both  of  us  had  wives  before.  A  long  life  makes  for loneliness.” 

“What happened to them?” 

“They’re  fine.”  Loki  shook  his  head.  “No  doubt,  they  are  both  attempting  to  suck  up  to  the Allfather or sleeping with another poor sod and convincing him to give them everything.” 

“Ah.” I flicked eyes between them. “So you are both unattached then. That is good information to have.”  Before  they  could  speak  on  my  words,  I  launched  into  more  questions.  “So  what  happened? 

How did you escape being Odin’s advisor?” 

“Odin told me of his vision, the prophecy that Thor and I would be what set the gears of Ragnarök in  motion,  so  we  left  Asgard  and  came  here,  assuming  that  we  had  to  be  in  Asgard  to  begin  the downfall of the realm. We were wrong on many fronts.” 

“Who’s Baldur?” Both Thor and Loki’s faces shut down. “You don’t have to tell me.” 

“He’s one of my brothers,” Thor admitted. 

“The Golden Child,” Loki scoffed. “No matter how cruel he is, he can do no wrong. His powers are even of the light, a contrast to Hodor’s darkness, but Hod got all the decency.” 

“He sounds like an arsehole.” 

“He is,” Thor grumbled, “but he’s pretty, so people fall at his feet.” 

I stared at him in mock horror. “He’s prettier than you?” 

Thor grumbled. “Most would say so.” 

“I don’t see how that could be possible. I mean, look at you. And you have a fancy hammer.” 

Loki chuckled, amused by my obvious inflation of Thor’s ego, but he changed the subject. “If your people do not believe you, then what is the next step? We must still wait for Skadi to send us word of whatever item can help.” 

“The mysterious item that might slow Ragnarök,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “I vote we don’t rely so heavily on that, not yet. We should tell the Queen, in person. My guild won’t take it up, so I’ll have to go to her myself.” 

Thor hummed at the plan. “Can you just walk up to your Queen?” 

“No. The moment I try to get close, it’ll be seen as treason or an attempted assassination.” 

“That’s unfortunate.” 

“Also,  I’m  nearly  certain  you  two  have  been  listed  as  enemies  of  the  Queen,  if  I  was  warned away from you.” 

“Is  there  any  good  news  in  this  situation?”  Loki  lamented,  running  a  hand  through  his  loose  red hair. 

I eyed the gesture. “There are ways—” 

“Is this another ‘remove your shirts’ request?” Thor asked, grinning. 

I  shrugged.  “Can  you  blame  me?  Look  at  you  two.  This  opportunity  doesn’t  present  itself  often. 

Actually, it only did so because the world is supposedly ending. Small blessings and all that.” 

Thor  tried  his  best  to  hold  in  his  laughter,  but  he  failed,  the  sound  tumbling  out.  Loki  shook  his head, but his lips curved up into a smile. 

“You know what,” Thor said, once he got his laughter under control. “Just because I have laughed more in your presence than I have in years, I will do what you ask.” 

I watched with wide eyes as Thor stood and pulled the white shirt over his head with one pull, revealing lines and lines of muscular golden skin. He tossed the shirt aside and put his hands on his hips, holding the pose, waiting. Standing, I took a step towards him, studying the valleys and plains. 

“Small blessings,” I murmured, tempted to touch, and looked up into his amused eyes. “If I pray to you, do you give favors?” 

Loki scoffed. “What favors could you possibly ask for?” 

“Hush, Loki, or I’ll pray for you to put that silver-tongue to use.” 

At the silence behind me, I turned and stared in surprise at the small flames dancing along the seat cushions, turning it black where it touched. There was a matching fire dancing in his eyes, and I could see the ghost of his horns again, horns I hadn’t been sure were there. 

Thor’s fingers under my chin turned my gaze back to his, his large fingers feeling as if they burnt my skin. My cheeks flushed as I met his eyes. 

“I’m near certain you could ask us for anything, Tillie,” he murmured quietly. “And we would do it, if only you keep coming to our door.” 

“You might be stuck with me,” I admitted. “People don’t typically like me without my mask.” 

“Then they’re fools.” His eyes twinkled. “Besides, we’re not some spineless Midgardians.” 

 No,  I thought,  they most certainly were not.  Giving into temptation before I needed to leave and devise  a  plan  to  hijack  the  Queen,  I  reached  out  careful  fingers  and  pressed  them  against  Thor’s considerable chest. His skin was warm, as if the lightning he commanded heated him from the inside out. I trailed my finger down his chest and over the first row of abs, the muscles twitching beneath my perusal. 

I looked up, a slow smile pulling across my lips. 

“Would now be a good time to ask about your penchant for hammering things?” 

A spark popped where my fingers touched him, and I jerked my hand away in surprise, though it hadn’t hurt me. 

“My apologies,” Thor grimaced. 

My own laughter spilled from my lips and I moved away to take a seat again, prepared to ask the two gods a million questions, but when Thor reached for his shirt, I pointed at him and grinned. 

“I think this would work best with your shirt off.” 

Thor’s own answering smile made my stomach flip. “Won’t that be distracting?” 

“Yes.” I glanced at Loki. “Would you like to join in?” 

“Only if you’re doing the same,” he shot back, a twinkle in his eyes as he patted out the last of the flames. 

I looked down at my dress, at the million ties it would take to do so. It would be no simple task to take my shirt off with this contraption, I lamented. And I was sure neither Thor nor Loki knew how to properly lace a dress back up. 

“Maybe  next  time,”  I  grumbled.  I  would  be  sure  to  show  up  in  something  simpler  next  time  the opportunity presented itself. 

Bloody dresses. 

IT WAS MUCH LATER, THE SUN JUST STARTING TO DESCEND TOWARDS THE HORIZON, THAT I STEPPED OUT

of  Thor  and  Loki’s  home  towards  the  steam  car  idling  on  the  curb.  Thor  had  wanted  to  walk  me towards it like a proper gentleman but I had insisted that it was best not to be seen in public even in such a short amount of time together with the Guild placing them as threats. Loki had agreed, and he had  refused  to  use  any  of  his  illusions  for  such  a  small  thing,  in  case  we  needed  the  magic  later.  I hadn’t yet asked him where his powers came from, if it was not something that could be replenished, but I put it on the list of things to ask the next time I saw him. It seemed smart to have plenty saved up, just in case. 

The moment I stepped from the house and the door shut behind me, I sensed him, even before he moved from the shadows. I froze, cursing myself for being stupid to not think the Guild would place a tail on me. And of course, it had to be Calvin. Of course, it was him who stepped from the shadows and  blocked  the  door  to  the  steam  car.  The  driver  glanced  at  him  and  then  me,  asking  if  I  needed assistance, but I shook my head. I never needed assistance to take on Calvin. 

“Whose home is this?” Calvin asked, his eyes taking in the decrepit façade before looking down at my dress. He would garner nothing from my clothing because nothing had happened. Not this time, but still, I tilted up my chin. 

“It is none of your concern who I call on,” I growled. How dare the Guild put a tail on me as if I was a person of interest! 

“It is now.” His eyes flicked to the building again. “Is it a man?” 

“Piss off, Calvin!” I growled, angry that he would dare ask me such a thing. “You have no right to ask or have the jealousy I clearly hear in your voice.” 

“Like hell I don’t.” He took a step forward and I nearly went for the small axe at my thigh. His eyes caught on the twitch of my wrist and he stopped, realizing exactly what I was capable of. 

“Like hell you do,” I snarled and then lowered my voice. “We laid together. So what? You made it very clear after that one mistake that it was nothing more than a one-time occurrence. You stated you

weren’t interested, so no, you have no  right to tell me a damn thing. And then you  betrayed my trust.” 

I moved to step around him, to climb into the steamcar, but he blocked the way, moving with me. I stared at him with hard eyes. 

“Tillie—” 

“Don’t call me that.” I dropped a knife into my hand from where it had been hidden up my sleeve. 

If he would not move, I would make him. “Only people I care for call me that.” 

“So, you don’t care for me?” 

“No.”  I  watched  his  face  crumble,  but  he  hid  it  just  as  he  had  been  trained  to  do  fast.  “I  might have, might have grown to care, before you used me for your own advancement.” That had been my shame,  and  the  true  extent  of  my  dislike  for  Calvin.  I  hadn’t  even  told  my  mother  what  he’d  used against me to make himself appear better suited to the position. The odds had already been stacked against me, but I was still the best, so much so, that they had to give me a chance. But then Calvin had uttered the words that made him the prime candidate, and me nothing more than a woman. 

 Women  are  only  good  for  seduction.  I  let  her  lure  me  into  a  coupling  to  see  what  she  was capable of, and I found out. Someone like that cannot be privy to sensitive information. Women are controlled by their emotions and nothing more. Just imagine. 

Calvin had thrown me to the wolves, had claimed I was no better than a harlot, and had received the position I would have received had he not spoken them in the first place. Which he had known. 

And because of his own selfish desires, he had resigned to speaking ill of me, when it had been he who showed me interest first. 

Not to mention inner Guild relations were against the rules, especially when it was seen as more than  a  random  encounter.  Calvin  had  been  offered  no  punishment,  whereas,  I  had  been  forced  into hours of cleaning duty. 

“You can take your promotion and your brown-nosing and shove it up your arse, Calvin Wench. I want nothing to do with you.” I shoved him out of the way, brandishing my knife for good measure, and turned once to look behind me. We hadn’t been quiet, not truly, and so I wasn’t surprised to see Thor’s face at the window. His gaze was hard when he stared at Calvin, but when his eyes met mine, they  softened.  Calvin  followed  my  stare,  but  upon  seeing  nothing  thanks  to  Loki’s  illusions,  he scowled. 

“If  you  continue  doing  things  you  aren’t  supposed  to,  they’ll  label  you  a  rogue,”  he  said,  and  I didn’t miss the slight excitement that statement elicited in him. 

“If  I  catch  you  following  me  again,”  I  said,  the  driver  opening  the  steam  car  door  for  me  and waiting for me to step inside, “I’ll gut you.” 

Then I threw a wink towards the house where I knew Thor was watching, where I knew Loki most likely was as well, and I climbed inside. 

Calvin  could  go  to  Hell  as  far  as  I  was  concerned.  But  then  again,  he  most  likely  already  was, being reserved as nothing more than the Director’s lackey. 

I would have to tell my mother everything, so that I could better protect her. We wouldn’t be on the good side of the Guild for much longer, not if I continued my attempts to figure out how to stop Ragnarök. 

I just hoped it didn’t turn into an all-out war in addition to the End of Days. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Ihad every intention of being off that day, of meeting with Thor and Loki and making plans to take on  Ragnarök,  but  that  all  came  to  a  screeching  halt  when  the  clockwork  beetle  came  crawling through  my  window.  Expecting  an  apology  or  a  mission,  I  nearly  threw  something  through  the glass panes when I decoded the message. 

 At this time, your status has been changed to currently on a leave of absence. Do not come into the office. 

“Bloody wankers,” I growled, burning the piece of paper. There was no reason to really. It held no important information, but old habits die hard. 

I  was  livid  and  prepared  to  rip  someone  to  shreds.  Who?  I  didn’t  know,  but  I  found  myself standing outside the Guild in the art district in the fancy dress I was to wear to Lady Smith’s newest ball, a party I was due to in an hour. I stepped inside the small gallery, my eyes going to man guarding the door and serving as curator. I meant to march past him, as I always did, but his hand shot out and stopped me. 

“Whoa. This is for employees only, miss.” 

“I  am an employee,” I growled. 

“Not right now you’re not,” he argued. “I cannot let you inside.” 

“I just need to speak to the Director.” I slammed my fist against the counter in frustration. 

“Now  is  not  the  time  to  get  hysterical,”  the  curator  murmured,  his  eyes  sparkling,  and  I  nearly throttled him then and there. 

“Hysterical?” I snarled and curled up my lips. “Give me a beetle.” 

“I don’t think—” 

“Give me a bloody beetle right this instant!” 

The  curator  hesitated  before  reaching  under  the  desk  and  setting  a  clockwork  beetle  on  the counter. I grabbed the sheet of paper he had been writing on and ripped his notes away. His protest fell on deaf ears. 

 At this time, it’s best you all go fuck yourselves! How dare you send me on a leave of absence? 

 You can all piss off as far as I’m concerned. 

I stared at the note and then thought better of it, scribbling more at the bottom. 

 p.s. Calvin is afraid of heights. 

I  tucked  the  note  into  the  beetle’s  cavity  and  watched  as  it  quickly  crawled  away  and  into  the Guild, disappearing to no doubt cause havoc. 

“Are you finished?” the curator asked in annoyance. 

I pulled out the dagger I kept between my breasts and slammed it down on the desk, right between his fingers. His eyes went wide at the near miss, at the gleaming metal that touched his skin. 

“You’ll know when I’m finished, Frank.” 

“My name is—” I jerked the knife from the wood and pointed it at him. “—whatever you want it to be.” 

I  nodded  and  turned  away,  quickly  tucking  the  knife  back  into  its  sheath  and  straightening  my skirts. I strutted from the gallery, knowing I probably would never return to work in the Raven Wild Guild, not only because of my letter, but because I would refuse to work under the current Director from  further  on.  Eventually,  he  would  get  a  promotion  or  get  assassinated,  and  I  could  be  called  in again. 

Realizing what I’d forgotten, I stormed back inside the gallery, Frank flinching at my entrance. “I need another beetle.” 

He practically threw the beetle at me, his fingers shaking. I took it, hastily scribbled on the paper, and sent it off. Then for good merit, I curtsied to Frank and left the gallery. 

If I never saw the Raven Wing Guild again, I wouldn’t be angry. There were plenty of things a spy could do in London, and the Raven Wing was not the only Guild under the Queen. 

I climbed into the carriage waiting for me, my mother inside, her brows raised. 

“How did it go?” 

“About as well as you’d expect. After this bloody party, we need to sit down and discuss some things, Mother.” 

“It’s  about  time.  You  should  have  told  me  right  away,”  she  chided.  She  was  dressed  in  a  dress similar  to  mine,  though  the  neck  was  higher.  Lady  Smith  preferred  formal  events,  loved  pretending that  she  was  a  queen  and  we  were  all  her  people.  None  of  us  ever  corrected  her  because  the  poor woman  deserved  some  sort  of  fun,  but  it  annoyed  me  that  we  always  had  to  dress  in  the  finest  we could find. My own dress bared the tops of my breasts, the corset pressing against my flesh in a way I knew would have men bothering me all night. It was in a dark purple color, jewels stitched into the edge  of  the  bust  and  the  hemline.  I  wore  my  boots  beneath  it  because  no  one  would  know  the difference. I could fight in heels if needed but I preferred not to. My weapons were strapped to my thighs, small knives hidden in various places along my body. There was even a small one hidden in my hair. 

A lady could never be too careful. 

We arrived at Lady Smith’s rather quickly, the house down the street from ours, even if we had been forced to take such a long detour to the Guild first. As was usual, Lady Smith had a man opening doors  for  guests,  and  another  announcing  those  who  arrived.  I  often  wondered  how  she  sustained enough money to host such affairs, but her husband was some sort of merchant who owned numerous ships. I was certain she spent most of his money the moment he procured it. 

“You’re going to behave tonight, aren’t you?” my mother murmured as we drew nearer the front of the line. 

“Do  I  not  always  behave?”  Our  eyes  met  and  held.  “Fine.  I  will  endeavor  to  be  on  my  best behavior.” 

“Good girl. Just remember it’s all a part of your cover.” 

I didn’t have the heart to tell her there was no need, not right now, not when I had been given a

leave  of  absence  and  then  sent  the  angry  letter,  but  I  only  smiled  and  nodded  once.  She  knew  that whatever had happened, it had to be bad for me to have gotten the letter. 

As  we  stepped  from  the  carriage  and  moved  along  the  stairs,  the  announcer  shouted,  “Lady Kingsford,  Duchess  of  Fife,  and  her  daughter,  Lady  Ottilie  Kingsford.”  We  both  curtsied  as  was expected and moved into the room. 

“Behave,” my mother urged once more before floating off to thank Lady Smith for inviting us. 

I  kept  my  mask  in  place  even  though  I  really  wanted  to  roll  my  eyes.  I  knew  the  serene  smile pulling  at  my  lips  made  me  appear  docile  and  gentle.  It  was  the  mask  that  was  expected  for  an unmarried woman, one I had made often enough that it was second nature. Carefully, I picked my way through the room, searching the table of hor d’oeuvres. Lady Smith always had the best crab cakes. 

“Lady Kingsford?” 

I sighed and turned, holding a crab cake in my palm. “Yes?” 

The  man  was  young,  handsome  even,  but  he  paled  in  comparison  to  the  two  men  I  had  been spending my time with. 

“I saw you from across the room and knew I had to ask you to dance. Your beauty is unrivaled.” 

 Aww, I thought. It had been so long since someone actually complimented me at these things rather than  wax  poetics  about  their  own  wealth,  that  I  found  myself  dumping  the  crab  cake  back  onto  the plate and wiping my hand off. 

“Is this you asking me to dance?” I teased, watching as a flush crawled up his neck. 

“It is.” He offered his hand and I took it, smiling softly at him. 

The  music  switched  to  something  slow  and  sensual,  but  instead  of  moving  closer,  the  man  kept proper distance, careful to not invade me space, careful to only touch where I offered. 

I stared into his soft grey eyes, like the color of a dove. He was easy enough on the eyes, that was for  certain,  a  familiarity  about  him  I  couldn’t  place.  Before  I  had  met  Thor  and  Loki,  I  might  have even liked him. “What’s your name?” 

“Thodeous.” 

I paused and nearly tripped when he continued dancing. 

“What in the bloody hell—” I hissed, falling back into step, staring at the man that looked no older than twenty-four. 

He grinned down at me, and I realized just why I liked his eyes. They were the same color as my master teacher, though I had never taken time to notice him in such ways before. 

“How are you doing this?” I asked in wonder, staring at him in wonder. “Stage props?” 

“Alchemy. You see what I wish you to see.” 

“That’s something my friend Loki would do.” 

This time, it was Thod who paused our dancing. “I received your letter and thought you—” 

“Insane?” I rolled my eyes and continued dancing. “Yes, the Guild has informed me.” 

“But I know you would never lie about such a thing, so I had to come in person, but I can’t be seen with you if you are being followed.” 

“I most certainly am.” I nodded my head to Calvin as he slunk along the wall, attempting to blend in but failing miserably. 

Thod  scowled  at  the  man,  shaking  his  head.  “How  he  got  the  promotion  over  you,  I’ll  never know.” 

I hadn’t ever told Thod the real reason, had been ashamed of myself for falling into the trap, but I didn’t care so much anymore. I realized how shit the position was, and how much of an arse Calvin was. “We laid together,” I murmured low so only Thod could hear. 

His eyes narrowed. “And he used it against you.” 

I  nodded  and  kept  my  posture  rigid  for  the  dance,  allowing  Thod  to  lead  me  around  the  floor wearing the face of a young man. I wondered, for a moment, if it was a similar illusion to what Loki enacted. 

“A lesson, nothing more,” Thod murmured. 

“A  lesson  and  a  blessing,”  I  corrected.  “I  could  never  have  worked  as  the  Director’s  personal guard.” 

“It would not have suited you.” The beat switched to something darker, something that bespoke of betrayal and heathens. We easily switched to the cadence of the new song, continuing our dance as if we were wholly engrossed in each other. “The End of Days?” 

Nodding,  I  let  Thod  twirl  me  and  then  bring  me  back  in,  taking  his  hand  again.  “Gods  and Monsters and Creatures from other realms. That sort of thing.” 

“And how did you find yourself in this situation?” 

“I was sent on a mission, witnessed the battle, captured by the Gods. I reported it to the Guild, only to have them tell me I was hallucinating.” 

“And you have proof?” 

I grinned. “I’ve become something akin to friends with the Gods.” 


Thod hummed and spun us around, keeping his hands tight. “Why should I believe you?” 

I scoffed. “Have you ever known me to lie?” 

“I  believe  your  story  of  what  happened,”  he  corrected.  “What  I  want  to  know  is  why  are  you teaming up with Gods? Are you certain they are here to help?” 

“I am.” I had watched their worry over the stages of Ragnarök, had witnessed them fight against the very end tide, attempting to find a way to stop Ragnarök or slow it. They had fought at my side, had never once attempted to hurt me or take advantage. “I trust them.” 

Thod  stared  into  my  eyes  even  as  we  continued  to  move.  He  seemed  to  think  over  my  words, considering  them,  before  he  came  to  his  own  decisions.  “I  will  warn  my  own  people.  The  Raven Wing may not want to act, but I can put in a few calls to people who will.” 

“Can you get me an audience with the Queen?” 

Thod grimaced. “I could try but I cannot make any promises. Your best bet would be to get to her yourself. My way may take time to circumvent all the red tape.” Thod’s eye flicked over my shoulder and  a  grin  pulled  at  his  lips.  “Now,  I  believe  someone  else  is  waiting  for  the  opportunity  to  dance with you.” 

“What?” I asked, but Thod was already spinning me, his hand releasing my own, quickly replaced by another cool hand. I looked up and smiled. 

“How did you get in here? You have to be invited to make it into Lady Smith’s parties.” It was one of the details she used to make it feel like a royal ball. You didn’t get in if your name was not on the list. 

“I’m the God of Mischief, remember?” Loki murmured, coaxing me into the dance. 

He was dressed in a suit fit for a king, the outfit mostly black, but the edges were trimmed with thread the same color as his eyes. He looked far more regal than I ever could, his tall frame easily attracting attention in the room. And his face, the flaming red hair hanging loose around his shoulders that hid pointed ears, the vibrant eyes, he easily called every female in the vicinity. 

“You’re going to start a riot with the way you look,” I murmured as he spun me out and back in, my  back  hitting  his  chest.  He  should  have  spun  me  again  to  return  to  the  previous  position,  but  he instead held me there, his lips leaning down to whisper in my ear. 

“As long as you’re the one that catches me, little spy.” 

“Didn’t I warn you about those words?” 

“Ah, which knife will you stab me with?” He finally spun me into the starting position again and we began to step to the beat. “With the one between your breasts?” His eyes dipped to the place in question and I felt myself flush. “Perhaps, the one up your sleeve.” His fingers trailed up my forearm and felt the edge of the knife, a smug smile on his face. 

“Keep  it  up  and  it’ll  be  with  the  short  sword  strapped  to  my  thigh,”  I  teased,  and  then  realized where we were, what mask I should have been wearing, and slammed it down again, the soft, docile smile taking hold. 

Loki paused, his eyes twinkling, and he instead offered his arm. “Perhaps, a walk in Lady Smith’s famous garden?” 

“That would be lovely.” 

He leaned down, enough to whisper, “I don’t like this mask.” 

“Me, neither,” I said from the corner of my mouth. 

Lady Smith’s garden was indeed famous. She had wasted thousands on making it a maze of sorts, the hedges high and lit with lanterns. It was often where people came to get away from the prying eyes inside, to have intimacies away from the party. I had never strolled through the garden with anyone at my  side.  It  had  always  been  alone  when  I  had  ventured  through  the  maze.  This  evening,  it  was abandoned, the weather too unfavorable to enjoy it. 

Loki led me inside the maze, our pace unhurried, as if the world was not ending around us. It was cold,  so  terribly  cold,  but  Loki  twirled  his  fingers  and  it  was  suddenly  as  if  I  stood  in  front  of  a fireplace, the heat warming me up. 

“Handy trick,” I murmured, smiling up at him. 

“There are other ways I can warm you.” 

I raised my brow as we moved deeper into the maze. “Oh?” 

He hummed in response, his gaze flicking to mine, before we rounded a corner and came out into a  small  nook  with  an  archway  crawling  with  frozen  vines,  and  a  stone  bench  beneath  it.  It  was  not something that could be immediately seen without going around the vines, perfectly hidden from view. 

Loki tugged me towards the bench and we both sat on the stone, Loki’s heat making it feel as if it wasn’t an everlasting winter at all. 

“So why did you come again?” I asked, folding my hands in my lap. 

“Don’t do that,” he chided, reaching out to uncurl my fingers and threaded them between his own. 

I frowned. “Do what?” 

“Your  masks.”  Loki  pressed  his  lips  to  the  back  of  my  hand  before  dropping  them,  causing  my breath to stutter. “Don’t put them on when we’re alone.” 

“I don’t mean to.” I looked away, down at the frost covered ground. “It’s been so drilled into me, it’s second nature.” 

Loki’s fingers touched beneath my chin and brought me gently to look at his eyes. His gaze was serious,  far  more  series  than  I  had  seen  him.  “Trust  me,”  he  murmured.  “I  know  the  struggle  of wearing a mask and forgetting who you are underneath.” His thumb touched my bottom lip gently. 

“How do you do it?” I murmured, moving a little closer to soak in his warmth. “How do you live with so many illusions?” 

He  smiled,  and  it  was  such  a  soft,  lazy  smile,  I  found  myself  taking  his  hand  from  my  chin  and threading our fingers together again. “It’s as easy as finding someone to be yourself with, so when the illusions fall, there’s someone there who still sees you for who you are.” 

Loki reached down and lifted my legs, pulling me close so he could drape them across his lap. 

Even with my large dress, he managed to do so. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  I  gasped  as  his  fingers  started  to  trail  up  my  boots,  slowly  pressing  the hem of my dress up. 

“You know,” he murmured, tracing the flesh just above my boot and below my knee. “I’m not only the God of Mischief. I’m also the God of Magic and Fire.” 

“I knew that,” I breathed as his fingers traced my skin. 

“Do you know what sorts of powers I have?” he hummed, “Do you know why so many fear me?” 

“Is  it  the  horns?”  I  stared  at  him  with  hooded  eyes  as  he  found  the  handle  of  the  battle  axe  and began to trace the edge up my thigh. 

“It’s because I can shapeshift,” he murmured, “and because of my illusions.” 

“What  does  that  mean?”  Suddenly,  there  were  hands  on  my  shoulders,  and  I  jerked  in  surprise, glancing behind me. Standing there with a smug smile was Loki but I was also still draped across his lap.  My  mouth  dropped  open  in  surprise  as  I  looked  between  them  before  the  second  Loki  faded away. A fast illusion, I assumed, but one that had felt solid. 

“I can take the forms of animals, if I wanted to.” He frowned. “I haven’t done that in a long time however.” 

“And people fear you because of that?” 

“They fear what they don’t understand.” 

I smiled. “I’m not afraid of you,” I reminded him as his hand resumed tracing my skin along the small axe. 

“You mentioned once that Midgardian men are spineless.” His fingers paused. “Do you think the same of me?” 

I covered his hand with my own, the one on my thigh. Loki never let an ounce of cold touch me, his  magic  and  fire  keeping  me  warm.  “I’ve  seen  you  fight,”  I  murmured.  “You’re  beautiful,  not spineless.” 

A grin pulled at his lips. “I’ve never been called beautiful before.” 

He pulled me closer on the bench before his strong hands lifted me and moved so I straddled his waist. There was no back and forth like there was with ordinary men, and I appreciated it. I detested when they danced around what they wanted rather than just saying it. And Loki, he let me know what he wanted, his hands there on my thighs, my dress bunched up between us. His hands slid along the straps there, uncaring that a short sword and a small axe were in his way. 

“Someone should tell you how pretty you are every day,” I murmured, wrapping my arms around his shoulders to tangle my hands in his hair, to stroke his scalp. He purred low in his throat, his eyes hooded. I could feel his length between us, pressing against his trousers, begging to be touched, but that wasn’t what this was about, not yet. 

“You are temptation and magic.” 

We  locked  eyes  and  even  though  I  was  lost  in  the  emeralds  there,  I  traced  my  fingers  along  his pointed ear. 

“You’re  a  God,”  I  whispered.  “And  I’m  just  a  human.  There  are  at  least  a  thousand  cautionary tales against this sort of thing, and I remember none of them.” 

“Ah, but those are not Norse Gods.” His eyes twinkled as he pressed harder against me. I nearly moaned. 

“And you think that’s any different?” I trailed a finger along the Viking braid in his hair, then along his sharp jaw. 

His grin was full of the mischief he resided over. “Why don’t you find out?” 

His  eyes  met  mine,  the  color  something  far  more  vibrant  than  I  ever  truly  had  a  name  for.  They were  like  jewels,  precious  jewels  crushed  into  dust  and  scattered  like  stars.  Fire  danced  in  those eyes, no doubt danced in his veins, too, but I didn’t flinch away from the God who held my thighs, who I happily straddled against all that was proper. 

I  decided  then  that  I  would  throw  all  caution  to  the  wind  when  it  came  to  Loki  and  Thor,  that  I would not waste time attempting to follow etiquette. It was the End of Days. Perhaps it was time to drop my masks completely. 

I  took  Loki’s  face  in  my  hands,  my  thumbs  caressing  his  cheekbones,  before  I  leaned  down  and pressed  my  lips  to  his.  His  arms  wrapped  around  my  waist,  pulling  me  closer  as  he  took  control, setting fire to my insides. It was an all-consuming kiss, one that I could barely keep my senses about, and I suddenly understood how women could fall for Gods. He lifted and started to lay me down on the bench, his body coming over me, his hand slipping up my thigh to stroke higher than the top of the axe, dangerously close to—

A howl rent the air. 

Loki broke the kiss and turned his head, listening. 

The howl echoed again, louder, longer, so filled with sadness, it made my chest tighten. 

Moving  suddenly,  Loki  pulled  me  up  with  him,  quickly  adjusting  my  skirts  to  cover  me  once again. We both stood and looked up at the night sky, where for once, clouds were not obscuring the moon. 

“What’s happening?” I asked, staring up at the shadow that began to form. 

It shifted until it became a wolf, until the shadow howled again and began to chase the glowing rock. It danced, such a beautiful dance, and as it neared the moon, it snapped its large jaws open. 

“Hoti,” Loki whispered, pulling me close as we both stared up. “It’s Hoti.” 

I  shivered,  but  not  from  the  cold.  I  stared  in  horror  as  the  giant  wolf  snapped  its  jaws  over  the moon and swallowed it whole, taking away the brightest spot in the sky. 

“The second stage,” Loki mourned, “and the third.” 

“The third?” 

We stood there, together, and watched. 

Every  star  in  the  night  sky  began  to  fall,  one  after  the  other,  until  it  was  a  beautiful  display  of dying stars, until the sky was nothing but inky blackness. 

I tried to wish on a few of them, but I didn’t think dying stars granted wishes. . . 

. . .not when the world was coming to an end. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

My mother! I realized the true extent of the stars falling from the sky and the moon swallowed  by  a  wolf  seconds  after  watching  the  blank  canvas  above  us.  I  turned  and started to run, Loki following without question. I growled at the hedges, annoyed that we were in a maze and I had to think back to remember exactly what turns we had taken. 

“To the left,” Loki urged when I hesitated on one turn and he began leading us through the maze instead. We burst from the garden, the dress heavy on my shoulders, to see the party still going in full swing. 

“They haven’t even noticed,” I murmured, shaking my head. 

“The rich usually only see what’s right in front of them. They don’t look at the sky if there’s no money  in  it.”  He  looked  over  at  me,  his  hair  pristine  as  usual,  always  beautiful.  His  lips  were swollen from our kiss and I had no doubt mine were the same. “What now?” 

“First, I have to warn my mother and then I have to go to the Guild and warn them.” 

Loki  paused  with  his  hand  outstretched  for  the  door  that  led  back  inside.  “You  really  think  they will believe you this time?” 

I didn’t know, but I should at least try, right? Even if I knew I would never work for the Raven Wing again, I had a duty to my Queen to at least warn them. “No,” I admitted, “but I should try, so my conscience is clear.” 

He nodded and opened the door for me, offering his hand so I didn’t slip on the ice caked on the steps.  It  seemed,  in  the  time  we  had  been  outside,  the  temperature  had  dropped  further.  Even  with Loki warming me with his magic, my breath came out in icy puffs in front of me. 

The ballroom was still just as lively as when we left, everyone enjoying the ball even after what happened. I stood on my tiptoes to see over heads, searching for the purple feather I knew my mother had worn in her hair. Loki pointed a few seconds later, his height giving him an advantage, and we began splitting the crowd. 

I slipped my mask back on when the lords and ladies began turning to look at me, hoping I didn’t look like I had just been kissing the handsome man with me out in the gardens . And nearly more than that, I  thought,  glancing over  my  shoulder at  where  Loki  followed. Had  the  stars not  fallen,  I  don’t know if I would have stopped Loki. 

 You wouldn’t have, my traitorous mind whispered, and I sighed as I broke through the crowd to

see my mother speaking to Lady Smith. 

“I was thinking of the next party being themed, perhaps, a masquerade—” 

“Mother,”  I  said,  interrupting  Lady  Smith’s  senseless  mumblings.  She  turned  towards  me  and glared but I ignored her. I had bigger problems than an angry pretend Queen. 

“What  is  it,  Tillie?”  My  mother  knew  right  away  that  something  was  wrong.  She  always  saw through my masks, always knew when I was anxious. I had asked her once how she knew, because I wanted to know what my tell was, but she had said it wasn’t anything she could see. It was a feeling, a side effect of raising me. 

I offered my hand and she took it, allowing me to pull her from the ball. Out of the corner of my eyes, I searched for Calvin, where he had been earlier, but he was nowhere I could see. I hoped he had tried to follow us outside and froze. 

My mother glanced behind us at the red-haired God trailing along, and grinned at him. “You must be Loki,” she murmured. 

Loki grinned but I shook my head. “Not now, Mother. We must get out of here.” 

“Why?”  Her  sharp  eyes  noticed  right  away  when  we  stepped  from  Lady  Smith’s  house  that something was wrong. “Why is it so dark?” 

“That’s why you have to leave. I need you to go back to the house. It’s protected.” 

“And where are you going? And you didn’t answer my question about the sky!” 

“I have to go to the Guild and see if they’ll listen to my warning. As for the sky, remember that very bad thing I found myself in?” She nodded her head as I ushered her towards our carriage. She shivered at the cold as I pushed her inside and held her hand. “It’s the end of the world.” 

My mother’s eyes widened, as if whatever she had expected me to say, that hadn’t been it. “Tillie

—” 

“I can explain everything once I’m finished, but they’re going to have people watching the house. 

I’ll  have  to  be  cautious  of  how  I  get  back  in.  But  Loki  made  sure  the  house  was  protected  against threats. Don’t let anyone inside.” 

“How is it protected?” 

“Alchemy,” Loki supplied helpfully just before I closed the door in her face and called up to the driver to take her home quickly. 

I  whirled  on  Loki,  looking  up  into  his  eyes.  “They  can’t  see  you  when  we  go,  or  else  they’ll attack.” 

“Are you certain you will be safe?” 

Shrugging, I thanked whoever was listening that I had chosen to wear my boots. 

“I heard that,” Loki murmured. He pulled a bottle from his hip, a small one, and took a sip from it. 

I watched in fascination as he disappeared before my eyes. 

“Loki?” I whispered, reaching out a hand to where he had stood. I felt his warmth immediately, as if he was there but invisible. I felt his lips on the back of my hand and I flushed at the contact. “Now isn’t the time.” 

He hummed against my hand. “No, it’s not.” The heat as he drew closer warmed me in more ways than  one,  and  I  absorbed  it  as  best  as  I  could.  “Next  time  you  pray,  feel  free  to  say  my  name,”  he murmured. 

I  laughed  at  his  words,  patting  his  invisible  chest,  before  I  turned  and  searched  for  the  nearest steam  car.  It  just  so  happened  to  be  Lady  Smith’s,  the  one  she  used  when  she  wanted  to  feel  like royalty. It was a long, white atrocity, one that she always left the keys in, begging to be borrowed. 

“You ready to go for a ride?” I asked, grinning. 

“Absolutely.” 

I opened the unlocked door and climbed inside, smiling at the keys hanging in the ignition.  What a mistake that was Lady Smith,  I thought as I stroked the engine. 

“Wait,” Loki mumbled. “This will be more fun if I drive.” 

THE  RAVEN  WING  GUILD  WAS  ONLY  A  TEN  MINUTE,  EXTREMELY  WILD  DRIVE  FROM  LADY  SMITH’S

home. I had never seen so many shocked faces as we sped passed with seemingly no one driving at all. I waved to a few to really drive the panic home. There would no doubt be a story in the news tomorrow of a runaway steam car driven by a phantom. 

Loki parked the steam car partly on the curb and we both climbed from the vehicle. It unnerved me that I couldn’t see him, but his heat continued to warm me even if the world was starting to turn into a blizzard from hell. The snow was coming down in torrents now, the ground freezing enough that it had been a hazard to drive the steamcar at all. Luckily, Loki seemed perfectly capable of handling it; after all, we made it in record time. 

I strode up to the entrance of the gallery, planning on marching inside and demanded to speak to the Director, but I never got the chance. 

Calvin  stepped  from  the  doorway,  his  expression  grim.  He  still  wore  the  suit  he  had  been attempting to blend in with at Lady Smith’s party, and no coat. Idiotic considering the cold. My eyes flicked  to  the  knife  in  his  hand,  the  one  I  could  easily  knock  from  his  loose  grasp  if  I  wanted.  His fingers shook, whether from cold or fear, I wasn’t sure. 

“Go home, Tillie,” he said, his voice strained as if it pained him to say that. I knew better though. 

The thing about spies was, you could never trust them, and Calvin was the biggest manipulator of all, even  if  he  wasn’t  always  great  at  it.  His  subpar  skills  were  what  made  people  underestimate  him. 

After all, you didn’t need to be great to attack someone who wasn’t paying attention. 

“Haven’t you noticed the sky, idiot? I’m here to tell the Director, to let the Guild know that I was right.” 

“Everything is fine,” Calvin cooed. “So it’s an unnaturally dark night? Who cares?” 

“Did you not notice the full moon only an hour ago?” I put my hands on my hips. I felt Loki press closer to my back, watching carefully. “The moon was swallowed, and the stars fell from the sky.” 

“Do you hear yourself?” he laughed, shaking his head, before he started flicking the knife slowly through his fingers. I rolled my eyes, but it only drew his attention to my face. “Your lips look puffy.” 

I froze, angry at the direction of his thoughts. “Who have you been kissing, Ottilie Kingsford?” 

“None of what I do is your concern, including who I choose to kiss.” 

“It’s my concern if it was one of those men that captured you, or the one I saw you dancing with at the  party.”  He  tsked  and  shook  his  head.  “Stockholm  Syndrome  is  a  real  phenomenon,  Tillie.  You should know that.” 

“Piss off, Calvin! Just because we fucked once doesn’t give you a right to question me.” 

He flinched at the course word coming from my mouth, a word a lady most certainly should not say.  I  was  tired  of  pretending  to  be  the  docile  woman,  was  tired  of  the  men  around  me  thinking  it made me weak to be a woman. I could curse as much as I wanted and kiss whoever I wanted, and I answered to no one but who I chose to. 

“They’ll label you a rogue,” he growled, flicking the knife faster, clumsily. If he tried to do it any

faster, the fool would drop it. 

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” I replied, dropping my own knife into my hand. I was tempted to go for my short sword, the urge to brandish a bigger blade than the idiot in front of me strong, but I didn’t need the weapon to best Calvin. I didn’t truly need a knife at all. 

Calvin  took  two  steps  forward  and  I  braced  myself,  realizing  it  would  turn  into  a  fight  I  never thought Calvin brave enough to start. I knew I could kick his arse, knew that I could have him on the ground in half a second with my knife at his throat without so much as breaking a sweat. Calvin and I had sparred together, and he knew he couldn’t take me in a fight, but he seemed determined to try. 

The God at my back, however, either didn’t know Calvin’s weakness or preferred to threaten the weasel himself. With a soft pop, the illusion around Loki fell and he stood beside me, his teeth bared. 

There  was  fury  on  his  face,  and  I  watched  in  amazement  as  flames  danced  along  his  shoulders  and along the ground, melting the ice they touched. 

“Touch her,” he snarled, “And you’ll wish for the pits of Helheim when I’m done with you.” 

I  crossed  my  arms,  raising  my  brow  at  the  angry  God  that  had  Calvin  scrambling  backwards  in surprise and fear. There was a certain sort of satisfaction I felt when he slipped on the ice and landed on his tailbone hard enough to bruise. 

“I had it under control.” 

“I never questioned if you did,” Loki mused, glancing towards me. “Can I dispose of him?” 

Calvin’s  face  morphed  into  true  fear  as  he  scuttled  backwards,  just  before  an  alarm  went  off behind him. It wasn’t like that of a bomb warning, not a long wail. Instead, it was a high-pitched whir, a sound meant for those trained to hear it. 

It was the alarm for a rogue spy. 

My eyes dropped to Calvin as he pulled himself to his feet by the door. Suddenly, it made so much sense why he was willing to attack. 

He had backup coming. 

“You  didn’t,”  I  murmured,  shaking  my  head.  The  fall  had  soaked  his  clothing,  the  wet  cloth already freezing from the frigid air. 

His eyes glanced between us but lingered on my face. “I have to protect my country.” 

“And  you’re  ruining  the  one  chance  we  have  to  do  that!”  I  didn’t  hesitate  to  reach  for  my  short sword. I lifted my skirt and pulled it free, taking a step towards the coward ducking back inside the doorway. 

Loki’s arms wrapped around my waist. “Not now, Tillie.” 

“I’m not going to kill him,” I growled. “I’m just going to hurt him very badly.” 

“And I support your desire to do so, but there are more of your people coming. We have to go.” 

The  door  burst  open  and  my  comrades,  people  I  was  supposed  to  trust,  came  flooding  from  the building, their weapons drawn. I watched as the Director lifted a crossbow in our direction and fired it just as a screen of green smoke burst around us and I became weightless. 

The only thing I was certain of was the feel of Loki’s arms locked around me. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY

SKADI

Iglanced up at the ravens sitting in the library with me, their feet clasped around branches set up just for them. Odin’s spies cawed every so often, reminding me they were there, and I hated the little beasts. 

“Go away, Hugin and Munin,” I growled, but the overgrown birds just shuffled their wings and stayed on their perch. Damned birds. 

I had found the book Thor remembered, the single line he mentioned burned in my memory. 

 A cup running over will spill mead, but a cup half full will slow the wheels of Ragnarök. 

A cup? What kind of cup? Was it a specific cup? And if so, where was it? Was it literal or was it figurative? The line gave nothing truly away and it infuriated me that such a line could exist in a book with no explanation at all. 

I groaned, closing the heavy tomb in front of me, the one that supposedly spoke of Ragnarök, but instead it was simply a recording of history. It was as if the library books were mislabeled, and I was starting to think that was on purpose. 

I felt the shadows kiss the back of my neck before he appeared. Hodor had left to fetch something to eat. He had showed up and realized quickly it had been at least a day since I had eaten anything, so lost in my search, I didn’t even realize I hungered until my stomach grumbled at his mention of food. 

“Any luck?” he murmured, setting a plate of fruit on the table in front of me. 

My eyes went to the plate as the smell assaulted my senses. It must have done the same to Ulf and Tove. Their whines beneath the table let me know something was wrong, that something was off. Not that I needed their warnings to realize exactly what was going on. 

My  eyes  flicked  to  the  ravens  again,  but  they  just  watched  with  their  beady  intelligent  eyes.  I really, really hated those birds. 

“Hod,” I murmured, pushing the book aside. “Are you feeling okay?” 

“Of course, lover,” he murmured, leaning forward to press a kiss against the side of my neck. 

“The fruit has turned.” I shrugged away from his kisses, staring at him in confusion. “Can’t you smell it?” 

Though Hod was blind, his other senses were so strong, there was no way he could have missed

the  rotting  fruit  he  had  placed  on  the  plate.  In  the  mix  of  strange  fruits,  sat  a  golden  apple,  the  fruit shriveled  and  misshapen,  black  creeping  along  its  skin.  It  was  as  if  the  rot  of  the  single  fruit  had spread to the others, poisoning them with decay. 

Not  answering  my  question,  Hod  continued  to  press  kisses  against  my  skin,  his  hands  roaming along my waist. 

“Stop!” I growled, pushing him away again. “Now is not the time.” 

“Didn’t you miss me?” His strong hands grabbed a hold of mine, and his true strength came out, his shadows swirling around me, growing physical. 

“Hodor!” I growled, using my own ice to push back. Ulf and Tove came from beneath the table, their growls echoing in the empty library. The ravens cawed but did not offer their help. They were nothing  more  than  watchers,  meant  as  spies,  not  fighters.  They  would  likely  never  warn  anyone  if something happened to me, if somehow, I needed help. 

“What has gotten into you?” I snarled, freezing the air with my powers, keeping his shadows at bay, spreading blue up from where his hands held me. He seemed unconcerned with the frostbite, and he would heal from it anyways, but I stared at my lover closely. 

Tove whined at my side, sneezing. I looked closer, saw the shimmer that suddenly danced along Hod’s skin and disappeared. 

“Good job, Tove,” I praised. 

Someone had enchanted Hodor, had done something to him to make him act so. I thought back to my readings, searching for a cure to such an enchantment in my memories. 

“I thought you hated Loki,” Hod snarled, his face changing from the sweet, good-natured man to something other. 

“I do,” I growled back. “I did. But now is no time for grudges. The world is ending, and you must break this enchantment!” 

I  leaned  forward  and  did  the  only  thing  I  could  think  of.  A  hair  breath  away  from  his  snarling mouth, I blew ice into his throat, coating his face, freezing him over for a split second before his body warmed back up naturally, chasing away whatever enchantment was there. I wasn’t sure if it would work, my ice powers not exactly the opposite of shadows, but still, I was relieved to see the shimmer disappear. 

“Hod?” I murmured, cupping his face between my hands. 

“Skadi.”  He  blinked  cloudy  eyes  at  me,  and  then  his  face  scrunched  up,  the  smell  in  the  room assaulting him all at once. “What is that aroma?” 

“You brought me a plate of rotten fruit.” 

“I. . .what?” 

I took his hands in my own, holding them, and asked him the question I hoped he had an answer to. 

“Hodor,” I whispered, flicking my eyes towards Hugin and Munin. Both leaned in but I knew they couldn’t  hear,  knew  I  spoke  as  softly  as  a  falling  snowflake  and  knew  that  Hodor  would  hear  me. 

“Who do you remember meeting when you left the library last?” 

He blinked, clearly searching his memory. “I—” 

“Think, Hod.” 

“I  don’t  remember,”  he  whispered.  He  touched  his  hand  to  his  forehead.  “Skadi,  I  don’t remember.” 

And  that  was  dangerous.  Somewhere  in  Asgard,  we  had  an  enemy,  and  I  hoped  it  was  a  lesser God and not the Golden man I had once thought I loved. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The smoke cleared just enough to see members of the Guild watching the home Loki and Thor had called theirs. They stood on rooftops, hid in the shadows, and the moment we appeared on  the  sidewalk—a  side  effect  of  a  protection  ring  not  allowing  magic  through—they  all turned and started for us. 

“Hel,” Loki growled, and his smoke engulfed us again before I could say a word. 

I held my tongue until the smoke spit us out in another part of the city, in the warehouse district. It was  late,  the  factories  all  shut  down  for  the  evening.  Not  even  one  had  smoke  billowing  from  its stack, the workers all sent home for the night. 

“Why are we here?” I searched the street for a sign of familiarity but found nothing but shut down steel buildings and silence. 

“We have more than one home for instances like this.” 

I raised my brow before he started to pull me across the street. “Does this happen often?” 

“Do we get chased by spies often?” He glanced back at me. “Yes, but ours usually come in bird form.” 

 Okay, I thought,  that was new information. 

The moment we stepped across a shimmering yellow line, the house came into view, a cozy house roughly the same size as my own house. The paint was slightly chipped in places, revealing the wood beneath, but it was far tidier looking than the other house. 

“It’s  about  time,”  Thor  boomed  as  we  stepped  inside.  “Do  you  know  how  long  those  bastards were surrounding the house before I managed to slip out?” 

“Did  you  leave  undetected?”  I  tilted  my  head  at  him.  If  Thor  had  gotten  past  them  as  big  as  he was, then he was far stealthier than I gave him credit for. 

“I  took  out  two  or  three  with  my  hammer  as  I  left.  Gone  before  they  knew  what  happened.”  He grinned and I shook my head in amusement. 

“I am officially a rogue spy. Getting close to the Queen will be near impossible now,” I grumbled, taking a seat on a pink settee, and plucking at my dress. “And I need clothing.” 

“I  thought  ahead  this  time,”  Loki  reassured  me,  pointing  towards  a  parcel  sitting  on  the  couch  I had barely noticed. 

“You had clothing made for me?” 

I was just smiling wide at Loki when Thor plopped down on the small couch in front of me. The wood  groaned  under  his  weight,  but  it  held.  However,  my  focus  was  less  on  the  sturdiness  of  the furniture and more on the way that Thor suddenly narrowed his eyes. 

“Your lips. . .” 

I nearly swore. Was it that obvious I had been kissing someone? Could everyone tell? 

“It’s fine,” I started to say, but Loki’s voice rang out before I could do so. 

“What’s the matter, God of Thunder? Are you jealous?” 

I tensed at the same time as Thor did, a crash accompanying his hammer flying into his hand. It had broken something in the house, flying from another area, but neither seemed concerned with what. 

“Don’t speak of her as if she isn’t here, you snake!” 

Something on Loki’s face shifted, something more akin to the serpent Thor accused him of, a mask I had yet to see. 

“Just because I make her scream out my name—” 

“Stop!” I growled, standing from my seat. Both of their eyes snapped to me even though they were in each other’s faces. “Are you fighting over me while I’m right here?” 

“He spoke of you as if—” 

“He always belittles—” 

I held up my hand in annoyance and they both trailed off. 

“First,” I said, “I’m not an object to be fought over. I will kick both of your arses for thinking that way,  so  help  me  whomever.  I  am  a  strong  woman,  and  I  will  make  my  own  choices.”  They straightened, staring at me expectantly. “Which brings me to my second point.” I braced my hands on my hips. “I have not chosen anyone, so why are you fighting over it?” 

“We  kissed,”  Loki  pointed  out,  making  sure  to  add  enough  of  a  purr  into  his  tone  to  make  Thor tense. 

I shrugged. “A kiss is not a proposal. I would think a God knew that.” 

Loki  clenched  his  jaw  and  flicked  angry  eyes  to  Thor.  “You  couldn’t  even  let  me  have  one chance,” he snarled at Thor before he disappeared in his smoke, the green haze clearing quickly as if he had never been there. 

I blinked at the spot where he disappeared, confused at the outburst. Since I’d known Loki, he had been level-headed, calm even, but it seemed, even the God had his limits. And I was not sure exactly which limit had been reached. 

Thor sighed and dropped his hammer to the floor with a thunk, the metal putting a small dent in the wood that Thor didn’t seem to notice. “He’s right,” he murmured. “I should step back.” 

“But I like both of you,” I pointed out. 

Thor shook his head. “You like the way I look, Tillie. Even I know that Loki is the more intriguing between us for someone like you.” 

“Like me?” 

Thor  glanced  up  when  he  took  a  seat  on  the  couch  again,  his  clear  blue  eyes  reflecting  all  the conflict he felt. “Clever,” he murmured. “Beautiful. Skilled.” 

“Are you insinuating that you’re stupid?” 

“I’ve been called many things over my long life.” He closed his eyes and ran a hand through his long hair, the locks shining in the light. “Dense is a word often associated with me.” 

“You’re the God of War,” I pointed out, moving closer to him. “You calculate battle strategies in your head. I watched you fight off elves without breaking a sweat. How could you be stupid?” 

“I’m  built  for  battle  and  nothing  else,”  he  murmured.  “And  I’ve  always  been  favored  anyway. 

Loki deserves to be happy, to have a chance.” 

I had never expected insecurity to be a trait in a God but here this one was, thinking himself not a worthy opponent when it came to cleverness. He was smart, smarter than people must have given him credit for, but just because he was not an alchemist like Loki, that did not make him a fool. 

“Why do you not deserve the same chance?” I asked quietly, taking another step closer. 

“Loki has been treated unfairly his entire life, as if he had a choice of who he was born to be, as if he  could  stop  the  manipulation  into  what  he  became.”  He  shook  his  head  and  looked  down  at  his hands. “He’s suffered horrors at the hands of my family, at the hands of those I call my brethren.” 

I reached out and cupped his bearded chin, tilting his head up to meet my eyes. Even sitting, he was still tall, and his crystal blue pupils looked deeply into my own. I smiled, relished the thought of someone  as  intimidating  as  him  not  caring  about  my  dominance,  allowing  me  to  control  his movements, if even just a small gesture. 

“I would have thought Gods were less likely to stick to Midgardian customs of monogamy, and I certainly  would  not  have  thought  the  mighty  Thor  so  thoughtful  about  his  friend  that  he  would  step backwards to make him happy.” 

“Those  are  your  customs,”  he  pointed  out,  reaching  up  a  hand  to  circle  my  wrist  and  stroke  a brand of lightning there. 

I shrugged. “I would have thought you realized I don’t truly fit in a box, not in my world.” I leaned down and pressed a chaste kiss to his lips, soft, gentle, and I pulled back to peer into his eyes. 

For a moment, he stared at me in surprise, as if he never expected the action, but then his large arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me close, his lips claiming mine in a gentle, thorough kiss. 

I could taste the lightning on his lips, the electricity buzzing beneath his skin, as if I could reach out and stroke it. 

All  too  soon,  I  broke  it,  panting  softly,  before  tilting  my  forehead  against  his.  “Don’t  worry  so much, Thor,” I murmured. “I don’t just like you for your muscles.” 

“You don’t?” The corner of his lips curled. “Let me guess; you also like me for my hammer.” 

I chuckled, before straightening and looking over my shoulder. “You know me so well.” I met his eyes  one  last  time.  “But  I  also  like  you  for  your  kindness,  your  penchant  for  putting  up  with  my teasing, and your willingness to take care of Loki when it’s clear others did not.” 

Clenching his jaw, he captured my hand in his. “Be gentle with him,” he murmured before I could pull away. “He’s going to make mistakes, and I don’t want you to get hurt in the process.” 

“Should I be just as gentle with you?” I mused, picking up the package Loki had left for me. I was tired of being in the large dress. 

He shot me a crooked smile. “My body isn’t fragile, if that’s what you’re asking.” But I heard the words  he  didn’t  say,  that  there  were  parts  of  him  that  were,  and  I  hadn’t  realized  I  held  such  sway over  the  two  Gods  I  had  barely  met  and  already  bonded  with  so  thoroughly.  I  couldn’t  imagine  not teasing them, even at the end of the world. They had become such a staple of my life so quickly. 

“I should go find Loki,” I murmured, stroking a hand down Thor’s face. 

“Up the stairs, second door to the right.” 

I nodded and went off in search of the God of Mischief. 

I found him exactly where Thor told me I would, in a room that felt precisely like the Trickster God. I opened the door without knocking, knowing he might tell me to go away or disappear before allowing  me  inside.  The  walls  were  painted  a  green  close  to  Loki’s  eyes,  but  nothing  could  mimic that color, the magic that swirled there. Most of the accents in the room were black; black sheets on an iron bed, black floor, black furniture. My poor mother would have a faint with how dark it was, 

but I liked it. On one side, a giant table was covered in glass vials and bottles, each full of liquid of some sort. Some bubbled and hissed, including the one currently sitting over a low flame. 

The God I searched for sat in a velvet chair in the shadows, a book open in his hands as if he had tried to distract himself. I met his eyes when he looked up at me, and then his gaze trailed over my face and my body, a sigh slipping from him. The book closed and he tossed it on a nearby table. 

“So,” he murmured, staring at me, “you chose Thor.” 

The  words  were  so  sad,  so  forlorn,  that  I  found  myself  striding  across  the  room.  His  eyes followed me as I stopped just in front of him, but he didn’t move, didn’t reach for me, so I fixed the problem. 

I straddled the God of Mischief’s waist and braced myself on his shoulders. 

Loki  stared  up  at  me  in  surprise  but  even  though  he  had  not  reached  for  me  before,  his  hands settled at my waist to brace me there, his large fingers splayed. I still had not changed into the new clothing, but then again, I would need help with my laces. 

I looked deeply into Loki’s eyes, making sure he was paying attention. 

“Why do I have to choose?” I whispered, tilting my head. “If the world ends, why should any of us be worried about such things?” 

Loki tilted his head back, leaning it against the back of the chair. “Thor is the better choice,” he admitted,  even  after  his  outburst  earlier.  “He’s  wholesome,  good,  strong,  a  gentleman.  I’m  just  the God no one wanted around.” 

I reached up and traced around his mouth, where in the right lighting, I could see the ghost of scars if  I  squinted.  His  hand  snapped  around  my  wrist,  holding  me  still,  keeping  me  from  touching  them. 

“Don’t,” he choked. 

For  a  moment,  neither  of  us  moved,  held  in  limbo  by  the  strain  on  his  face  and  the  agony  of whatever memories had caused his scars. I shuffled off his lap and turned with my back to him. 

“I need help with the laces,” I murmured. 

He didn’t move, not right away. I could feel his confusion at the change in subject but eventually, he  stood  and  began  to  pluck  at  the  laces  of  the  corset,  loosening  it  one  by  one.  The  moment  he loosened  it  enough,  I  shoved  it  down  and  off,  leaving  me  in  nothing  but  my  near  transparent  shift.  I turned in the center of the puddle of material and looked up into Loki’s eyes, all while lifting the hem of the shift to reveal a long scar on my thigh. 

“This one,” I said, making sure he was paying attention. “I got it because a mark moved faster than I  expected.  I  misjudged  him  because  he  was  older.  Turned  out,  he  was  once  trained  for  fighting.”  I turned and pointed to the thin scar near the top of my spine, too close. “This one, I learned my lesson about  checking  a  hiding  place  twice.  A  woman  who  thought  me  a  robber  hid  in  a  cupboard  and stabbed  me  with  a  letter  opener.”  I  turned  again,  and  lifted  the  hem,  revealing  the  slope  of  my  hip, keeping  myself  as  covered  as  I  could,  and  pointed  to  the  vicious  scar  on  my  lower  stomach.  “This one,” I met his eyes, “means it’s likely I will have trouble bearing children one day.” I sighed. “I got knocked  out  by  the  mark  and  found  myself  chained  to  pipes  when  I  came  to.  He  was  a  scientist  of some  sort,  one  we  were  already  watching  because  of  his  experiments,  but  he  had  realized  I  was trailing him and caught me by surprise.” I grimaced at the memory. “The iron poker he used to make this wound was so hot, it glowed red.” 

Loki’s breath stuttered, and his hand gently reached out to touch the puckered scar. “I would kill them all for you.” 

I shook my head. “That isn’t my point. Besides, I already took care of the ones who needed it.” 

“Of course you did,” he murmured, looking up at me. “But—” 

“Do these scars make me unattractive to you?” I asked suddenly. 

He flinched. “What?” 

“Do  these  scars  I  showed  you  make  me  unattractive?  Does  it  alter  your  perceptions  of  my beauty?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Do they change my character? Do they make me evil?” 

“No. Why would they?” 

I dropped the hem and pushed him back, straddling his waist again. This time, the feeling of his hands on my waist nearly did me in, the thin barrier of the slip nothing at all. 

Cupping  his  face  with  my  hands,  I  leaned  forward.  “Then  why,  in  any  realm,  would  your  scars change anything for me?” 

Loki  grimaced,  so  many  emotions  sparkling  in  his  eyes,  they  were  hard  to  follow  or  read.  “My scars are different.” 

“Only because they were crueler. I haven’t been told much but I know that you’re not treated well, even with your powers.” I stroked his smooth skin, up to his pointed ears, brushing my thumb across his  high  cheekbones.  “Your  scars  don’t  scare  me.  They  don’t  change  any  perception  I  have  of  you. 

They  don’t  make  you  evil,  or  undeserving,  or  less  than  another  person.  They  don’t  do  anything  but serve as memories, reminders that people will see what they want to see.” 

“And what do you see then?” he asked. “When you look at me?” 

Almost as if he demanded it, his horns flickered into view and I reached out, touching the ghost, meeting solid metal horn before they came into view fully. They weren’t just horns at all, but metal-like, golden in color. 

“I  see  the  God  of  Fire,  the  God  of  Magic.  I  see  more  than  a  trickster,  I  see  a  man  completely capable  of  love,  but  shamed  for  that  love  because  a  trickster  can’t  tell  the  truth,  not  to  those  who believe  that.  I  see  you,”  I  murmured,  trailing  my  fingers  over  his  face,  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  the phantom scars at his lips. “I see you, Loki.” 

The horns vanished the moment I removed my hand, as if only my touch had kept them corporal for  a  moment.  I  waited  for  his  answer,  waited  for  his  words  to  break  the  silence.  For  me,  I  knew, more  than  anything,  I  wanted  to  be  seen  without  my  mask,  and  celebrated  for  it.  For  people  that thrived  on  illusions,  it  was  a  fairytale  to  think  someone  could  love  who  we  were  when  we  had  to pretend to be someone else all the time, but Loki and I had long since dropped our illusions around each other. And that was the true test. 

“How  are  you  simply  a  Midgardian?”  he  whispered,  reaching  up  to  thread  his  fingers  into  my hair, pulling the pins loose that held it up. The length tumbled down my back, making it easier for him to thread his fingers along my skull. Dangerous, the position was dangerous, but I trusted Loki, even if no one had trusted him before. 

“Maybe I’m from a different realm,” I joked, shrugging my shoulders. 

Loki  didn’t  speak  for  a  moment,  and  so  we  sat  there,  our  fingers  touching  each  other,  with  me barely wearing much at all as I straddled his waist. As the silence grew heavier, I leaned forward. I knew he thought I would kiss him, knew that’s what he expected, but instead, I kissed the scars around his  lips,  starting  on  one  side  and  moving  to  the  other.  His  fingers  tightened  in  my  hair  as  I  moved down and kissed his neck, the hint of the snake I could see peeking above his attire. 

“I like both of you,” I admitted against his skin. “I can’t seem to help myself, and though it goes against  my  world’s  rules,  I  can’t  help  but  like  you  both.”  I  pulled  back  enough  to  meet  his  blazing eyes. “Is that such a crime?” 

He leaned forward and pressed his lips against the column on my throat, his tongue snaking out to trail fire along my skin. My breath stuttered, my fingers clenching in the material at his shoulders. 

“Multiple partners are not uncommon in Asgard,” he admitted. “But I have never entered such a relationship with other Gods, and especially not Thor.” He leaned back and I moaned at the loss of his mouth. “Is there not anyone else you’d like to have a ménage a trois with?” he bemoaned but his eyes crinkled, telling me he was teasing. “Odin’s children might as well all be golden. We can find a nice human or—” 

“Loki,” I grinned. “I’m not necessarily asking for one thing or the other. All I ask is that we don’t label  it  or  worry  about  reputations  or  semantics.”  If  having  no  label  would  stop  the  turbulent emotions,  then  I’d  fight  for  that.  “If  the  world  is  ending,  when  the  world  ends,  I  don’t  want  to  be standing on the edge of the earth as it burns, wishing I had made my emotions clear to you two.” 

Loki leaned forward again, tracing his lips along the edge of my shift, pressing against the tops of my breasts. “We could both court you.” 

“What?” The word came out on a breathy moan as his fingers against my scalp held me hostage and his hand at my waist slipped down over the swell of my backside. 

“Isn’t that how your world does it?” he chuckled. “A gentleman calling on you to get to know each other.” 

Groaning, I threaded my hand into his hair, clenching there, attempting to direct him how I wanted him, but, of course, he didn’t let me. “If I have to listen to you talk about mundane things over tea, I’ll murder you in your sleep.” 

He leaned back and grinned with that crooked smile, the most charming one. I couldn’t understand how anyone could look at Loki and not see beauty. There was beauty in mischief, in magic, in the way he  still  stood  tall  after  all  the  injustices  he  had  suffered.  I  knew  what  the  scars  around  his  lips appeared like, as if at one point, someone had sewn his lips shut. It made me unbearably sad to think that someone had feared his silver-tongue so much, he had suffered their atrocities. 

“If  you’re  murdering  me  in  my  sleep,  that  would  imply  you’d  be  in  my  bed,”  he  teased,  not realizing the direction of my thoughts. But then his smile softened. “I don’t mind sharing, little spy, but for once, I wanted something that Thor did not have.” 

I  flicked  the  knife  he  had  sheathed  at  his  hip  free  and  traced  it  along  the  Adam’s  apple  at  his throat,  not  piercing  skin,  not  pricking  him,  but  warning  him.  When  the  fire  brightened  in  his  eyes,  I realized  that  Loki  liked  playing  with  knives  in  other  ways,  and  that  I  wouldn’t  be  opposed  to  such play. I had never considered knives a source of pleasure before. 

“I am not an object, Loki,” I reminded him, “no matter what my world would have you believe. 

But you have something Thor doesn’t.” 

“And what is that?” he murmured, pulling me closer, unconcerned with the knife I still had at his throat. 

“Magic,” I whispered, closing the distance until we were millimeters apart. “You’re pure magic, Loki.” 

And then our lips crashed together in a blazing inferno. 

Neither one of us flinched away from the flames. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

My home was surrounded by members of the Raven Wing Guild, but I didn’t truly expect anything different. They knew my weakness, and I could see her pacing inside the home through the windows. She was purposely keeping the curtains open, knowing they were looking in, simply so I could see in, too. My mother was many times the spy the Raven Wings thought they were. 

“I can take us past them and hide us from their view so they will never see that we’re here,” Loki murmured. 

Thor and Loki crouched on either side of me, both in black clothing. It looked odd on Thor, the darker color, but I supposed it was necessary to wear it. He was already large, more difficult to blend in.  At least he was stealthy enough, I thought. The God of Thunder had light feet when he needed to, reminding me again that he was a master at strategy. 

“Do you have enough potion to do so?” I asked, glancing at Loki. 

“It will be fine.” 

“Tell me the truth.” I waited for him to meet my eyes and his face softened. 

“I have enough for this and possibly one more large illusion, but I will have to replenish soon and that takes time.” 

I nodded and looked towards the house I had spent my life in. I still remembered the orphanage, remembered exactly what it was like to not have a home, and so it meant that much more to me now. 

The fact that the Raven Wing dared threaten that home, and the woman I called Mother, made me itch to take them out. I had already picked every single spy out from the others. It would be so easy. 

But we didn’t have that kind of time. 

We had to get inside, warn my mother, enlist her help, and somehow get close enough to the Queen for her to listen to us. She was in Buckingham Palace, was always there in the spring. All it would take is to get close enough to her for her to listen, to hear what we had to say. There would be no soft words  or  secret  codes.  Nothing  got  close  to  her  without  her  permission  or  that  of  the  Beast  Guard. 

Her soldiers were representations of her coat of arms, the unicorn and lion that graced it. It had once been my dream to be one of them, though, I wasn’t sure if that would be possible now. I supposed, my only hope was that we could save the world and anything else that came after that would simply be a bonus. 

I  glanced  down  at  the  outfit  Loki  had  gifted  me.  The  clothing  had  fit  perfectly,  as  if  it  had  been tailored for my frame, and knowing Loki, it had been. It was a deep purple, the color rich against my skin  tone.  The  skirt  was  shorter  than  was  proper,  the  back  touching  the  backs  of  my  calves,  but  the front  ended  just  slightly  around  my  knee,  revealing  my  boots,  and  making  it  easy  to  move  in.  The corset was an underbust one, the brocade on it beautifully stitched, and similar to the one I had lost. It didn’t pinch when I moved, never hurt. I had been both thankful and annoyed that the God had figured me  out  so  thoroughly.  Though  it  was  not  a  color  I  would  have  picked  for  a  cover,  it  was  a  color  I liked personally. 

The God of Mischief had been correct, after all. 

“We’ll have to hold hands,” Loki advised. “If the connection is lost, if we break apart, whoever isn’t touching me will appear wherever he stands.” Thor and I both nodded in understanding. “Once I cast  the  illusion,  don’t  touch  any  person.  We  may  be  invisible  to  their  eyes,  but  we  will  not  be phantoms.  You  will  not  pass  through  them.  They  will  meet  a  solid  person  and  our  cover  will  be blown, especially if they start firing at us.” 

“Once we get inside, the small steam car we keep is in a sheltered stable connected to the house. 

They won’t be able to see us before we get inside,” I murmured, and that was the entire reason we had built it. A family of spies thought ahead. 

“How do we get inside without them noticing the door opening?” 

I grinned. “In exactly two minutes, the man from the butcher will deliver the week’s meat.” 

“So late?” 

“We  don’t  trust  anyone  really,”  I  shrugged.  “This  time,  we  knew  we  would  be  awake,  and  the butcher has finished all his other deliveries. He also wraps it in a way that we would know if it had been tampered with. We tip him heavily each time for the extra work.” 

“Then let us get to work. He should be here quickly.” Loki took out a bottle and swirled it, the orange liquid inside shimmering in the low light. He uncorked it and blew inside, a tiny flame curling above the mixture before being absorbed. Then he tipped the smallest amount out into his hand and touched small wet dots to his forehead in three different places, then in a line down his nose and chin. 

I watched, fascinated as he did the same to first my face, his fingers almost hot against my skin, before he did the same to Thor. He tucked the bottle away and held out his hand. I happily took it and the hand Thor offered, serving as the connection between them. 

As we linked hands, I watched as Loki faded before my eyes, the power slow as it engulfed him, then crawled up my arm to do the same, and then to Thor, until we were all invisible to human eyes. It would have been unnerving if I couldn’t feel their warm hands in my own, if I couldn’t hear their soft breathing. It was a handy trick to have, especially for a spy. How many times had I wished I’d been invisible on a mission? 

We stepped from our hiding place and paused, waiting to see if anyone noticed us, but when they didn’t and I saw the butcher coming up the road, I urged us to move. We would miss our chance if we didn’t circumvent the spies casually standing on the sidewalk in the freezing cold blizzard and get to the door. 

It  turned  out  to  be  slightly  difficult  to  run  without  making  noise,  without  accidentally  kicking  a pebble  on  the  ground,  while  also  linked  to  Thor  and  Loki,  but  it  was  not  impossible.  We  made  it across the street in record time, just in time to see that the man pretending to read a newspaper on a bench outside the home was none other than Calvin. I tensed, tempted to reach for my knife, but Loki’s fingers  squeezed  in  mine,  warning  me  not  to  let  go.  I  scrunched  up  my  face  and  we  moved  up  the stairs just as the butcher stepped up behind us. Holding my breath as we shoved ourselves against the

stone railing, we tried our best to not touch the butcher as he pressed the doorbell, keeping ourselves pressed tightly. I hardly breathed for fear that he would hear or feel it, and we didn’t need the butcher screaming about phantoms or oddities. 

When  my  mother  opened  the  door,  her  eyes  took  in  every  person  who  stood  around  her  house, cataloguing each spy, making her own notes on the matter, before she met the kind eyes of the butcher. 

“I have your order, madam,” he answered with a happy smile and a tip of his hat. 

“Of  course,  Ernest.  As  always,  I  appreciate  the  extra  precautions.”  She  took  the  sack  from  him and  handed  him  a  bill,  rather  than  the  coin  that  was  customary.  Earnest  beamed  at  her  and  turned away. 

“Mother,” I whispered, and she froze at the door. 

“What?” Ernest said, turning back toward my mother in confusion. 

“Open the door wider,” I whispered so softly that there was no way anyone but her could hear it, but Earnest was still close. 

“You want extra boar?” Ernest wrinkled his brow. “I cannot quite hear you, Lady Kingsford.” 

“My  apologies,”  my  mother  said,  a  smile  on  her  face  as  she  opened  the  door  wide.  “Yes,  next week, I would like an extra pound of boar. Might as well add a duck in there, as well. I find myself with the urge to prepare a feast.” 

“Of course, madam. I’ll take care of it.” He tipped his hat and continued down the steps and away from the house while we slipped past my mother into the home. She waited two beats, long enough for someone to step inside, before she closed it and turned in the direction of our breaths. 

“What sorcery is this?” she hissed. “Tillie?” 

“Is  it  safe?”  I  asked  Loki  and  when  he  said,  “Yes”,  I  released  his  hand  and  snapped  into appearance. My mother stumbled back as both Thor and I appeared, the connection broken. Shortly after, Loki did the same, wiping the marks from his face. 

“The windows,” my mother whispered. 

“They’ll  only  see  you  move  through  the  house  before  settling  in  a  chair  in  the  tearoom,”  Loki reassured her with a smile. 

Her eyes glanced over him, over the man she had already seen, before they trailed over to Thor and took in his muscles. “And you are?” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Kingsford. My name is Thor.” He bowed his head, tendrils of his  hair  falling  down  with  the  movement,  and  I  smiled  at  the  eyebrow  my  mother  raised  in appreciation. The burly God would easily win her over. 

“He’s the God of Thunder,” I added helpfully, and her eyes jerked to me. I pointed to Loki. “He’s the God of Magic.” 

Mother glanced between me and the two men at my sides, seeing the seriousness on our faces, and of course, the easy smile on Loki’s lips didn’t help matters much. “Are you,” she began, taking a step closer to me. “Have you been drugged, Tillie?” 

I  snorted  and  shook  my  head.  “It’s  a  long  story,  Mother.  I  mentioned  that  the  world  could  end before, but I didn’t tell you why or how.” I grimaced. “You might want to sit down for this one.” 

AN HOUR LATER AND WE ALL SAT AROUND THE VARIOUS SEATS IN THE SITTING ROOM, A CUP OF TEA FOR

each of us. I had barely started when my mother had insisted on making the chamomile, saying if there

was something this big going on, she was going to take every opportunity to drink tea that she could. I didn’t blame her. Wolves swallowing moons, dark elves, Ragnarök, it was a wonder she believed us at all, but she knew I wouldn’t lie, knew there was a reason why the Guild had treated me the way they had. My mother knew I would never be standing with Thor and Loki if I didn’t believe it. 

“And the Raven Wing Guild?” 

“Have labeled me rogue because I continued to warn them and because they think Loki and Thor are the threat rather than the elves.” 

Mother let out a deep breath of air and shook her head. “You’d think a Guild of spies would at least entertain the thought that there were things not of this world, considering the things we see.” 

I frowned. “I think much of the reason they didn’t was because the Director didn’t, and Calvin has no doubt been spinning lies.” 

“I  never  liked  that  boy,”  my  mother  murmured,  shaking  her  head.  “He’s  the  one  out  front,  isn’t he?” 

“He  is.”  Crossing  my  arms,  I  glanced  sideways  at  Loki.  “I  would  have  gutted  him  if  someone hadn’t stopped me.” 

“Entirely the wrong time.” Loki grinned. “But I still support it.” 

Mother  took  a  sip  of  her  tea  and  I  did  the  same,  letting  the  hot  liquid  warm  me  further.  Even though Loki’s heat was a staple in warming me, nothing ever hit quite the way that a hot cuppa did. 

“That  answers  the  most  important  questions,  but  I  have  another  one.”  When  I  raised  my  brow expectantly,  she  continued.  “Why  are  the  two  of  you,”  she  pointed  to  Thor  and  Loki,  “constantly touching my daughter?” 

Thor tensed and slowly slid his hand off my knee, but Loki only smiled. “We’re courting her,” he supplied helpfully. 

“Both of you?” 

I  grimaced,  waiting  for  her  to  chide  me  for  entertaining  the  thought  of  entering  a  courtship  with two men, but she surprised me again. 

“Finally,” she murmured and took another sip of tea. 

My mouth fell open. “You’re not going to admonish me?” 

“It has taken you twenty-five years to find a man who held your attention. It’s just like you to pick two Gods.” She shook her head. “Besides, I can’t really blame you.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me,  and  I  laughed.  “But  in  all  seriousness,”  she  said,  looking  at  Loki,  “just  because  you  are  Gods doesn’t mean I won’t rip your spleen out with my bare hands if you get my daughter killed.” 

Grinning, Loki glanced at me. “I see where you get it from.” He placed his hand over his heart and leaned forward towards my mother. “I swear on Asgard, I will protect Tillie with my life.” 

“She doesn’t need protecting.” Mother raised her brow. “She needs someone to watch her back.” 

“Of course, and that’s if she even allows me to.” 

I rolled my eyes at his words but couldn’t help the smile that curled my lips. 

“We have a problem,” I murmured, bringing the conversation back to more serious matters. “Thod can’t circumvent his connections fast enough to meet the Queen that way. And the Raven Wing Guild is no help—” 

“So you have to sneak in and tell her yourself.” Mother nodded in understanding. 

“Raven  Wing  thinks  it’s  all  fake,  but  the  stars  falling,  and  this  bloody  winter  are  only  the beginning.” 

“Is there any relationship to Big Ben?” she asked. 

“It stopped ticking at the exact time that Ragnarök began,” Thor answered. “We were in the square

at the time.” 

For a moment, Mother said nothing, studying us, taking in all the information. It was a lot, I knew, but if anyone would believe us, it would be the woman who raised me to be a tsunami, a tidal wave that gathered all its energy and then demolished all that stood in its path. 

“I  can  help,”  she  murmured.  “Get  you  close  to  the  palace  with  the  steam  car,  but  after  that,  I’m afraid I’m not as stealthy as I once was. I will be no help otherwise.” 

I stood and wrapped her in a hug, thankful that even with all the far-fetched details we had told her, she believed me, believed  in me. 

“We’re going to do our best to stop it,” I reassured her. 

“I know you will, dear. I have full faith in you.” 

She pressed her lips to my forehead and then stepped back, her eyes growing calculated. “Now, let’s devise a plan to get past the arseholes outside.” 

And just like that, we were planning to kidnap the Queen of England. 

SKADI

I TRIED MY  HARDEST  NOT  TO  REACT  AS  I  READ  THE  WORDS  ON  THE  PAGE,  FOR  FEAR  THAT  HUGIN  AND

Munin  would  notice  and  take  off  to  alert  their  master.  I  was  not  sure  if  Odin  would  order  me  to dismiss the nonsense I searched for, since Midgard was inconsequential to him, but I didn’t want to take the chance of having to disobey an order. Odin’s orders came with weight, and when disobeyed, they were so painful, they could kill. 

I read the sentence again, burning it into my memory, making sure I remembered it exact as it was written. 

 Poetry  and  power  pours  from  Odrorir,  the  depths  of  its  reach  unknown,  and  when  it  tips,  all time will stop, all the world will settle, and poetry will heal the land. 

 Odrorir, I repeated to myself. I knew it for one of the cauldrons the dwarves made, but past that, I knew nothing else. I repeated the lines in my head, seeing the similarities to the single line that spoke of something to stop Ragnarök. Could it be this cauldron? 

I closed the book with a thump and stood, stretching my arms as if I was simply tired and planned to retire, a gesture for the sake of the ravens roosting behind me. 

. . .  when it tips, all time will stop, all the world will settl e. . . 

A cauldron could be a cup, I surmised, and it was the only information I had found with promise. I had to tell Thor and Loki, and we would need to make a trip to Svartálfheim. 

I turned and froze, Ulf and Tove growling low in their throats at the God that stood behind me, the God that was supposed to be wary of his surroundings. He was a clever man, could hardly ever be tricked, but  somehow,  he was  being  taken for  a  fool,  and whoever  was  playing games,  took  me  for one, too. 

“Hodor,”  I  sighed,  recognizing  the  sheen  on  his  skin  yet  again.  Whatever  was  causing  the enchantment,  whomever  it  was,  was  targeting  me  specifically  with  the  one  God  I  would  hesitate  to harm. There were plenty of options of Gods that could enchant Hod but only a handful that could get close enough for him to drop his guard around. 

“I cannot let you leave, Skadi.” 

“What are you talking about, Hod?” I placed my hands on the tops of my wolves, keeping them beside  me.  I  wouldn’t  order  them  to  attack,  not  this  God.  We  would  have  to  escape  without  such tactics. “This can save the nine realms.” 

“Nothing can save Midgard from their fate.” 

He lunged so suddenly, I had little time to do little more than brace myself. He slammed into my middle, throwing me backwards, but I used his momentum to roll and throw him backwards over my head, before springing to my feet again. He was already running for me, prepared to fight. 

For a blind God, he still moved incredibly fast. 

I jerked to the side and pulled my dagger. I didn’t want to hurt him, not the one God I cared for, but with him attacking, there was no way I could attempt to breath my ice into his face again. “Hodor, stop!” He ran harder and I narrowly avoided his hands. “Stop! Please stop!” 

His  muscles  twitched,  as  if  he  fought  the  enchantment,  but  it  was  too  strong.  He  flicked  a  knife into his hand, and I could tell that he planned to use it, could tell that the enchantment was too strong for him. 

“I’m sorry,” I cried, just as he charged me again, his blade prepared to slice into my stomach, but I slid mine into his instead. He stumbled one step, two, and looked down at where his blood welled, where my knife stuck him. The sheen shimmered and disappeared, and Hodor’s eyes met mine. Even though he couldn’t see, not truly, it felt as if he looked into my soul. Guilt clawed at my throat. 

“Skadi?” he croaked, and then his knife clattered to the ground when he realized he was pointing it at me. 

“I’m  sorry,”  I  whispered,  kissing  his  forehead.  He  would  heal  within  a  day’s  time,  but  the  pain was still there. “I have to go.” 

“You found it,” he sighed, slumping to the ground. I blinked at tears in my eyes while I made sure he didn’t hit his head on the wooden floor. “Was I attacking you?” 

“You weren’t in control of yourself.” 

“I attacked you.” His face twisted with shame. 

I took his hand. “Grind your teeth,” I said as a warning before I jerked the knife from his stomach. 

He grunted in pain, but I clamped my hand over the wound, for no other reason than habit. I was not always from Asgard. I did not always have the power to heal. 

“Go!” He grunted. “Before you’re stopped. Go warn the others!” 

“I can’t,” I shook my head. “I don’t think I can leave you like this.” 

“I’ll be able to stand in an hour, and I’ll hide myself away in my hut as soon as I’m able.” His eyes flicked towards the ravens. “Go, now, Skadi. The nine realms are depending on you.” 

A  tear  rolled  down  my  cheek  at  the  thought  of  leaving  him  defenseless.  I  thought  of  offering  to leave Ulf but Hod would refuse. I knew he would. My lover reached up and wiped the tear away. 

“Don’t cry for me, Winter Goddess. I’ll be fine.” 

I  leaned  down  and  pressed  a  kiss  to  his  lips,  one  that  lingered,  and  he  kissed  me  back,  even through his pain, we seared ourselves into memory, just in case something else happened, just in case the world ended before we next saw each other. 

“I love you,” I whispered, the words one I had been afraid to speak before. It was not because I feared loss; it was because I feared the emotion altogether. Love was dangerous, but I loved this God, loved him for his shadows and darkness and kindness. 

“And you have always held my heart,” he replied. “Now go!” 

I kissed his forehead once more and stood, forcing myself to turn away from the man I had finally found, the one who finally loved me even with the ice in my veins, and began to run. In the back of the

library, there was a door, and I headed for it. My wolves ran beside me, their white fur like beacons in the darkness. 

When I threw open the door and began to climb the branches of Yggdrasil, I felt the certainty that laid heavily in my veins. 

The nine realms would never be the same, even if we slowed Ragnarök, even if we stopped it. 

The  gears  had  already  been  turning  and  it  was  long-passed  time  for  the  thrones  of  Gods  to crumble. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THOR

L ady Kingsford was a force to be reckoned with, even with her age, I thought as she gunned the  steamcar  and  rammed  through  the  wooden  gates  that  had  protected  it  from  outside  eyes and the weather, sending the spies who had been standing in the freezing snow scattering. I didn’t think they were very great spies. It was so cold, no one was braving the ice and the weather, and yet here were these random men standing outside after midnight, reading the newspaper. 

“Do they not teach your comrades to fit in?” I asked Tillie, frowning at the man with an umbrella. 

I supposed it would come in handy for the snow, but it was so cold that ice hung from the edges of it. I caught  just  a  glimpse  of  his  red  face  before  Lady  Kingsford  threw  ice  on  him  as  she  cranked  the wheel to the left and sped away. 

“They do,” Tillie grimaced. “But not all of those watching the house are meant to be in the field yet.  I  recognize  a  few  from  different  departments  who  have  not  once  worked  outside  of  an  office. 

There  are  even  a  few  uncleared  recruits.  I’m  not  sure  what  is  happening  with  the  Guild  if  I  were being honest.” 

It  smelled  like  control  from  someone  who  did  not  have  the  slightest  idea  what  to  do  in  this situation, I mused. From a strategic standpoint, it was a bad choice. We picked out each of the spies beforehand, even the ones on roofs, and the cold was making them sloppy. Lucky for us, we had the God of Fire. 

“Are you certain the Queen will be in Buckingham Palace?” Loki asked, leaning down to peer out the windshield. Lady Kingsford handled the steam car with expertise, and even though the tires spun every so often, she never once lost control. The back of the car was completely concealed from eyes, the windows near black so they could not see inside. Tillie had claimed a bullet couldn’t pass through the windows and it thrilled me that she thought of such things. 

Our own clever spy with the heart of a Valkyrie. 

“The  Queen  typically  spends  her  spring  and  summer  in  the  Palace,  but  with  everything  that’s happening,  there’s  a  chance  they’ve  moved  her,”  Lady  Kingsford  answered,  taking  a  corner  hard enough  that  it  threw  Tillie  against  me.  I  braced  her  with  my  arm,  keeping  Loki  from  crushing  her, before we settled again. 

“So there’s a chance we are risking our lives for nothing,” I surmised. 

Tillie  glanced  up  at  me.  “Not  for  nothing.  And  she  will  be  there.  I  believe  that.”  She  frowned. 

“The problem will be getting close to her. She’s protected at all times by the Beast Guild.” 

“That sounds lovely,” Loki murmured, his jaw clenching. 

“I used to want to be one,” Tillie admitted, her cheeks flushing. “Now, it seems so insignificant in the grand scheme of things.” 

“Quit speaking as if you’ve already lost,” her mother chided her, looking away from the road for a split second. I nearly shouted at her when a T in the road quickly approached before she returned her face  forward  and  swerved  around  the  turn  as  easily  as  if  we  were  simply  taking  a  leisurely  stroll through the park. 

“Thor,” Lady Kingsford said, drawing my attention to her, “what did you say you were the God of?” 

“Thunder, Lady Kingsford.” 

She nodded her head. “Lightning, fire and espionage.” She turned in her seat again and I tensed. 

“If anyone can do it, it would be you three.” 

“You won’t be able to stop without drawing their eyes,” Tillie advised her mother. “We will need to  jump  out  while  the  car  is  moving  and  be  over  the  wrought  iron  fence  before  the  outside  guards notice.” 

“What happens once we’re inside?” I asked, watching Tillie closely. Her hair was pulled back in a  braid  her  mother  had  done  with  expert  fingers.  She  was  wearing  the  outfit  Loki  gifted  her  with, though she had covered it with a black cloak that belted at the waist for this part. I knew Loki was keeping her warm, making sure she was never cold, so I hadn’t asked for her to protect herself further, but I knew the winter outside would soon rival Niflheim, and we would all be at risk then. 

“Once we’re inside, it’ll get worse,” Tillie admitted. 

“How much worse?” 

She flicked her eyes towards me and away.  Ah, I thought,  that much worse. 

“There’s the normal Queen’s guard to worry about, the Beast Guild, and the dogs that guard the compound. Both types of guards are armed to the teeth, and the dogs, well, they just have teeth that will rip you apart.” 

I glanced over Tillie to Loki, his eyes meeting mine, an agreement passing between us. Tillie was human, even if she was an extraordinary one. She could still die, and we could not, not without the power of a God to rip us apart. Both Loki and I were part of Odin, and as such, never had to eat the apples  of  Idunn  to  live.  We  would  survive  whatever  happened  inside  the  walls  of  Buckingham Palace. 

“We’re getting close,” Lady Kingsford advised, and I looked out the windshield. This part of the city was well-lit, lamp posts spaced evenly enough that there were not many shadows at all around the  fencing.  As  we  drew  closer,  I  saw  the  stone  wall  turn  into  heavy  iron,  tall  enough  and  sharp enough to keep most people out. 

“Five  seconds.”  Lady  Kingsford  turned  in  her  seat  as  she  slowed  the  car  to  a  moderate  crawl, nothing more than someone admiring the view. “Be as swift as a river, Tillie.” 

“And as quiet as a mouse,” she answered, leaning forward to kiss her mother on the cheek. “I’ll come back.” 

“You better,” her mother growled. “Or I will come after you myself, young lady.” 

Tillie grinned. “I don’t doubt that.” She sat back in the seat and patted her coat, making sure her weapons were in place. My hammer was hooked to my side so we could move faster, and I could use

both of my hands. “Ready?” Tillie asked, glancing at us. “We have to move quickly.” 

We nodded once and Loki opened the door, pulling Tillie out with him into the cold. They rolled just as I followed, kicking the door shut on my way out. I tucked and rolled, coming up in a crouch and  moving  to  the  shadows  quickly.  I  clicked  my  teeth  and  Loki  repeated  the  noise,  our  method  of communication whilst we could not speak. We watched as the steam car continued slowly down the road  before  turning  off,  nothing  more  than  someone  out  for  a  late-night  drive  who  grew  tired  of studying a quiet palace. 

We pressed against the wrought iron where there was hardly enough shadow for us all to stand. 

Tillie  pressed  up  against  me,  and  in  a  different  time,  I  would  have  been  pleased  with  that  fact.  I forced myself to focus on the iron we were to scale and our mission. 

Loki glanced to the other side of the fence, searching for a guard, making sure the rotation was in a  different  section  than  where  we  were.  Seeing  the  coast  was  clear,  he  scaled  the  wrought  iron quickly, his body fluid, no noise at all as he went up and over, touching down on the other side and crouching low. 

Tillie next. 

I bent my hands to give her a boost and she raised her brows at me, a small smile on her lips, as she scaled the fence without any help, almost as fluidly as Loki had. I watched her crest the top before sliding down into Loki’s arms. Then she turned, winked, and put her hands through the fence as if she was going to give me a boost in return. I snorted and shook my head, but I couldn’t stop the grin that pulled  at  my  lips  while  I  scaled  the  fence  far  less  gracefully  than  the  two  of  them  had.  I  made  no noise, but I certainly was not so elegant in my movements, no doubt jerky and slow compared to Loki and Tillie. 

I dropped to my feet on the other side and crouched, waiting to see if an alarm sounded. When no noise came, we sprinted to the next shadows cast by a tree. 

Tillie glanced out from the shadows, pointing out a few guards on the roof where we could make their positions. They were not the ones we had to worry about, however. The worst guards, the Beast Guild, were not seen until they attacked, and that posed a danger. We still had far too long to go to reach the palace. 

I glanced over at Loki, raising my brows, and clicked my teeth. He nodded once, pulling the bottle of orange liquid from his belt again. There was not much left in it, the concoction taking too long to have made more. It took seven days to brew, Loki had said, and his latest batch still had three days to go. It was a weakness, one we couldn’t afford, but we had no choice. Tillie insisted the Queen would hear  us,  and  if  we  could  get  someone  of  her  position  on  our  side,  we  could  save  lives,  even  if  we could  not  stop  Ragnarök  completely.  It  was  the  best  we  could  do  while  we  waited  for  news  from Skadi. 

Loki dabbed the last of the liquid on his forehead and down his nose first before doing the same for us, hooking the now empty bottle back to his belt. We linked hands and vanished, Loki’s illusions dancing along our skin. 

We stepped into the light and waited for a moment to see if we would be noticed. We shouldn’t have been, not with Loki’s magic working for us, but there hadn’t been enough magic in the potion to last long. I could feel it. We wouldn’t have much time to race across the yard and get inside before we were spotted. 

I clicked my tongue and we darted across the long stretch of grass, running as fast as we could, our  hands  linked  together  to  keep  the  illusion.  None  of  the  guards  looked  our  way,  no  dogs  came running, not yet. I heard some of the guards call to each other, checking the status, but no one sounding

an alarm. 

We made it to the outside of the palace and circled, searching for a small door, something used by staff  and  not  focused  on  as  much  as  a  main  entry.  Tillie  pointed  out  a  small  entrance  in  a  hidden alcove seconds later. It was almost too small for my shoulders to fit in, but it would have to work. 

 I can pick the lock, Tillie mouthed, but I shook my head, crouching down to put the keyhole at eye level.  I  lifted  a  finger,  focused,  and  sent  the  smallest  trace  of  lightning  out,  turning  the  tumblers, unlocking it. A handy trick that Tillie praised with her smile. I’d pick as many locks as I could if she kept smiling at me like that. 

Our luck ended when we opened the door. 

A shrill alarm sounded in the palace that was then echoed by shouts and louder alarms. It echoed around  us,  piercing  my  ear  drums  in  its  warning  and  I  scowled  at  the  thoroughness  of  the Midgardians. 

“Bloody hell,” Tillie whispered, jerking us inside. 

 At least we were still unseen, I thought, until I turned to Loki and saw the ghost of his form. 

“Loki,”  I  hissed  softly,  and  he  looked  down  at  himself,  swearing  in  the  old  language  before dropping Tillie’s hand. We all snapped back to normal, turning to find somewhere to hide, just as the first guards rounded the corner. 

“Don’t kill them,” Tillie ordered, pulling her short sword from her thigh sheath. She looked at me quickly. “Disable only.” 

It was smart. We were less likely to be heard if we left a trail of death, but it would be difficult to incapacitate  soldiers  who  had  no  such  orders.  They  raised  their  weapons  and  began  to  fire  on  us, bullets pinging around our heads. 

“Move!” Loki growled, throwing up a shield just in time to deflect the bullets, and that was when I heard the snarls. 

“The dogs!” Tillie said, her eyes wide. 

We were in small corridors, hardly enough room to fight off the guards, let alone a herd of attack dogs. Hel, this was not going as planned. 

Loki kept his shield up as we turned and ran in the opposite direction. The layout of the building was against us. The guards no doubt knew which direction we were headed but we could only follow the hallways that appeared. We needed to get out of the normal corridors in a way that they could not see and follow, but there was nothing. There were no small compartments, nothing that I could fit into, but  when  the  laundry  chute  appeared,  I  paused  and  opened  it.  “Go!”  I  growled  at  Tillie,  but  she paused. 

“You can’t fit in that.” 

“I know, but you can.” 

“I’m not leaving you behind, you wanker!” 

“I  can’t  die,”  I  growled,  shoving  her  towards  the  laundry  chute,  but  she  was  not  so  easily maneuvered. Tillie swung up and over me, thumping her fist against my shoulder before running again in the same direction we had already been headed. 

“She  should  be  in  the  living  quarters,”  she  called  back  to  me,  and  I  followed  with  a  grumble, glancing back at the growing number of guards as they rounded each corner. No dogs yet that I could see, but I could hear their growls. The alarms were shrill in my head, nearly piercing my ear drums, but I powered on, trusting Tillie, hoping we didn’t hit a roadblock. 

“Watch  out!”  Loki  called  just  as  something  barreled  into  me  from  the  side,  something  large  that sent me sideways into the wall. 

I  swung,  dislodging  the  guard  that  had  managed  to  catch  me  by  surprise.  “No  killing!”  Tillie yelled when I raised my hammer. 

“Fucking  Hel,”  I  growled,  thumping  the  guard  much  gentler  than  I  wanted  to,  knocking  him  out before catching up with Tillie and Loki. 

“Up the stairs!” 

Loki  and  I  followed  Tillie.  I  watched  as  Loki’s  fingers  danced  over  the  bottles  in  his  belt, searching for something that could help, but even I could see how many were empty after the last few days.  His  magic  came  with  a  price,  and  the  alchemy  helped  avoid  that  price,  but  if  he  was  out  of elixirs,  we  were  in  trouble.  This  was  meant  to  be  a  stealth  mission.  There  weren’t  supposed  to  be alarms that would sound at the barest opening of a door. Someone must have warned them. 

We took the stairs two at a time, but before we could make it to the next landing, a man stepped into our path. A familiar man. 

I snarled. “You!” 

“Calvin!” Tillie growled, lifting her short sword even as the man in question raised a large gun and pointed it at Tillie’s heart. 

Loki’s face morphed into the very thing that most of Asgard feared, the God who acted with chaos rather  than  reason,  but  Loki’s  powers  were  already  depleted.  Tillie  glanced  back  at  Loki  once, quickly, barely enough to take her eyes off the man she called Calvin, before she reached back once and threaded her fingers with his, calming him just enough so he didn’t explode. 

“What are you thinking, Tillie?” Calvin asked, shaking his head. 

“I’m saving the world,” Tillie replied proudly, “and if you don’t move, I will gladly offer you as a sacrifice to the Gods behind me.” 

Calvin snorted. “Which of us has a gun pointed at the other, Tillie?” 

I hardly saw her move, barely understood what was happening as she made whatever decision flit through her mind. She closed the distance and had the gun from Calvin’s hand pointed at his head and her arm around his neck before I could blink. 

“Sorcery,”  I  whispered,  staring  at  her  with  wide  eyes.  I  had  never  seen  a  Midgardian  move  so fast. 

“You should know better than that, Calvin,” she purred into his ear. “You were never fast enough to compete with me.” 

Guards swarmed up the stairs behind us and when Tillie turned, they blocked that way too. There were too many guns pointed at us, too many guards, too many threats. Tillie kept the gun at Calvin’s head, putting her back against ours as they closed in, boxing us into a circle. 

There  was  no  way  Loki  could  stop  that  many  bullets,  and  while  I  could  use  my  lightning,  that wasn’t the point here. We wanted them to listen to us and blowing up the palace and killing the guards would do no good. 

“We only want to talk to Her Majesty,” Tillie spoke, her voice loud enough to carry in the sudden silence as the guards aimed their weapons at us. “We mean no one any harm.” 

“And yet you point a gun to one of your comrades.” 

Tillie tensed at the man who broke through the wall of guards. He was dressed in a suit, hardly battle gear for someone here. His hands were in his pockets, as if he did not have a care in the world. 

“Hello, Director,” she murmured, narrowing her eyes. “And Calvin has his own gun pointed at his head because he dared to point it at me.” She smiled. “You know as well as I do, he’s no match for me.” 

“Yes,  well,  Mr.  Wench’s  subpar  skills  aside,  you’ve  put  us  into  a  real  conundrum,  Lady

Kingsford.” 

“It’s a conundrum of your own making because you refused to listen to reason,” she growled back, keeping  her  arm  locked  around  the  spineless  Midgardian,  Loki  and  I  watched  the  guards  at  her backside,  the  ones  below,  glancing  back  towards  the  Director.  This  was  bad.  This  was  a  bad situation.  I  never  wanted  to  be  imprisoned,  but  perhaps,  that  was  the  only  way  to  achieve  what  we needed to. 

Tillie  seemed  to  come  to  the  same  conclusion  as  I  did  because  she  shoved  Calvin  towards  the Director, the clumsy fool tripping and landing face first at the Director’s feet before scrambling into the row of guards. The Director watched him rush to safety with disgust on his face before he returned his attention back to Tillie. 

“If  we  surrender,  you  have  to  tell  Her  Majesty  we  want  to  talk  to  her,”  she  ordered,  her  eyes narrowing further. 

“Sorry, Lady Kingsford,” he replied, smiling. “This is no negotiation.” 

The guards fired on us, a bullet slamming into my sternum like a steam train.  Midgardian bullets should not have such impact, I thought, as Loki took the same hit, and Tillie snarled, standing over us like the Valkyrie I imagined her with her weapons raised, pointing in both directions. 

“Don’t shoot her,” I growled, trying to stand even with whatever the guards shot me with shooting pain through my body. It would heal in an hour, Loki’s faster, but the downfall of such rapid healing was that we would be near useless while it happened, the black already clawing at the edges of my vision. 

“Piss off!” Tillie screamed as the guards rushed in, their weapons raised. She was skilled, but not enough to take on so many alone, not when she refused to leave our sides. 

I  managed  one  last  growl  when  I  saw  one  of  the  guards  land  a  blow  on  my  Valkyrie  before  the blackness claimed me completely. 

“Tillie...” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

There were too many of them. And unless I wanted to kill them, we were royally screwed. 

Thor and Loki were unconscious at my feet from some sort of massive bullet the Beast Guild spy behind me had used, something capable of taking out a God for a small amount of time apparently. My eyes trailed up to the rafters. I could get away, escape their numbers, and disappear. 

My heart twisted. 

But  I  couldn’t  leave  Thor  and  Loki  behind,  no  matter  that  they  had  told  me  to,  no  matter  that  I would  have  left  anyone  else  behind.  Somehow,  they  had  reached  the  same  level  as  my  mother  in  a week, and though that scared me, I refused to leave them when they were vulnerable. 

“We’re all going to bloody die, you idiots!” I shouted as I fought them off, as they swarmed me. 

There were too many. 

“Tillie. . .” I glanced down at Thor just as one of the Beasts slammed their fist into my chin. He nearly missed, so the blow didn’t knock me unconscious, but it still chaffed. 

I snarled at the Beast, was beneath and behind him before he knew what was happening, had my knife nicking his throat. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to hit a lady?” Before I shoved him into the crowd  of  guards,  only  for  him  to  be  replaced  with  five  more.  I  moved,  but  I  was  no  match  for  the numbers, knew I wasn’t, knew it was only a matter of time. 

“Calm  down,”  the  Director  said  from  his  safety,  completely  unconcerned.  “There’s  really  no reason for this nonsense.” 

“Says the man happy to watch the world burn.” I wanted to rattle his cage, make him think twice about his safety, and so I left Thor and Loki’s side for a moment, vaulting and diving until I stopped right  in  front  of  the  Director’s  face.  He  tried  to  stumble  back,  always  underestimating  me,  always thinking  I  was  not  the  best  spy  the  Raven  Wing  had  ever  seen.  Thod  had  told  me  himself.  I  was  an enigma.  “When  you  fall  from  your  pedestal,”  I  growled,  fisting  his  shirt  to  keep  him  from  pulling away, “I hope it’s a long, hard fall, Director.” 

I released the man who thought himself as large as the Gods behind me and stepped back, opening my arms, no longer fighting. It was a waste of energy. I couldn’t haul my Gods out of here while they were unconscious, and we needed to figure out a plan. I could escape any cage they put me in, though the  Director  should  have  known  that,  which  posed  a  risk.  Loki  and  Thor  were  my  backup  plan, because if a cage couldn’t hold me, it certainly couldn’t hold them. 

The  Beast  Guild  grabbed  me,  multiple  sets  of  hands  serving  as  temporary  handcuffs.  And  then Calvin had the bravery, once I was detained, to step forward again. I grinned at the smug grin on his face, watching him draw close, closer, too close. I almost tsked. 

“Stand back—” one of the Beast Guild started, obviously recognizing what I already had. 

“Always sticking your nose into things you shouldn’t,” Calvin purred, so I did just that. I slammed my skull against his, breaking his nose with a crack. My hands were held in place, but I still managed to snap my leg out and catch him between the legs for good measure. There was sweet satisfaction as I watched him drop to the ground, his face twisted with agony, his hands cupping his privates. Now, with no job to go back to, I could do what I wanted to the worm, I could hurt him. 

“Enjoy  your  promotion,”  I  cooed  as  the  Beasts  jerked  me  backwards  and  slammed  me  into  the floor. I laughed as someone put a knee in my back, as they pressed me between the two Gods. They were all fools, but they would realize soon how wrong they all were. 

I just hoped it wasn’t too late. 

AS IT TURNED OUT, THE  BEAST  GUILD  WORKED  DIFFERENTLY  THAN  THE  RAVEN WING. THERE  WAS  NO

gentle  questioning,  no  instant  assassination—which  I  was  thankful  for.  There  was  me,  in  a  cell, chained  to  a  chair  as  the  man  in  charge  strode  around  me  in  circles,  an  intimidation  tactic,  no  less. 

Too bad it wasn’t working. 

“Why are you here?” he asked, his voice gruff. 

“To warn the Queen because my Guild failed me,” I repeated. I had said the line for the better part of an hour, regardless of who swung at my stomach, regardless of the ice-cold water thrown on me that began to freeze, regardless of the threat to stick needles beneath my fingernails. My story did not waver because it was true. 

On  the  other  side  of  the  cell,  Thor  and  Loki  were  tossed  half-hazardly  against  the  wall.  I  had grimaced when I’d heard their skulls snap against the metal floor, and hoped it wouldn’t prolong their sleep. I could really use their help right about now. 

“And why are you travelling with the threats?” he asked, tossing a knife into the air and catching it before doing it again. 

“If you mean Thor and Loki, they’re the ones trying to stop Ragnarök. It’s the dark elves that pose a threat.” I grinned. “And the end of the world, of course.” 

“You swore fealty to your Queen—” 

“I did,” I growled. “And that’s why I’m here. What do I have to bloody say for you to listen to me? Does the world need to end permanently first? Will you believe me as the earth splits and war spreads through the nine realms? Will you believe me when all that you know is already dead?” 

“Enough!” The Beast turned, and I got another long look at his face. I knew it for the bad sign it was.  If  this  man  was  in  this  cell  with  us,  none  were  supposed  to  live  to  describe  his  face.  The Enforcer, the Executioner, and the Intelligence all wrapped up into one person. 

“Are you going to kill me now?” I murmured, studying him, burning his face into my memory. He was  hesitating,  should  have  already  killed  me.  Extended  torture  was  not  his  habit,  and  I  knew  that because I had studied everything about the Beast Guild, had thought I desperately wanted to be one. 

Now, I knew better. 

“You’re  a  talented  spy,”  he  answered  instead,  crouching  down  to  put  himself  at  my  eye  level.  I

stared into his handsome face, the lines there so like Thod’s, it was difficult to separate them. Even their  eye  color  was  the  same,  which  gave  me  hope  that  it  was  Thod  in  the  beginning,  until  he  had slammed  his  fist  into  my  stomach  only  minutes  before.  Thod  would  have  never  hit  me,  not  without warning, not even for a cover. 

“Tell  that  to  Raven  Wing.”  I  kept  my  chin  up,  even  with  my  aching  body,  even  with  all  the numbness  in  my  bones,  I  remained  the  lady  I  was  trained  to  be.  I  would  not  cower  before  death.  It would cower before me. 

“I don’t need to. Thodeous already told me about you, about the spy who was so much more, the woman  who  seemed  to  surpass  every  obstacle  with  ease.”  I  stared  into  his  eyes  as  he  spoke, searching  for  the  connection  there.  “Which  is  why  I  cannot  understand  this  plan  to  break  into Buckingham Palace and pose a threat to the Queen you’ve sworn to protect.” 

“I’m here to warn the Queen because my Guild failed me.” 

He  smiled,  but  it  was  not  a  pleasant  smile,  not  truly.  There  was  true  appraisal  in  his  eyes, recognizing what I was capable of, respecting it even, but he had a job to do. 

“Thodeous  is  my  brother,”  he  admitted,  and  I  scrunched  my  face  up.  “He  will  be  terribly  upset that I executed his prized pupil.” 

“Then listen to what I’m saying instead.” I would not beg. I didn’t dare. I would not lower myself more than I already had by allowing them to capture me. My eyes trailed over to Thor and Loki, their eyes  closed  though  they  seemed  to  grow  more  restless.  I  had  hoped  they  would  wake  one  last  time before I was executed, but that seemed futile. 

“You care for them.” 

I snapped my eyes to the man claiming to be Thod’s brother. “Why would I care for my tools?” 

He chuckled and shook his head. “Fondness makes our masks slip, and the moment you looked at them,  I  knew.”  He  glanced  at  the  chained  men,  contemplating.  “It  intrigues  me  that  we  have  bullets capable of taking out men of their status, at least for short moments. We will have use for them, to test our theories, but I’m afraid, we do not have much use for you, Ottilie.” 

I raised my chin. “When you kill me, and the world still ends,” I said, my voice soft, “make sure you tell everyone you failed them, that you killed the one that warned you.” 

The corner of his lips ticked up, that knife twisting between his fingers. “I’ll tell Thod you said hello,” he murmured and lifted the blade to my neck. I felt it prick my skin, but I didn’t dare move, didn’t do anything but hold his gaze steadily. If I was going to die, I would do so with my dignity. 

“What are you waiting for?” I asked, his blade drawing drops of blood when my throat moved. 

“This is what you wanted, Executioner.” He hummed in his throat, his hand steady on the knife, but he didn’t slide it across my neck. 

The earth beneath my bound feet began to rumble. 

The  Executioner  glanced  at  the  floor,  at  the  gentle  shaking  that  was  barely  detectable,  and frowned. 

“That would be the next stage of Ragnarök,” I murmured. “You know, the end of the world that no one seems to believe is happening even though the moon was swallowed by a wolf, and so was the sun,  and  all  the  stars  fell  from  the  sky,  and  the  winter  is  getting  worse  even  though  it’s  spring.”  He looked  at  me.  “But  please,  continue  not  believing  me.  Continue  to  think  I’ve  gone  insane  when  you kneel in a room with literal Gods.” 

His calculating eyes landed on mine, the color so like Thod’s, it would have been near impossible to separate the two if not for the torture this one had subjected me to. We waited, him with his knife against my throat and me with everything to lose if he decided to slide it across my skin. And then he

surprised me. 

The Executioner flicked his knife away. 

I stared at him with widened eyes, confused. In all my studying of the Executioner, in all the info I had of him besides his picture and his name, not once had he changed his mind, whether the accused was innocent or not. 

“Do not get your hopes up,” he surmised, holding up his knife so I could see the blood trickling down  the  blade.  It  moved  down  my  neck,  too,  from  the  wound  he  had  left.  It  was  an  insignificant wound, no damage to anything vital, but it would most likely scar. It would bleed until I could cover the  wound.  “I  saw  how  they  reacted  towards  you,  how  they  fought  to  stay  awake  for  your  benefit alone. And I saw how they killed no one though they were capable of it. If they are your weakness, then you are also theirs, and if the world is ending as you say it is, then the best way to force them to help is through you.” 

I shook my head, disgusted with the warriors of my country. I had not once given them reason to believe I was not telling the truth, had done nothing but try to tell person after person what was going to happen, and this was the solution. 

“They were already helping, arsehole.” I curled my lip up. “They were helping the entire time.” 

“And we shot them. They won’t be likely to help now, not without some convincing.” 

I grinned. “And you think me important enough to sway Gods? You’re more deluded than I gave you credit for, Executioner.” 

The answering smile didn’t make mine falter on the outside, though it did on the inside. “Perhaps, I am not the only one deluded,” he murmured softly. 

The Executioner stood and wiped his knife on his trousers before sliding it away. He threw one last glance towards the sleeping Gods before leaving the cell completely, slamming the iron door shut behind him. Some sort of symbols were etched into the metal there but I couldn’t make anything out from my position. 

The rumbling earth grew louder, and Loki shot up at the same moment, the shaking reviving him. I breathed a sigh of relief, even as the aches and pains in my body seemed to grow. At least they hadn’t died,  and  nothing  was  more  a  symbol  of  their  divinity  than  healing  from  an  intense  bullet  wound within an hour. 

“The branches of Yggdrasil,” Loki grumbled, looking over at Thor. He kicked him with his boot, jostling him awake, too. 

I  leaned  my  head  back,  looking  at  them  through  hooded  eyes,  focusing  on  managing  the  pain  of possibly bruised ribs and the growing cold. Prisons were not meant to be warm, and I had a bucket of water  tossed  on  me.  Ice  had  already  formed  on  my  clothing,  but  I  could  feel  it  starting  to  tip  my fingers and the edge of my eyelashes. 

Loki’s eyes found mine and he stood, the manacles jingling on his wrist. They didn’t look like any manacles I had ever seen, strange symbols carved into them like what had to be on the cell door. It wasn’t like I could ask the Executioner what they were. It wasn’t like he would have told me if I’d managed. 

“Tillie?” 

I flexed my fingers in the entirely human chains I was strapped down with, the manacles too tight to ensure I couldn’t slip out of them. It had been clever because I most definitely would have slipped out otherwise. 

“It  is  about—”  my  teeth  began  to  chatter,  and  I  cursed,  suddenly  unable  to  speak.  I  had  been holding back while the Executioner had been in the cell, but it seemed even I had my limits. My teeth

clacked  loudly  no  matter  how  hard  I  tried  to  corral  them.  Once  the  shivers  began,  I  couldn’t  stop them. 

“Your  lips  are  blue,”  Loki  murmured,  coming  over  to  kneel  before  me,  taking  the  place  the Executioner had vacated. The manacles afford him some movement, the space between them enough that  he  could  put  his  hands  on  my  bare  knees,  and  his  fire  began  to  warm  me  slowly.  It  didn’t immediately  spread  outward  like  I  would  have  preferred  but  I  understood  why  he  chose  to  move slowly. I wasn’t a God, didn’t have fancy healing powers. If I warmed too quickly, I could lose limbs. 

“Save. Your. Magic,” I grit out, my body starting to shake even with his warmth. I knew how close I was to hypothermia, knew that he was moving as fast as he could. 

“This is my fire,” he reassured me. “It takes none of my magic.” 

Thor  sat  up  with  the  next  rumble,  his  hand  pressed  against  his  chest  where  he’d  been  shot,  his fingers probing at the now healed wound. “Tillie.” 

“I’m fine.” My voice was a weak rasp, contrasting the message I wanted to send, and he stood and shuffled  over.  Loki  had  only  had  his  hands  manacled,  but  Thor  had  both  his  legs  and  hands.  I supposed they thought his strength was a threat more so than anything. 

“Warm her faster, Loki.” 

“I can’t. If I do that, she’ll warm too fast and could lose limbs.” Loki glanced up at Thor. “Use your body heat for her back.” 

“I can’t with the chains and chair.” 

Loki curled his lip. “Break them, Thor. They are nothing more than human chains.” 

I  felt  a  tug  and  then  the  chains  wrapped  around  me  loosened  and  fell  to  the  floor,  before  I  was lifted  and  cradled  in  Thor’s  lap  when  he  took  a  seat,  Loki  at  my  front.  He  never  broke  contact, continuing his warmth, and I snuggled in, relishing the warmth that slowly spread through my body. 

“I hate the bloody cold,” I murmured, taking Thor’s hands. Even with the chains, he managed to make  it  comfortable  for  me,  his  arms  over  my  head  and  wrapped  around  me  as  thoroughly  as  a blanket. 

“It’s  difficult  when  you’re  compromised  by  it,”  Loki  replied,  glancing  up  at  me.  “Did  they  hurt you?” 

 Yes, I thought.  They threw buckets of water on me, punched me in my stomach, threatened to do worse. Loki’s eyes fell to the line of blood that was no doubt frozen on my neck, where the knife had pressed in, but when he looked up at me, I said, “I’m fine.” 

He  released  one  knee  to  touch  gingerly  at  the  wound.  I  flinched  at  the  touch,  not  realizing  how sensitive it would be. The cold must have stolen some of the pain. 

“It’s deep, but not enough to cause trouble,” he murmured. “I can cauterize it, but it will leave a scar.” 

“I’m already damaged goods.” I tilted my head back against Thor, his beard rubbing against my temple. “Do it fast.” 

Loki  raised  up  to  meet  my  eyes.  “You  have  never  been  damaged  goods,  Ottilie  Kingsford,”  he spoke, and then he placed searing hot fingers against my throat. 

I grit my teeth against the scream that threatened to slip out, my fingers gripping Thor’s tightly, the pain so great, it brought tears to my eyes. A few spilled over my lashes, freezing on my face. 

Loki snatched his hand away, his face pained at the pain he had caused me. 

“Don’t,” I rasped, reaching out a hand for his. “It was necessary. Don’t feel guilt.” 

“I still had to hurt you.” 

I dragged him close, awkwardly close with the chains, and pressed his hand to my face, sighing at

the warmth that suddenly filled there. “Stop,” I grumbled, still too cold to argue much more. 

We sat that way for long minutes, me cradled in Thor’s lap, his arms around me, with Loki leaning close, his hand on my cheek and my shoulder, until I finally felt able to breathe, until I no longer felt encased in ice. 

I straightened when the rumble started again. This time, there was no pause. It slowly increased from a gentle movement until I could feel the earth buckling beneath me. 

“What is that?” I asked, afraid to know the answer. 

Loki sat back and looked towards the barred window. Even with the rumbling, there didn’t seem to be many people moving in the city, did not seem to be anyone panicking. Could they not feel it? 

The concrete beneath me waved. 

“The great branches of Yggdrasil will shake,” Loki murmured, his voice almost reverent, as if he was repeating some long-forgotten text. “And the realms will split.” 

“What does that mean?” I breathed. It didn’t sound good. It didn’t sound good at all. 

Thor lifted me and stood, moving us over to the window to see. It was narrow, just long enough for us all to peer out, to see what happened as the shaking grew worse. I watched with wide eyes as London seemed to split down the middle with a sound like a bomb, as a large crack shot by, barely missing Buckingham Palace where we were, but running down the street that we could see. Buildings toppled inside, and the screams truly began then, echoing in a wave of horror and agony. The shaking was violent, malicious, and I was forced to hold onto the barred window to keep myself steady as the ground beneath our feet truly flexed like an ocean. 

“The realms will split,” I repeated, curling my fingers tighter around the cold steel, praying that most of the people could get out in time. 

But  I  was  not  so  optimistic,  not  when  I  could  see  part  of  the  damage,  not  when  the  split  had  to have been massive. 

Loki stared, sadness in his eyes, but it was Thor that took a shaky breath and looked away, unable to stand what it meant. 

Another stage of Ragnarök completed. Time slipping away and we still had not even warned the Queen. We were running out of time. 

“We have to get out of here,” I murmured. “We have to—”  do something, I had wanted to say, but what could we do really in this situation. We were trying. We had tried, and it had gotten us thrown in a cell. 

I watched as every man, every guard rushed towards the giant crevice opening through London, their attempt to help those falling inside pointless. If the crack spanned the entire city. . .I could not imagine the loss of life. 

Thor studied the manacles around his wrists, tracing the symbols etched into them. 

“They’re  made  with  Asgardian  metals,”  Loki  murmured,  finally  turning  away  from  the  window. 

“They  say  they  don’t  believe  in  us,  and  yet  they  somehow  have  our  metal.”  Thor  and  Loki  locked gazed. 

“Someone  has  been  speaking  our  secrets,”  Thor  concluded,  staring  at  the  metal.  “I  can’t  break these with brute strength alone.” 

Outside, in the city, a loud, soulful howl echoed along the cobblestones, shaking the walls of our prison. 

“Please don’t tell me that’s the next stage.” 

“No,” Loki admitted, looking towards the window. “It’s Fenrir. He’s coming.” 

I glanced at Thor but when he didn’t answer my unasked question, I directed it to Loki. “Who’s

Fenrir?” My voice was hoarse, as if I had been screaming, but I knew I hadn’t. Not out loud. Not yet. 

Loki  turned,  giving  me  his  back,  so  all  I  could  see  was  his  vibrant  red  hair.  His  clothing  was ripped, the once pristine coat hanging in tatters. His belt was missing, taken by the guards when they threw us in this hellhole. Loki’s shoulders were tense, so tense, I wondered if I could hear the snap of his bones from such tension. 

“Loki,” I whispered. “Who’s Fenrir?” 

He hesitated, and then looked over his shoulder and met my eyes. “Fenrir, he’s my son.” 

I stared at him with wide eyes. “You have children?” 

He grimaced, turning fully towards me. “I have. . .” he paused. “I had six, but those still alive are considered  monsters.  All  are  imprisoned  in  some  way.”  He  turned  his  face  towards  the  window, where another howl echoed. “Except, Fenrir just broke free.” 

I saw the pain in his eyes, saw how much agony it caused to lose his children, and he thought I would  judge  him  for  it?  How  could  I  judge  someone  who  loved  his  children  so  thoroughly  that  he mourned their loss? 

“Loki,”  I  murmured,  stepping  close  and  taking  his  hands.  His  emerald  eyes  stared  deeply  into mine,  studying  my  face.  “I’m  near  certain  you’ve  been  judged  your  whole  lifetime  as  if  you  were some sort of a monster. But what makes a monster really? Is it appearances? Lack of compassion? I can tell you, you’re no monster, not compared to the kinds I have met, the sort I have killed. And if you are no monster, then your children are not monsters either.” I shrugged. “Misunderstood, perhaps, because others choose to judge them, but not monsters.” 

“That’s what I’ve always told him.” Thor spoke from behind me, his voice hollow, as if he was replying on autopilot. 

Loki’s  face  morphed  from  contemplation  to  a  scowl.  “You  didn’t  stop  Odin  from  throwing  my children in chains or banishing them to Hel!” Thor held up his hands at the outburst, showing he meant no harm, and Loki grimaced. “My apologies, Thor.” He took a deep breath. “I know that you could not outwardly challenge Odin, not without getting cast out, too.” 

Thor came around me then and clasped Loki’s shoulder. “It haunts me every day that there was not more I could do, Loki.” 

The God of Mischief nodded, his eyes looking anywhere but at me. 

“Odin sounds like a real wanker,” I pointed out, and a startled laugh slipped from Loki’s lips. 

“You have no idea.” 

I stared between them, waiting for them to come up with some sort of plan to get us out. I was the only one not in chains, but I didn’t have the brute strength or the magic to break free. And the keys were too far away. I moved over and tested the bars, annoyed that they were sturdy. I suppose if any cell would be better built, it would be the ones at Buckingham. 

“Can you not magic out of those?” I asked, touching my fingers to the manacles on Loki’s wrists. 

Unlike normal metal, they were hot enough to burn, and it was only then that I realized the rawness of Loki’s wrists. I glanced up at him, but he hardly seemed to notice, as if he was used to such pain. 

I had the insane urge to meet Odin face to face so I could give him a piece of my mind. 

Or beat him until he saw the error of his ways. 

Thor pulled at the manacles, a soft sizzle reaching my ears as he did, the metal burning his skin. 

Loki grumbled, “They took my belt.” 

“But  you’re  the  God  of  Magic.  Don’t  you  have  your  own  inner  magic  besides  what’s  in  your bottles?” 

“My magic must come from either life or death, a potent source of energy. I need to tap into it, and

I must be there for the death.” He looked around at us. “There’s only one of us here that can die and I’m not sacrificing you to break a few chains.” He sighed. “I can skip that with my alchemy, but since I no longer have that option, well, here we are.” 

“Fenrir  can  break  the  walls  when  he  gets  here  but  he  won’t  be  able  to  break  the  chains,”  Thor pointed out. “We can’t very well continue our mission with our hands restrained in such a way. And I can’t with my legs.” 

I crossed my arms and looked expectantly at Loki. If someone would have told me I would have been  stuck  in  a  prison  with  two  Gods  over  a  week  ago  and  still  couldn’t  escape,  I  would  have laughed.  Now  here  we  were,  in  exactly  that  situation.  “You  have  got  to  be  jesting,”  I  grumbled. 

“Explain the potent source of energy bit.” 

My  mischief  God  turned,  leaning  back  against  the  wall  even  as  the  floor  began  to  pitch  again. 

Were there more cracks opening somewhere? Were they repeating all over the world? 

“Before  I  learned  how  to  properly  work  with  alchemy  as  a  way  to  hold  my  magic  and  use  it without draining myself, I had to take the energy I needed from other things.” 

“As in?” 

“I can gain energy by taking it from the living, or from giving birth to new life. There is always a price for magic, Tillie.” 

I  tapped  my  lip  and  started  to  pace.  “We  can’t  very  well  kill  anyone,”  I  murmured.  “And  we certainly do not have nine months to wait for a birth. Can a plant work?” I asked, turning. 

“Yes, but nothing will grow in this winter.” 

I swore, because even without the cold, planting a seed would take too long, too. If we waited for a  guard  to  come,  we  could  kill  him.  If  it  was  a  necessary  evil,  then  maybe  it  wouldn’t  be  so  bad. 

Maybe the Queen would still hold our warning with merit. 

“There is. . .another way.” Loki’s voice was so soft, I was not sure if I heard him correctly the first time. 

“What?” 

“There’s another way,” he repeated louder but he didn’t elaborate, not right away. 

I floundered my arms just as Thor groaned, rolled his eyes, and took a seat on the wooden bench barely wide enough for his form. 

“Well,”  I  asked,  confused.  “What  is  it?”  I  swear  if  he  said  something  insane,  I  was  going  to throttle him. How much madder could the world get? 

Loki  straightened  and  met  my  eyes.  “Magic  demands  a  sacrifice,  and  there  is  one  way  to  get  it without killing or without new life.” 

“Spit it out, Loki, for the love of—” 

“La petite mort.” 

I was near certain my jaw hit the floor in my surprise as Thor puffed out a breath and watched me carefully. Loki did the same, his eyes on me, waiting to see what my reaction would be. 

“You can gain magic from sex?” 

“I can gain energy to be used for magic, yes, but it doesn’t have to be sex. The important part is that there are orgasms.” His eyes crinkled in amusement. “A few most likely. I’ll need a nice jolt of energy to break the chains.” 

“We’re in a prison.” 

Loki took a step forward. “And the guards have all gone to chase the crevice through the city.” He stepped  closer,  until  we  were  a  hair  breath  apart.  His  fingers  reached  down  and  cupped  my  chin, tilting  my  head  back  to  meet  his  eyes.  “Fenrir  can  get  us  out  of  this  prison,  little  spy,  but  he  can’t

break these chains. I can. I just need a little energy. Besides, I don’t want Fenrir to exhaust himself right away, not after he’s broken his own chains.” 

“So which of you is having an orgasm?” I asked, deadpan. 

Loki  grinned,  even  with  all  that  had  happened,  even  with  the  situation,  mischief  still  took  over. 

“Don’t be shy now, Tillie. You didn’t want to choose between us. What better introduction to that than for me to pleasure you while Thor watches, hm?” 

I flicked my eyes to Thor, noting that his were hooded. He seemed slightly annoyed, but there was excitement in his eyes, too. I couldn’t help feeling aroused at the thought, the action something I never considered. When I had suggested not choosing, I never expected to have opportunity with both Gods at the same time. It seemed wild, wanton, . . . 

. . .and if I was being honest with myself, it sounded wholly intriguing. 

What would it feel like to have Thor’s eyes on me with Loki kneeling between my thighs? What would happen if I invited them both? 

“I suppose that’s true.” I tilted my chin up to meet Loki’s eyes. “Alright, trickster,” I murmured, seeing the triumph light his eyes. “How many do you need?” 
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For a moment, Loki didn’t speak, either surprised that I would agree at all or considering the question carefully. I waited, and though I knew we were running out of time before the next stage hit, before Fenrir arrived, I let him think just a little longer. 

“I  won’t  know  how  many  are  necessary  until  I  can  feel  the  energy  I  draw  from.”  He  tilted  his head. “I assume two, perhaps, three.” The howl echoed again, louder this time, far louder. “We don’t have much time. Fenrir is getting closer.” 

I shifted nervously. “What do I do?” 

A grin so full of the mischief he was known for spread across his face and made my toes curl in my boots. That grin was a promise of pleasure, a tease, and everything that made Loki who he was. 

He began to circle around me, making me feel like a meal, and he was the shark that had scented my weakness. His fingers reached out, the chains jingling, as he ran them along my arm, across the back of my shoulders, my neck, anywhere he could touch, and I shivered at the contact. It wasn’t because I was cold. No, it was from the fire he coaxed. I nearly clenched my thighs together as he came around me again, his eyes alive with the very fire that ran through his veins. 

“I  can  already  feel  your  energy,”  he  murmured.  He  glanced  down  at  the  manacles  around  his wrists,  annoyance  on  his  face  for  a  moment  at  their  confinement.  “This  isn’t  how  I  imagined  this going.” 

“I thought you said we were running out of time,” I growled, stepping close enough to thread my fingers into his hair and pull him down. “Quit wasting time, Loki.” 

I pressed my lips to his, if only to encourage him forward. Every howl that echoed was closer. I wasn’t sure how large Fenrir was but he sounded big, and I didn’t want to cause a hiccup in our plans because  Loki  thought  I  needed  a  soft  and  gentle  entrance  into  this  arrangement.  I  was  no  blushing virgin,  had  long  ago  thrown  that  society  construct  away,  and  so  I  took  control,  thankful  that  I,  too, didn’t have chains wrapped around my wrists. 

I  slid  my  other  hand  down  his  neck  and  beneath  the  edge  of  his  shirt,  feeling  his  warm  skin, annoyed with the barrier. I knew this wasn’t sex, knew it was only so that Loki could magic us out of this prison, but I would still enjoy myself, at least. Even if I was tempted to offer more than simple orgasms. 

Loki broke the kiss and looped his chained arms over my head, reaching down to grab handfuls of

my backside, grinding himself against me. He was aroused, his length pressing against his trousers, and I moaned at the contact. 

His  lips  nipped  along  my  chin,  down  my  neck,  tracing  close  to  the  wound  there  without  hurting me, pressing soft kisses there. 

“We  will  need  to  get  creative,”  Loki  surmised.  “This  is  going  to  move  quickly,  Tillie.  Are  you with me?” 

“Of course I bloody am,” I growled, tugging at his hair. 

With a spin, he removed his arms from around me and pressed me into the bars of the cell door, my spine touching the cold steel. Letting out a surprised squeak, I was unprepared for the God of Fire to kneel before me. I stared down at him in surprise when he hooked my leg over his shoulder before he  took  my  weight  entirely  on  his  shoulders  with  no  effort.  Both  legs  off  the  ground,  it  threw  my balance off and if not for the metal at my back that I clutched, I might have fallen.  A God was between my thighs. I never thought that would be a sentence with truth.  What has my life become? 

My eyes slammed into Thor’s where he sat on the bench, his length hard in his trousers, watching as Loki touched a finger to my undergarments and they melted away. His flames never once burned me but oh, how they made me burn. 

I speared my hands into his hair, clutching at him, as he hummed and pressed his lips to my core with no warning. There was no gentle learning. There was only Loki and his fire and the pleasure that immediately stirred low in my belly. 

I moaned, a whole host of curse words coming to mind that wouldn’t spill from my lips because of the pleasure. Loki’s tongue danced around my clit, pressing in just the right places, until I felt as if I was on the edge of something amazing. Not once, in all my years, had I felt an orgasm slam into me as quickly, and as thoroughly, as it did when Loki stroked a finger through my folds, his intent clear, but his  tongue  had  already  coaxed  me  high.  I  ground  myself  against  his  mouth,  taking  from  him,  as  the waves  crashed  over  me  violently.  I  knew  my  fingers  had  to  be  punishing  in  his  hair  where  I’d threaded them, but Loki didn’t complain. 

My  eyes  locked  on  Thor’s,  prolonging  my  pleasure  at  the  desire  in  his  eyes.  Every  so  often,  I could see the smallest bolts of lightning dance along his skin, as if he couldn’t contain it. 

Loki’s  horns  burst  to  life,  appeared  between  my  thighs  as  he  practically  purred  with  whatever power he received from me, and when he looked up, his eyes were so vibrant, they were almost hard to look at. 

“Potent,” he growled, kissing the inside of my thigh. “But we need more, little spy.” 

“I’m glad to see your silver tongue is worth its weight in gold,” I snapped back as punishment for his nickname, curling a hand around his horn and stroking it for good measure. 

The God of Mischief nearly dropped me. 

Not that it would have hurt, but it amused me, nonetheless. 

He snarled up at me and dropped my thighs, my feet hitting the floor with a thump. There was no time to do more than grab the bars to prevent my shaking thighs from collapsing while the pleasure still coursed through me, but then, Loki didn’t leave me standing for long. 

Even  with  his  wrists  chained,  Loki  scooped  beneath  me  and  lifted,  my  arms  going  around  his shoulders, attempting to make it easier on him with the chains. I never expected him to deposit me on Thor’s lap, onto Thor’s extremely  hard lap. There was no more wasted time. The clock was ticking, and Fenrir drew closer. His howls vibrated the walls every so often, reminding us that we were still in trouble even during the brief interlude of pleasure. 

Thor’s  arms  looped  around  me,  his  fingers  cupping  my  jaw  and  turning  me  sharply,  almost

violently, to claim my lips in a kiss meant to consume, while Loki draped my legs on either side of Thor’s  thighs,  spreading  me  wide  on  his  lap.  When  Loki’s  fingers  stroked  at  my  entrance,  sliding through my wetness there and slipped inside, I nearly broke the kiss to look down at him, but Thor held me hostage. 

My arousal doubled at the control with which they stroked my body, at the lightning that suddenly began to dance along my skin. The climax crawled along my body, threatening to burst as Loki began to  thrust  his  fingers  inside  of  me,  his  thumb  stroking  my  clit  with  each  thrust,  starting  slow  before moving faster, faster, until I couldn’t breathe, until I was grinding down as much as possible on his talented hands. 

Thor  broke  the  kiss  to  rake  his  teeth  down  the  side  of  my  neck,  away  from  my  wound,  to  the sensitive flesh where my shoulder and neck met. He kissed there, driving me so high, I wasn’t sure if I would come crashing back down or simply fly away altogether. 

“How does it feel?” Thor growled in my ear. “To be at the mercy of Gods?” 

“Like  a  good  time,”  I  panted,  reaching  up  a  hand  behind  my  back  to  circle  Thor’s  neck  and spearing the other into Loki’s hair where he kneeled in front of me, his eyes glowing with power as he watched me. He was glorious this way, in his element, so full of magic that I wanted to dance in it. It was easy to see why people would worship him, why they would leave offerings to this man. 

He was worth giving a little of yourself to. 

“Imagine what it will feel like with our cocks.” 

Thor’s dirty words should not have had the effect they did. I was already wound so tight, I could hardly breathe, but the moment those words danced along the shell of my ear, the moment one of his hands  caressed  my  breast  and  pinched  my  nipple  through  my  clothing,  I  shattered.  I  threw  my  head back  and  rode  Loki’s  fingers,  my  hands  holding  the  two  men  to  me  tightly,  as  wave  after  wave slammed into me. 

“Again,” Loki growled, his voice so thick, he sounded more animalistic than human. 

I had just enough time to look down at him, to see a brilliant flash with black lines painted across his face, primal as his power flowed through and around him, before Thor allowed his lightning to truly touch me, tiny pleasurable shocks dancing along my flesh, throwing me on another cliff before I had even crashed down from the first one. 

This time, the swears I thought to keep back tumbled out, dirty, filthy words my mother would be ashamed  had  ever  left  my  mouth,  but  when  you  were  spread  across  one  God’s  lap  while  the  other kneeled before you, there came a loss of senses. 

Loki’s  fingers  curled  inside  of  me  just  as  Thor  sunk  his  teeth  into  the  sensitive  skin  of  my shoulder, and I broke apart so wide, I thought I must have been the next stage of Ragnarök. I saw stars; I  was  near  certain  my  eyes  rolled  back  in  my  head,  as  Thor’s  lightning  rode  the  wave  still  higher, prolonging the orgasm, until I was no longer sure if it was one long wave or a series of smaller ones riding each other’s coattails. 

“Was that enough?” I panted when I could move enough to glance down at Loki, and I startled in surprise. 

It seemed the more power Loki channeled, the more primal he appeared. 

The man once dressed as nothing more than an aristocrat still kneeled in front of me, but not once had he appeared as a God like he did then. With eyes suddenly rimmed with black kohl and glowing symbols floating over his skin, Loki was beautiful, in a chaotic sort of way. Green tendrils of power danced along his skin, along his suddenly shirtless shoulders, a chain of sharp teeth around his neck. 

The snake tattoo glowed golden, glittering, and if I stared long enough, it appeared to dance along his

skin as if it were alive. 

And those horns, no longer phantoms but solid, golden appendages had me reaching out to stroke a finger down one before stroking down his face to where the scars around his lips now appeared in sharp relief. 

“Beautiful,” I murmured, caressing his scars. 

A wicked smile pulled at those lips, one I recognized before he stroked my core one last time and pulled his fingers away, bringing them to his lips instead. I watched in surprise as he snaked a tongue out  to  lick  his  fingers,  as  the  tongue  seemed  suddenly  too  long  to  be  natural.  A  shiver  wracked  my body at the sight of this powerful man in front of me, at the look in his eyes, as if he wished we had more time so he could consume me. Never in my lifetime had I wanted anything more. 

But a howl shook the walls and forced me to nearly cover my ears until it stopped. 

“Time’s up,” Loki murmured, reaching out to adjust my skirt before helping me to stand. 

Thor followed, adjusting himself, and I shot him a grimace in apology. He answered with a quick kiss and a crooked smile. “No need, Valkyrie. Next time, I’ll show you exactly why I’m the God of Thunder.” 

A startled laugh burst out of me as I steadied myself with their shoulders. 

“Please  tell  me  it  involves  your  hammer,”  I  replied,  and  his  answering  smile  brought  more laughter to my lips. I glanced at Loki, at the power dancing along him. “So, what do we do now?” 

He grinned and held up his hands, the chain jingling, and I watched as his green power snapped out at the metal. The manacles melted away, as if it was so simple, they were like sugar in water. He touched a finger to Thor’s chains around his wrists and then his feet, with the same result. My mouth hung  open,  but  I  only  knew  it  did  when  Loki’s  long  finger  closed  it  for  me,  his  power  still  buzzing along his skin. 

“Just potent power you elicit,” he murmured, pressing a chaste kiss on my lips. “I wonder what it will feel like when you’re screaming my name at the altar of pleasure.” 

I  reached  out  and  stroked  my  own  fingers  down  the  inked  snake  across  his  body,  tempted  to follow it with my tongue, but we were suddenly out of time. 

The  wall  behind  us  ripped  free  as  if  it  was  no  more  than  a  curtain,  sending  dust  and  debris shattering, pinging against the skin that Loki didn’t protect with his body. Both Gods had moved too quickly to track, blocking the worst of the shattered concrete and steel from hitting me. 

Loki looked up, and up, and I followed his eyes, my breath sticking in my throat. 

“Fenrir,” he breathed. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Iwould have stumbled if I wasn’t sandwiched in between Thor and Loki when I saw Fenrir in all his glory. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but the giant black wolf in front of me, taller than most buildings around us, was not it. Golden chains hung off him in tatters, the remaining lengths jingling with his movements. 

The giant wolf blew a breath of hot air at us, the wind of it stirring up my hair. Green, intelligent eyes met mine, and I saw Loki’s cleverness reflected there. 

I glanced over at Loki, at where he smiled fondly up at Fenrir, as if he was nothing more than an adorable babe, but when he met my eyes, he shifted, nervousness dancing in his gaze. 

“Tillie,” he said. “This is Fenrir.” He glanced at the wolf. “Fenrir, this is Tillie.” 

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out, not because I feared the wolf, but because he was so glorious, I didn’t know what to say at all. Beautiful did not seem to describe the wolf. 

Loki  must  have  taken  my  silence  as  fear,  because  when  he  started  to  speak  again,  I  felt  the anxiousness there. “I know he’s not—” 

I stepped around Loki and over the rumble toward the wolf that could kill me with a single snap of its jaws. 

“Tillie,” Thor murmured, but I ignored him. I knew, in the depths of my soul, that Fenrir would not attack me, just as I knew that Loki would never allow me to be hurt. 

I held out my hand when I neared, letting his giant nose smell it. I never expected him to loll out his tongue and bump his head against me hard enough to make me stumble, a request to scratch him. I chuckled and did just that, scratching in the direction that Fenrir directed me as he tilted his head, as he encouraged me to scratch harder. 

“Glorious,” I murmured up at him, those beautiful green irises seeming to wink at me. I glanced back once to see the shock on Loki’s face as I pet his giant wolf son. 

Something inside Fenrir’s chest began to rumble and I grinned up at him. 

“Are you. . .” Loki blinked. “Are you  purring?” Fenrir chuffed at him, his tongue lolled out in the most adorable way, before Loki was shaking his head. “Just like you to fall for the pretty spy, Fenrir. 

She’s spoken for.” 

In answer, Fenrir turned his head for more scratches, as if to say, “see, I do what I want.” 

Someone came stumbling over the stones to our right and we all dropped into fighting stances at

the same time, expecting a fight. Instead, a woman as pale as snow vaulted over the frozen concrete and skid to a stop in front of me, her two white wolves dancing at her sides. 

“We  have  a  problem,”  she  said  by  way  of  greeting,  and  then  her  eyes  lifted  to  the  black  wolf tilting his head at her. “Oh no,” she murmured. “The next stage.” 

The world began to shake again. 

“The Queen,” I murmured. “We have to get to the Queen.” I had to warn her, do my duty, and if she didn’t believe me, then I could say I tried everything, that I had done my best to protect my country, but if she believed me, perhaps, we could save lives. 

We turned towards the main parts of the palace, prepared to go after her. We no longer had our weapons,  except  for  Thor.  He  held  out  his  hand  and  his  hammer  slammed  through  a  concrete  wall, flying straight into his grip. Why he did not do that earlier, I would never know, but truly, we didn’t need weapons, not if our intentions were to not kill anyone. I would mourn the loss of my battle axe and short sword though. They were my favorite weapons, but they could be replaced. 

There would be no point, however, if there was no world left in which to use them in. 

I  took  a  step  forward,  towards  where  I  hoped  the  Queen  would  be,  but  men  stepped  out  of  the shadows, their clothing black, their faces covered against the cold. 

“Who are they?” Skadi asked, drawing her crossbow free. 

I stared at the man with dove-grey eyes that stepped free, his face so familiar, it made me want to hug him, even though he was not Thod. The Executioner was an entirely different animal. 

I glanced at Skadi, my fingers twitching for some sort of weapon. 

“It’s the Beast Guild,” I replied. “And they’re here to stop us.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Igrimaced. There were not so many of the Beast Guild standing before us that we could not take them, but these were the best of the best, those that had far surpassed the other factions, those that had special skills. 

My  eyes  danced  over  the  Executioner  again,  at  the  ease  with  which  he  stood.  There  were  no weapons  in  his  hand,  no  worry  in  his  stance.  He  was  wholly  relaxed,  as  if  this  was  an  everyday matter, as if he regularly faced against Gods. 

Funny  how  he  could  appear  that  way  with  the  giant  wolf  standing  behind  us  like  some  sort  of avenging creature from Hell. 

I glanced over my shoulder to peer up at Fenrir. “Perhaps, you should sit this one out, Fenrir. We don’t want to kill them.” 

Fenrir  chuffed  at  me,  annoyance  written  on  his  face  as  clearly  as  any  humans,  but  he  sat  on  his haunches and tilted his head. 

 Then I will simply watch. 

I slapped Loki on the shoulder, hard enough to startle him. The green tendrils of power dancing along his skin flared with his surprise as he looked over at me. “What in Helheim—” 

“I just heard his voice.” 

Loki  turned  fully  to  me.  Even  with  a  dozen  guards  before  us,  Loki  trusted  Thor  and  Skadi  to protect us while he stared at me in confusion. 

“Whose voice?” 

I gestured to Fenrir. The wolf tilted his head and smiled. 

 Tattle tails are no fun. 

My eyes widened and I nearly fell over in both excitement and shock. 

“Can’t you hear that!?” 

Loki scowled at Fenrir. “Quit teasing her, you big log.” To me, he said, “Fenrir has always been able to talk through mind links. He doesn’t do it often and he considers most food.” He squinted his eyes. “It doesn’t surprise me that he chose you after he was purring.” 

 See, I will not eat you. 

“Great,” I told the wolf, shaking my head. “I was rather hoping I wouldn’t be dinner.” 

We faced forward again. 

“Are you quite finished?” the Executioner asked, raising his brow. 

“Are you done being an arsehole?” I retorted, crossing my arm. 

He smiled at my words, amused, as if I was no threat to him. I was really starting to reconsider my decision not to kill anyone. Surely, the Queen did not need so many guards. 

“You will not make it past us to get to the Queen.” 

“And  we  must  warn  her  that  her  guards  are  imbeciles.”  I  grinned.  “It  appears  we  are  at  an impasse, Executioner.” 

“Are we?” He lifted a rifle of some sort, a blue glow flickering in its depths, and fired. . . 

. . .but I was already gone. 

I had seen the barest twitch of his hand. Thod had taught me to look for tells. What a surprise that his brother would have the same as him. I dove to the side before the weapon ever fired, lurching to where  Loki  and  Thor  were  already  moving,  already  swirling  around  the  other  guards  who  took  the gunshot as their chance to fire. Skadi and her wolves were in the fray. The winter woman tucked her crossbow  away  and  procured  a  staff  from  somewhere.  Where  she  kept  it,  I  had  no  idea.  The  large metal rod was taller than her, and that was saying something for the towering woman. 

Someone shouted, another grunted, I leaped over a man out cold as I danced my ways towards the Executioner. I wouldn’t kill him—I could never do that to Thod, regardless if they were close or not

—but I would relish causing him a little pain. 

“That man on the ground better only be knocked unconscious,” I growled over my shoulder. 

“He  is!”  Thor  answered  as  he  swung  his  hammer,  catching  another  guard  on  the  temple  and crumpling him. I could see his muscles strain with the effort to be careful, to not break their skulls. 

They would most likely have concussions, but at least they would be alive. 

Loki  flicked  out  a  knife  I  hadn’t  seen  and  swiped  at  one  of  the  bigger  guards,  catching  him  just over his heart. I knew he had missed on purpose, but I still scowled as he winked at me, knowing how close he had been to skewering the human. Loki would be the one to kill on purpose, and though he might have a good reason for it, it was still counter-productive to our plans. 

I  was  so  focused  on  Loki,  on  worrying  that  he  would  decide  he  had  enough  games  and  start stabbing everyone, that I missed the Executioner flowing through the fight. I realized my mistake the moment he appeared in front of me. I attempted to dodge the knife he swung but I was a hint too slow. 

It caught me across my forearm, leaving behind a thin red line. It wasn’t a serious blow, nothing that would kill me, but it was enough for blood to well and begin to drip. 

I jerked out of his reach, and we both began to circle each other like sharks. Suddenly, the other guards lost all focus on my movements, leaving me to their leader’s skills. Too bad I was trained by the one man that could have been equal to him. 

“You’re making a mistake,” I told him, side stepping, keeping him at the same length as he kept me.  “We’re  all  going  to  die  unless  we  can  warn  the  Queen  and  the  people,  tell  her  exactly  what’s happening.” 

“Your friends are the ones causing this,” the Executioner grunted, gesturing towards Thor where a bit of lightning snapped out and knocked another guard unconscious. 

I  paused  and  twisted  my  face.  “You’re  an  idiot.  Bloody  hell,  you’re  an  idiot.  Thod  must  have gotten all the brains in your family.” 

His lips quirked up. “He would argue the same.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Why are we not discussing this like adults?” I shook my head but kept my gaze on the man prepared to kill me if he got too close. “Loki and Thor are trying to help but by the time you figure out that we’re telling the truth, we’ll all be dead, and the world will be wiped clean.” 

The Executioner squinted his eyes. “And why should I believe a lady pretending to be a spy?” 

I scowled. “Because I’m a spy pretending to be a lady, you wanker. Because it’s obvious what’s happening.  Because  there’s  a  giant  bloody  wolf  sitting  there  like  a  good  boy  instead  of  eating  you! 

Are you really that stupid? If I told him to, Fenrir would eat you alive.” 

“And why don’t you, hmmm?” He narrowed his eyes but at least his rifle stayed at his hip. “Why not end this and sic your mutt on me?” 

I  heard  Fenrir  growl  and  grimaced.  Insulting  the  giant  son  of  a  God—was  he  also  a  God?  —

probably  was  not  the  best  idea.  “Because  we  come  with  peaceful  intent.  We’re  attempting  to  spare lives and instead you keep standing in our way. The longer you keep me from doing my duty, the more people will die.” 

I let those words hang in the air, let them hover, but no words ever came from the Executioner’s mouth in answer. Instead, the fight was interrupted by someone new. 

“Stop!” 

We all froze at the word, at the command in it, and I turned at the same time everyone else did towards the woman walking across the lawn. She was dressed casually, in nothing more than a loose shirt, trousers and calf-high boots, but it was the eyes that told me exactly who she was, the power in them. 

I  wasted  no  time.  I  bowed  my  head,  even  with  the  threat  before  me,  I  made  myself  vulnerable before her. “Your Majesty.” 

It didn’t escape my notice that none other than Thodeous Hedgecock walked beside her, a scowl on his face directed at his brother. 

“Let her speak,” Queen Victoria commanded, and I raised my head to meet her eyes. 

“But Your Majesty—” 

The Queen narrowed her eyes on the Executioner, folding her hands regally before her sternum. “I said,” her gaze fell on me, “let her speak.” 

The air whooshed out of me as those bright eyes met mine, as she smiled in encouragement. Not once did she glance at Loki, Thor, Skadi, or the large and small wolves with us, even though we must have made an interesting sight. 

“Lady Kingsford,” she murmured, moving through her guards to stand before me. “Thodeous has been telling me that you have information for me that must be heard.” She glanced towards the prison and  then  towards  the  large  crack  that  split  the  street  outside  the  iron  gates.  “And  I’m  inclined  to believe him with what I’ve seen in the past few days.” 

And so I opened my mouth and let everything I had learned over the past week spill from my lips, addressing the Queen of England with all the respect she was due. When my knowledge failed, Loki and Thor stepped in, offering the rest of the legends that only they knew, the imposing Gods taking up protective stances on either side of me. The Queen’s sharp eyes didn’t miss the positions, but she also didn’t question it, not right then. 

“Is  there  any  way  to  stop  it?”  Queen  Victoria  asked,  her  arms  crossed  over  her  chest  as  she listened closely. 

We all looked over at Skadi where she crouched in the snow with her wolves. I suspected Loki was keeping us all warm. As if his powers were an oven, I never once shivered as the Beast guards did.  I  knew  Loki  would  never  extend  his  powers  to  them,  not  after  what  they  had  done,  but  he included the Queen and Thod in his circle. 

“I found a mention of a cauldron, Odrorir, but we have to go to another realm to acquire it,” Skadi murmured,  her  eyes  glancing  up  at  the  Queen.  She  didn’t  bow  to  her,  but  she  addressed  her  with

respect, even if Skadi herself was a Goddess. 

“And this cauldron will stop Ragnarök?” 

“We think it will slow it, however,” Skadi paused, a frown on her face, “that will do nothing more than give us a little extra time to prepare. These first few stages have been quick, but the others, there could be long stretches between them, or they can come in pairs. We only have our own legends to go by and nothing more.” 

The Queen nodded. “What can I do to save my people?” 

Loki  spoke  up  then,  drawing  Queen  Victoria’s  eyes.  She  studied  him,  the  scars  on  his  lips,  and when  he  hesitated  at  her  focus,  I  slipped  my  hand  into  his.  “My  suggestion  would  be  airships,”  he began at my touch. “The earth can crack, can splinter, can drown, but if you’re in the sky, those things cannot touch you. Our legends tell of a time after Ragnarök, a time of blackness, a realm of nothing, and my best guess is, if the world suffers, we could perhaps still live there.” 

“There are not enough airships to house the entire world,” Thod pointed out, frowning. 

“I know.” 

Those were the words none of us wanted to hear, that no matter what we did, there would be lives lost, but perhaps, now that the Queen had heard us, now that she believed us, perhaps, we could save more than we would have otherwise. 

“You will want to be in the air before the next stage hits,” Thor murmured, grimacing. 

Queen Victoria straightened. “Tell me.” 

“Jӧrmungandr  will  rise  from  his  watery  prison,  and  with  him,  the  seas  will  spill  over  their banks,” Loki murmured, glancing at me. 

“Is Jӧrmungandr another child?” I asked sadly at the look in his eyes. 

“Yes,” he whispered, keeping his eyes on me. “There will be tidal waves.” 

“Thodeous,”  Queen  Victoria  turned  towards  the  man  at  her  side.  “Go  to  the  security  room  and order them to sound the imminent threat alarm.” She glanced at me, seeing the question in my eyes. “It was meant for war, but this is as good a time as any.” She looked towards her Beast Guild, at the few who still laid on the ground. “The rest of the guard, it will be your duty to ensure everyone knows to get  as  high  as  possible.  If  they  cannot  board  an  airship,  instruct  them  to  climb  the  taller  buildings. 

Open the gates of the palace. Bring as many as you inside and get them to the roof.” 

It was a thing of beauty to watch the Queen of England, dressed in nothing more than trousers and a shirt, order so many moving pieces across the board. It was no wonder she made a fine Queen, no wonder that she was talked about with such approval. 

She whirled on me. “Lady Kingsford.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty?” 

“Get your affairs in order, survive the next stage, and I expect you to take the lead on finding this cauldron. We will need more time to build airships if we’re able to house as many people as we can. 

If we must take London into the skies, then that is what we shall do.” She stared at Fenrir behind me. 

“I appreciate you not eating my guards, great wolf.” 

She paused for a moment and smiled, and I knew she had heard his voice though she gave no other outward sign of doing so. 

“Should I do anything else, Your Majesty?” I asked. 

“Stop  calling  me  by  my  title.”  I  froze.  “If  the  world  is  ending,  there’s  no  place  for  Queens  and monarchs. Do your duty to the world, not to me. That is what I ask of you.” 

Loki grinned. “I like her.” 

“Now  go,”  the  Queen  ordered,  gesturing  for  us  to  move.  Then  she  turned  and  walked  back

towards the palace, shouting orders as she went, with no one beside her but her shadow. 

“That woman is my idol,” I murmured, glancing over at Loki. “You said Jӧrmungandr is another child.”  Loki  grimaced.  “I’m  not  judging,  Loki.  I  would  never  judge.  What  I’m  asking  is  if  Odin imprisoned all of your children to be released at the end of the world?” 

Thor  glanced  over  at  us,  but  he  didn’t  interrupt.  He  spent  his  time  listening  to  whatever  it  was Skadi spoke of, whatever cauldron she had managed to find information on. It was another facet of his kindness, of his care for the man that hadn’t been cared for at all, it seemed. 

“Odin is the Allfather,” Loki murmured. “Whatever he decides, there is no questioning it. He, and the rest of the Aesir, decided my children were too beastly to remain free.” 

“And look what good that has done.” I shook my head in annoyance. Whoever Odin was, he did not deserve Thor and Loki, did not deserve to have them speak of him in fear. 

“Don’t,” Loki whispered, stroking his hand down my cheek. 

“I’m doing nothing.” 

“You have that look in your eyes.” He moved closer, pressing his body against mine. “As if you want to stab your dagger through someone’s eye. It’s a pleasant thought, one I would applaud, but a Midgardian is no match for the Allfather, little spy.” 

 We would see about that, I grumbled in my mind. 

 Tread carefully,  Fenrir’s voice echoed .  Odin  is  no  fool,  even  if  he  acts  as  one.  My  father  has attempted to free me for centuries, has attempted to escape his fate, but no one ever does. 

“What fate?” I asked, but the wolf remained silent after that, his eyes watching me, waiting for me to make connections I had no bridges for. 

The earth rumbled beneath my feet and I looked up at the storm that suddenly rolled in, thunder adding to the vibrations. I glanced over at Thor in question. 

“It’s not me,” Thor answered, wrinkling his brow, and I mused at the thought that the God could call on lightning at his will. What power at his fingertips. I might have been slightly jealous. 

“It’s Jӧrmungandr.” Loki grabbed my hand. “He’s waking. We have to move, have to get to high ground.” 

“My mother!” The sudden thought that my mother did not know to get to higher ground, and that she was alone in her house, waiting for news, in a home not built to withstand the sea, slammed into me. 

Loki  cursed  and  tightened  his  hold  on  my  hand,  and  then  we  all  began  to  sprint,  racing  against time. 

“Get  to  high  ground!”  I  shouted  at  the  people  we  passed,  those  who  were  panicked  after  the cracks. “Get to high ground! The sea is coming!” 

Too many of them stared at us as we passed. Too many dismissed our words immediately, but I couldn’t help those who didn’t wish to believe. I could only help those who cared to listen. 

We  wove  through  the  streets  until  the  River  Thames  came  into  view,  and  then  ran  alongside  it, hoping that we made it in time. When the world began to shake and Fenrir scooped me up onto his back, running full tilt in the direction we needed to go, I knew it was going to be bad. 

I turned to look over my shoulder, at the Thames that began to splash from its banks as the water churned, and I knew we were never going to make it. The air seemed to grow heavy, the whole world holding  its  breath;  perhaps,  the  whole  nine  realms  were.  Something  was  coming.  Something  was being released. The ground quivered. 

Something  snapped  inside  the  earth,  something  that  sounded  strangely  like  chains  even  as impossible as that sounded. If Jӧrmungandr was beneath the sea, how could I hear chains? 

 Hold on, little warrior, Fenrir murmured in my mind.  My brother is waking. 

And so, I did as the giant talking wolf said. I wrapped my arms around his pelt and trusted him to outrun the very ocean itself. 

A roar made the earth stand still. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The alarm that echoed through the city rose and fell in the silence that was a precursor of the danger. It bounced off the cobblestones around us, and though I was wrapped in the thick fur of  Fenrir,  though  the  rest  leaped  onto  his  back  at  his  encouragement,  it  seemed  to  rattle  my bones. 

There was not enough time. London would be lost to the ocean in the next stage. We had been too late, taken too long to warn them. Around us, small airships rose into the sky, far too little to hold the citizens of London. Some of the buildings were peppered with people on the tops of them. Some of those buildings might have been too short, but there was no more time to outrun it. 

“Don’t look back,” Loki murmured as he slipped behind me, his hands wrapping around my torso to hold me steady. 

“All that does is make me want to turn around,” I growled, glancing over my shoulder. It took me a moment to see it, the wall in the distance. No, not a wall;  the wave. “Fenrir!” 

 I see it. 

Fenrir ran as hard as he could, covering the distance in a short time, but we wouldn’t make it to our  destination  before  the  wave  hit.  No  one  offered  to  give  up  the  mission,  even  in  the  dire circumstances. No one insisted it was too late or that we should head to high ground. Loki and Thor understood  the  life  I  needed  to  save,  understood  the  connection,  and  so  we  raced  along  the  River Thames with one goal in mind. 

Save as many as possible. 

“Get to high ground!” Thor boomed, his voice echoing as loudly as the siren. “Get in the air!” 

“Loki,” I whispered, my breath shaking in my lungs. 

“I’ve got you, Tillie.” But he couldn’t. I was human, completely mortal, and not even a God could fight the wave that closed the distance between us. 

Fenrir  sent  up  a  howl  as  he  ran,  the  volume  of  it  nearly  bursting  my  eardrums,  but  it  was  the answering roar that spiked my anxiety. 

“Brace  yourselves!”  Skadi  shouted,  and  I  had  just  enough  time  to  look  behind  us  again,  just enough time to clutch Loki’s arms around me and fill my lungs, before the tidal wave slammed into us, and swiped Fenrir off his feet. 

THOR

THE  WATER  WAS  FREEZING,  SO  COLD  IT  EVEN  CHILLED  MY  BONES  AS  IT  WASHED  OVER  US,  AS  FENRIR

fought to keep himself upright in the barrage of water, but even with his size, Fenrir barely kept his head above water for two seconds before we were tumbled forward, and beneath the frigid cold. 

I reached out shaking arms to search the spot Tillie and Loki had been holding onto Fenrir, and panic shot through me when I felt nothing but open water. My chest tightened. 

We broke the surface and I quickly pushed my wet hair from my eyes, keeping one hand fisted in Fenrir’s fur. The poor wolf was struggling to keep us afloat, his legs kicking as fast as he could, but even though Fenrir was powerful, water wasn’t his domain. . 

“There!” Skadi shouted, pointed to where Loki hung from Fenrir’s coat, his other hand wrapped tightly in Tillie’s. She was in the water, her face breaking every other second to take great gasps of air before she was dunked under again. 

“Pull her up!” I shouted, trying to find a way to move without being jostled into the water myself. 

My lightning would do no good here, my hammer useless. 

A  building  appeared  in  front  of  us,  the  water  pushing  us  forward  towards  it.  We  were  going  to slam into the side, and Loki only had a fragile hold still on Tillie, the force of the water too great. 

“Fuck,” I snarled, releasing Fenrir just enough to move over, to move closer to where Loki fought the pull of the sea. His powers glowed brilliant green, his attempt to bring her back into her seat with the help of his magic, but he didn’t have enough time to do so. He didn’t have enough reserved to fight Mother Nature. 

Fenrir slammed into the side of the building, the concrete breaking away at the impact. My hand slipped on Fenrir’s fur just as the pressure of the water rushing against the building pulled us under. I watched as Loki screamed beneath the dark water, his glow bright enough to light below, and I saw the moment Tillie’s fingers slipped free. 

She kept her mouth closed instead of screaming. She was clever when it came to such things, but there was only so much a Midgardian could handle, and the frigid sea wasn’t one of them. 

I dove after her just as Loki used his powers to disappear and reappear closer, but the problem with power was he was too slow with the constant movement of the current. Loki had to see where he was going, had to see it clearly in his mind before he could reappear there, and by the time he had the location in mind, the water already swept Tillie further away. He tried to appear behind her, but the current was unpredictable, jerking Tillie from side to side. 

Using  brute  strength,  I  powered  through  the  water,  following  Loki’s  glow  that  kept  a  light  on Tillie,  even  if  he  could  not  grab  her.  I  saw  the  panic  start  in  Tillie’s  eyes,  her  fight  to  get  to  the surface, to breathe, but she continued to tumble from the waves, her hair swaying around her like a siren’s as she fought the pull. The water cast a dark blue sheen over her skin, washing her out, and if not for Loki’s glow, it would have been easy to lose her in the vastness. 

I saw the building appear before Loki did, and knew it would be our only chance to get to her in time. If we missed, Tillie would drown, and I refused to think of going through Ragnarök without her, not after we had barely found her. 

I  swam,  arm  over  arm,  kicking  my  feet  hard,  slipping  past  Loki,  my  eyes  intent  on  the  woman fighting  for  her  life.  If  I  calculated  correctly,  we  would  all  slam  against  the  building  only  a  half

second apart, but if I missed her, the water would suck her down again towards the street. I broke the surface and took a great gulp of air just as the others did, all taking gasping wretched pulls of the thick air. 

Tillie slammed into the building first, all the breath she had pulled in whooshing from her body. I hit right behind her, Loki behind me, and I was already reaching for her as she started to go under. Our fingers touched, and realizing I was going to miss, I pushed myself forward, clasping her forearm just as we were jerked back under the dark water. 

TILLIE

I  HAD  NO  AIR,  MY  LUNGS  STRAINED  WITH  EMPTINESS,  AND  I  SAW  NOTHING  BUT  DARKNESS  AND  BRIEF

flashes of green I assumed were from Loki’s power. I knew they were both attempting to reach me, knew that if I only held on for a few minutes longer, they would reach me, but I was only human, and my body reacted violently to the loss of air. 

The building took the breath I had managed to pull in, the tips of my fingers growing bloody as I attempted to grab onto the concrete, failing. Just as I began to slip back beneath the water, someone touched my fingers, missed, and true panic filled me. 

I was going to die before we had even truly begun. 

The River Thames was going to be my grave. 

And then I felt the strong hand latch around my forearm just before the frigid water closed over my head. I could barely feel it with the numbness, Loki’s fire no longer warming me as I was swept away from him, but I felt the large body wrap around me to protect me, knew it was Thor by his size alone. 

When  he  locked  his  lips  with  mine  and  filled  my  lungs  with  precious  air,  I  nearly  cried  at  the relief.  I  wrapped  my  arms  and  legs  around  him,  trying  my  best  to  help  hold  on  even  with  the numbness,  even  as  we  were  swept  through  the  city.  I  had  no  idea  where  we  were,  no  idea  which street this was, the water too dark to see much more than brief glimpses of buildings. 

I didn’t know what I thought would happen as I started to feel the numbness spread. I had been saved with air—though we still tumbled beneath the water without breaking the surface—but now I was going to die from the cold. 

When I saw a shape move in my peripherals, I broke our life kiss long enough to turn and meet giant  golden  eyes,  eyes  as  large  as  my  head.  I  jerked  against  Thor  in  surprise,  barely  keeping  my mouth closed, and the giant serpent flicked a tongue at me, teasing. 

 Do not fret, favored, a new voice echoed in my head.  You will not die today. 

Jӧrmungandr’s long serpentine body swept beneath us and curled, until we were wrapped in his coils. We broke the surface a second later, sweet air filling my lungs just as Jӧrmungandr snapped his body around a building, halting us at the edge of the giant crack that split the city. 

The  water  rushed  inside,  buildings,  steam  cars,  people  swept  inside  the  massive  crevice  as  if going over a waterfall. Panting heavily, I clung to Thor, my fingers stroking the giant serpent that kept us from suffering the same fate. 

“Thank you,” I rasped, glancing between both of them, my voice barely audible, but Thor’s hands tightened around me even as Jӧrmungandr turned intelligent eyes on me. 

 The pleasure is mine, favored, he purred, and the tension left my body just long enough to close my  eyes.  I  just  needed  to  rest  a  moment,  breathe  in  air  I  had  always  taken  advantage  of.  Then  we could go find my mother and figure out the next step, how to get to another realm. I sighed, soaking in Thor’s warmth. 

“Where’s Loki?” I murmured, realizing he wasn’t with us. “Where are the others? 

“Dark elves!” 

I snapped my eyes open at the shout, relieved at the sight of Loki on top of a nearby building. He was no longer sporting his horns and he wore his tattered clothing again, the green tendrils gone. The power he had absorbed from me was gone. 

“He  spent  his  magic  attempting  to  capture  you,”  Thor  murmured,  understanding  my  question, unhooking his hammer from his belt and passing me a long dagger. “This fight will be one we cannot lose.” 

As I watched, dark elves crawled up the buildings around us, heading for those who had not been able  to  get  into  the  air,  those  that  survived  the  wave  but  were  without  protection.  Airships  were lowering ladders to help but they would be overrun before they could get them all to safety. 

“Thor!” 

“I see them!” 

And then lightning shattered around the God that held me and crackled along my skin. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

In the distance, I saw the airships hovering in the air, saw as they threw down their roped ladders to  get  as  many  of  the  people  onto  the  airships  as  they  could,  but  the  dark  elves  broke  through every crevice, climbed every building, as a swarm of bodies. There were three airships over the buildings overloaded with citizens, not nearly enough. Perhaps, the largest one would be able to take most of them, the airship sporting Queen Victoria’s colors. 

“Where  are  they  all  coming  from?”  I  shouted,  searching  for  a  source,  but  it  was  as  if  the  elves came from the very darkness itself. 

“Jormun!” Thor shouted instead. “Can you get us all beneath the largest airship?” 

The giant serpent uncoiled and began to push through the water, Loki and Skadi leaping on as we passed.  Fenrir  managed  to  leap  between  the  tops  of  buildings,  barely  avoiding  some  of  the  humans that  cowered  before  him.  I  imagined  we  made  an  odd  sight  as  we  headed  for  the  airship  the  elves seemed  to  be  focused  on.  Four  people  riding  on  the  back  of  a  massive  serpent  and  a  giant  wolf dancing over buildings would no doubt be talked about in the coming months, if there was anyone to still talk that was. 

“The Queen!” The largest airship was hers. The Queen had managed to get her largest airship in the  air,  multiple  ladders  hanging  from  the  edges  to  offer  help  to  those  in  need,  and  she  would  not budge until she did so, even as her guards began to fire at the elves climbing up the sides. Respect for the monarch filled me as she moved with her people, as she helped pull up those that were starting to climb  aboard.  When  she  fired  her  own  weapon  into  a  dark  elf’s  face,  I  knew  she  was  perfect  to remain my idol. 

Jӧrmungandr  slithered  through  the  water,  taking  us  to  the  building  where  the  most  people  were cowering on top of, makeshift bridges hanging over the ledges to get more people over from the other buildings. The dark elves just started to spill over the sides, their eyes vicious, as our ride practically threw  us  onto  the  rooftop  and  dove  beneath  the  water,  taking  as  many  of  the  elves  with  him  as possible.  He  began  to  churn  around  the  building,  creating  a  whirlpool  that  kept  new  elves  from climbing, but it did nothing for those already swarming up the sides. 

“That’s  what  I’m  bloody  talking  about!”  I  shouted  to  the  giant  snake  as  I  brandished  the  large dagger Thor had given me and began cutting at the elves that crawled over the edge. 

 Your praise is appreciated, favored. 

When this was all over, I was going to ask the giant serpent why he called me ‘favored’. 

We each took a side, protecting the people in the center, protecting those still crawling across the bridge over churning water. Above us, the Queen shouted orders, helped her people onboard at her soldiers’ sides, firing her pistol when she was able to pause. She watched us work, watched as our energy began to wane from fighting first the sea and then the swarm of creatures. 

I was expecting the weaker elves. I wasn’t prepared for the one with glowing red eyes to vault over the edge and kick me in the chest, the force of his kick sending me backwards into the crowd of people waiting to climb aboard and knocking the air from my lungs. 

I snarled as I straightened, the citizens behind me helping me forward with their hands, lending me their strength in the face of such a thing. Someone pushed a large gun into my hand, and I smiled at the man in thanks. 

“Hello,” the dark elf purred. 

“Don’t let him touch you!” Loki yelled. “He’s a bloodletter!” 

“What  does  that  mean?”  I  growled  back,  keeping  my  gun  aimed  at  his  heart.  I  had  no  idea  if  it would kill him, but it might slow him down enough that I could gut him. 

“It means that your blood is my tool,” the elf purred in a husky voice, his eyes raking my body. 

“Such a pretty thing the Gods have for a pet.” 

“I’m no one’s pet.” I pulled the hammer back on the gun, stalling for time. “And you don’t look like much to me.” 

He  laughed.  I  could  feel  Thor  and  Loki  fighting  off  their  own  sides  behind  me,  knew  they wouldn’t be able to reach my side without putting the humans in the center at risk. There were still a handful left, waiting for the signal to climb the ladder, too many already hanging from the length. We only needed a few more minutes. I was on my own, but then again, I was used to such odds. 

The Bloodletter laughed, tilting his head in curiosity. “I can see the attraction. You might not have wings, but you have the heart of their Valkyries. Pity you will perish with the rest of your world.” 

“You can piss off, goblin.” 

Someone snorted out a startled laugh behind me, but it was impossible to tell who, and I wouldn’t look away from the threat before me. 

There were three more humans waiting their turn for the ladder then, two men and a woman. The children had been lifted first. There were no others waiting to cross the makeshift bridges. We were almost there, almost finished. 

The  Bloodletter  sneered  at  me,  at  the  insult  he  had  not  expected.  I  had  guessed  an  elf  wouldn’t like  to  be  called  anything  else,  same  as  people,  and  I  had  been  right.  The  anger  on  his  face  almost made me laugh at the absurdity on it. It was so easy to create fury in males. 

“Goblin?” he growled, taking a step forward. “You dare insult me?” 

“My apologies,” I shot back. “I meant troll. Shouldn’t you be living under a bridge somewhere?” 

I hazarded a quick glance behind me, barely a split second to see the last human grab hold of the rope and begin to climb. 

That was when the elf moved. He was fast, but so was I. His claws passed over my head when I ducked  and  jerked  away,  backing  towards  the  center  where  I  knew  Thor,  Loki,  and  Skadi  were working towards. 

“Rise!” I screamed, loud enough for the airship to hear. 

“Ottilie—” The Queen, shouting for me, but I had my own weapons at my back, and they wielded magic, lightning, and winter. 

“Rise!”  I  screamed  again,  dodging  another  attack  from  the  Bloodletter,  his  fingers  just  barely

missing my throat. I slashed out my dagger, cut him across his chest, which only served to anger him more. 

“Midgard will drown in blood!” he promised as he fought to grab ahold of me. After all, I was considered  the  weakness  in  the  group,  but  that  was  his  mistake.  I  would  never  be  weak,  even  if  I lacked the power of Gods. “And I can’t wait for Asgard to do the same!” 

I came up beneath him, slammed the gun into his stomach and pulled the trigger before he realized I had moved toward him instead of away. On my knees, I hovered there long enough for the boom of the weapon before I faked to the right and dove to the left instead. The gun shot echoed loudly, even with the sound of the airships and people watching from above. The dark elf stumbled backwards, his face twisted into a snarl as he looked down at where black blood leaked from his wound. 

“Go back to the hole you crawled out of, goblin!” I spit and slammed my dagger down into his shoulder for good measure, kicking him backwards towards the edge. 

“Tillie!” Thor roared, and Loki’s arms wrapped around me just as lightning exploded around us, dancing  across  the  surface  of  the  building  and  zapping  the  elves  it  touched,  frying  their  skin.  The Bloodletter saw he had lost, and instead of dying with his brethren, he narrowed eyes on where I was clutched in Loki’s arms, protected from the electricity in the air by a sphere of fire. 

“We will meet again,” he promised, before he dove over the side of the building and disappeared into the churning water below. 

Fenrir howled on another rooftop in the distance, Jӧrmungandr answering him with a roar I would have thought a dragon rather than a snake. 

The  lightning  vanished,  and  we  stood  there  in  a  circle,  panting  heavily,  battle  wary,  blood splattering our bodies. I had no doubt I looked like a drowned rat, and I would be bruised tomorrow, but I couldn’t help but smile at the fact that we had survived this stage. 

I felt their eyes on me as Loki withdrew his fire, turned to meet various expressions of shock, as if I  had  grown  another  head.  I  checked  just  in  case  something  strange  had  happened,  but  I  was  still wholly me, ordinary, double life, Tillie. 

And then I realized what all this meant. 

“My  mother,”  I  cried,  and  peered  over  the  side  where  the  water  slowly  decreased  until  it  left nothing but waterlogged streets and chaos. 

“Let’s go find her,” Thor murmured, offering his hand. Loki took my other, and we stepped off the rooftop onto Jӧrmungandr’s back, the giant serpent slithering slowly in the direction I pointed. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY

W e moved along the edge of the massive crack. The glimpses I got of the inside of it, there did  not  appear  to  be  a  bottom,  as  if  they  opened  out  into  Hell  itself.  It  was  strange, seeing such a large portion of the interior of earth opened wide before us, something that no one should have ever been able to see. The entire time we passed, I looked down, if only to search for those lost souls who suffered the fate we nearly had, making sure there was no one we could save. 

Not once did we stumble upon a living body. Not once did I hear anyone cry for help from below. 

When  we  reached  my  street,  my  stomach  sunk,  a  numbness  crawling  along  my  arms  that  had nothing to do with the cold. Jӧrmungandr slowed, Fenrir stepping up beside us as I stared at the street before me. 

It was gone. 

The street my house had once resided, the street I had grown up on, the street that housed Lady Smith, the phantom Lady Caroline, and so many others I had attended parties at their homes. 

It was all gone, as if it never existed in the first place. 

“Tillie. . .” Thor murmured, his fingers touching my shoulder, but I couldn’t handle the tone of his voice. 

I  slid  from  Jӧrmungandr’s  back  to  the  debris  covered  cobblestones,  staring  in  disbelief  at  the massive  cliff  that  now  took  the  place  where  I  had  lived.  The  street  beside  ours  was  untouched, completely intact except for damage from the tidal wave. Why had that street been left whole but mine was wiped away? 

“Mother!”  I  called,  stepping  close  to  the  edge  and  looking  down.  I  didn’t  truly  expect  to  see anything. I hadn’t seen anything the entire time I had been looking down. “Mother!” 

“Tillie—” 

“Mother!” I screamed, my voice shrill as I whirled, searching, searching, praying. 

I prayed that the person I cared for most in the world was okay, the thoughts loud in my mind. I saw the two Gods standing behind me flinch with the demand in it, almost a threat. 

 Someone bring my mother back before I set the world on fire. 

The first tear leaked from my eyes, my masks completely lost as I searched along the edge of the canyon, screaming for someone that couldn’t be alive, not if she’d been in the house. 

“Can we go inside?” I asked, my voice cracking as I turned to Thor and Loki. “Is there a way to

go to the bottom?” 

Thor  hesitated  but  it  was  Loki  that  stepped  forward  and  took  my  face  in  his  hands.  It  was  Loki who made sure I was paying attention, who used his fire to warm me. He may have been out of energy for his natural magic, but his fire burst around us, fed by the grief that was swallowing me the same as the tidal wave had. 

“Tillie,”  he  whispered,  his  eyes  so  full  of  compassion,  I  could  hardly  bear  it.  “Loss  is  no  easy thing to bear in this world or any, but I know your mind is working through solutions logically in the face of this, so I will speak through what you ask logically.” Another tear dropped from my lashes and he  wiped  it  away  with  his  thumb.  “We  cannot  see  the  bottom  of  the  crack,  which  means  that  it’s incredibly deep. We have no way to know where it stops, no way to see. For a crack to be that size, that  deep,  no  Midgardian  who  had  fallen  inside  would  survive,  and  that  is  before  the  tidal  wave emptied inside its belly.” The tears came faster. “Your home is gone, but we have no way of knowing if your mother was inside. We can search the city. We won’t give up, just because the situation seems dire.” 

I wrapped my fingers around Loki’s wrists as I stared into his eyes. “How did you survive it?” I croaked. 

The God of Mischief clenched his jaw, hard enough I heard it crack, and leaned down to place his forehead against mine. 

“I  didn’t,”  he  whispered.  “I  was  a  shell,  only  able  to  laugh  again  at  the  end  of  the  nine  realms, because a little spy held a knife to my throat and challenged me.” He wrapped his arms around me. 

“You  don’t  survive  it,  Tillie.”  He  tightened  his  arms.  “You  feel  it,  and  then,  when  you’re  able,  you take a breath, and then another, until you can stand up again.” 

I never expected the large arms to circle us both, never expected Thor to hold us all together, and when I looked up into his eyes with swollen ones of my own, he kissed my forehead. He may not have known the right words to say, but he offered his warmth and support, doing more than enough to hold my pieces threatening to shatter together. 

“Tillie?” 

I froze at the voice, and then when it registered inside my brain, I shoved my way out of the arms of the two Gods, hardly daring to breathe. 

I stared at the woman that appeared, a woman dressed in trousers and blouse, her feet bare, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked like some avenging angel with the large sword she held in her hand, her favored weapon, but it was the clear, healthy green eyes that nearly made my knees buckle. 

“Mother.” My voice came out in a soft whisper, as if I hardly believed she was there, a phantom like Lady Caroline. 

“You’re  not  crying  over  me,  are  you?”  she  teased.  And  though  there  was  a  smile  on  her  face,  I could see the relief in her eyes, too. She had thought me lost the same as I had thought her. 

Whatever spell I was under broke and I rushed across the distance. My mother dropped the sword in her hand to wrap her arms around me, my tears turning into full out sobs of relief. My mother was alive. She was safe. 

“But how?” I asked, holding her tightly, nearly strangling her, but she didn’t complain. 

“I saw the small crack when the first rumble hit, saw it in the center of the street, and because of what you told me, I looked at it as a threat instead of an anomaly.” She leaned back to peer into my face. “I managed to get the whole street out before the crack swallowed them, even silly Lady Smith. 

Would you believe her first complaint was that she couldn’t host her masquerade next month?” 

A watery chuckle slipped out. “I believe it. But how did you survive the tidal wave?” 

“Ah, we were already on top of the building over there searching for any sign of you.” Her eyes dragged over to Fenrir and Jӧrmungandr. “Imagine my surprise to see these two show up.” 

Thor, Loki, and Skadi stood behind us, watching the exchange, giving us a moment of relief, but when I turned and gestured them forward, they all did so without hesitation. 

“Ragnarök isn’t over,” I murmured. “But we warned the Queen.” 

“What did she say?” 

I grimaced. “I’ve been ordered on a mission to another realm to retrieve an object that could slow the stages.” 

My mother’s jaw opened, and she looked between me, the giant snake and wolf, and the Gods and Goddess standing near. “Another realm? As in Hell?” 

“We are not going to Helheim,” Skadi clarified. “That would have been far better.” 

I shot her a look, one that told her to not expand anymore on the subject. I hadn’t known that where we went would be worse than Hell, but I supposed it was fitting. We had to go to Hell and back to save the world. 

Loki  peered  over  at  Skadi,  a  slow  smile  pulling  at  his  lips.  “What’s  the  matter,  Skadi?  Not looking forward to seeing the dwarves again?” 

She scowled, her eyes narrowing on the trickster. She crossed her arms and the glare on her face rivaled the bitter winter we stood in. “Nine realms,” she growled. “Nine realms, Loki, and you piss me off in all of them.” 

Thor  rolled  his  eyes  and  moved  over,  unhooking  his  hammer  from  his  waist  to  drop  it  to  the ground  with  a  solid  thunk.  Then  he  simply  sat  down.  The  God  of  Thunder  sat  in  the  middle  of  the street, his hair still wet and draped around his shoulders, his shirt torn in places to reveal tantalizing flashes of skin. I blinked down at him in surprise. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, the others going quiet. 

“I’m sitting down.” He frowned. “After everything that happened, even if it’s on ice and snow, I just want to sit down.” 

Smiling, I sat down beside him, taking his hand in mine as the others all did the same. It was nice, if even for a moment, to take a respite, to be able to breathe without the earth collapsing beneath us or the  sea  drowning  the  world.  I  stared  around  at  the  circle  that  had  become  my  home.  My  mother,  a winter  Goddess  and  her  two  wolves,  a  God  of  Thunder  and  a  God  of  Magic,  a  giant  serpent  and  a giant  wolf.  We  all  formed  a  circle,  Jӧrmungandr’s  tail  circling  around  us  to  block  the  wind,  Loki’s flames keeping us warm, and we breathed. 

“So,  what  now?”  Mother  asked,  pulling  her  hair  over  her  shoulder  and  forming  it  into  a  quick braid. She didn’t even seem to notice that her feet were bare in the coldest wrong season winter we had ever seen. 

“Now, we go fetch a cauldron, slow Ragnarök, and save mankind.” I smiled. “In that order.” 

“It’ll be difficult,” Loki murmured, threading his fingers through mine. “But I think if anyone can master Ragnarök, it would be us.” 

I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, before doing the same to Thor, grinning at the two of them. “My first time outside of England and it will be to a whole different realm. I can’t wait.” 

Because yes, what we would face would be difficult. We would no doubt encounter old enemies and  new,  find  allies  and  foes,  but  perhaps,  if  the  three  of  us  stuck  together—thunder,  magic,  and  a little espionage—then we might stand a chance. There were other realms we had to visit, people we had  to  meet,  an  Allfather  I  had  to  pick  a  bone  with,  memories  to  overcome.  The  nine  realms  were

crumbling, the end near, but we wouldn’t back down. Never would we back down. 

The thrones of old may crumble, the very ground beneath our feet may split, but we would look Ragnarök in the eyes and tell it to piss off. This is our world. This is our home, and we would not be swayed. 

I may have only been a Midgardian, my only powers a skill with weapons, but that didn’t mean I would not succeed. With Thor and Loki by my side, we would take on all who dared to stop us, and we would save all nine realms at the end. 

When those who stood in our way dared to forge their hate into weapons, I would tell them one thing, and one thing alone. 

 I  am  Lady  Ottilie  Kingsford,  spy  of  no  Guild,  assassin  in  times  of  need,  and  your  forged weapons of hate will not form us in your image. 

 Because I am iron. . . 

 . . .and I will forge myself. 

TO CONTINUE ON WITH THE JOURNEY…
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