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Sif's Haircut
 
 
Loki rolled over in bed, exhausted. They had been making the beast with two backs for hours, and he could barely keep his eyes opened. He was amazed to see Sif sit up and swing her legs over the side of the bed, about to get up.
He gently grabbed her arm. Her smooth, white skin stirred his desire, and he felt his loins rise. He wasn't sure that he'd be able to satisfy her yet again, but he was at least willing to suffer through the attempt.
Sif turned, her golden hair cascading down her back. She brushed it away from her face and flashed the barest of smiles.
“Not leaving bed so soon, I hope?” he said.
She pursed her lips but didn't respond.
“Perhaps you're as worn out as I am and wondering if you can survive any more. It may be the death of us, but I'm sure it'll be worth the effort.” He caressed her arm and let his fingers trace her bare back.
“It's getting late. Maybe we should put this off for another night.” She pulled away from him and stood. 
Loki nearly swooned just watching her cross the room. She was as near physical perfection as he had ever seen, and coupling with her had been the most sensual experience of his long life. He had lost count of how many goddesses he had lain with and they had all been satisfying in their own right. But Sif . . . she alone had set his loins on fire and caused him to scream out in pleasure, his body wracked with spasm after glorious spasm.
Only one other had come close, but those nights with Freyja had been as much about pain as anything else. She had nearly killed him with her insatiable desire, and as ethereally beautiful as she was, he was captivated even more so by Sif.
“Surely,” he said, tossing the covers off and revealing his rising interest, “I can entice you a few more times.”
She glanced at him and smiled, then turned away and pulled up her silken gown. “I think we should . . . wait to regain our strength. Perhaps another night.” 
Loki covered himself up and frowned. “Is there something wrong?”
She didn't turn to look at him. “No. It's nothing.”
He cringed as if a dagger had stuck him. No matter who the female was, the response was universal. He had certainly heard it often enough from his wife. 
He sat up. “What is it? Have I done something wrong?”
“No, no. You haven't done anything wrong. It's fine.”
He narrowed his eyes. “It's not. Anyone can see that there is something on your mind. Tell me what it is.”
She turned, now fully dressed. The morning light streaming through the window illuminated her from behind, and he could see her naked form through her gown. She was tall and lithe and regal, and yet her tongue had done things to him that no queen would ever admit to. He continued stirring under the covers, and all he could think about as he stared at her was how it would feel to once more thrust himself inside her.
“I . . . am just tired, that's all. It's been a long night, and I need to get some rest. It won't be too long before Thor returns, and he can't find you here. You know what his temper is like.”
He frowned. “You said he was in Jotunheim.”
“Yes, he is.”
“Then he won't be back for days at the earliest.”
She glanced out the window. “He might come back earlier.”
Now he knew she was making excuses. Thor never returned from Jotunheim early. He always got caught up in smashing giant skulls. If anything, he would be there much longer than intended.
“You know that isn't true. Why don't you tell me what's wrong? Or better yet, come back to bed and we can tend to the problem in other ways.”
She stared at him. “I . . . um . . . I have a headache.”
“What?”
“I have a headache.”
“After last night, I would've thought that other things would be aching.”
Sif sighed and approached the bed. “Loki, it was . . . pleasant, but I . . .”
His brow lowered. “Pleasant? That's not how I would have described it. You make it sound like we played a game of Hnefetafl.”
“It's not like that. Look, it was nice enough, but—“
“Nice? You weren't screaming 'this is nice' last night when I bent you over the—”
“You are making this more difficult than it has to be!”
He scooted back on the bed, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You straddled me for hours last night, and now you tell me it was 'nice'? That isn't what I expected after we f—“
“I know what we did! You do not have to say it!”
“Then what is the problem? How can we do . . . all that . . . and suddenly you act as if you are no longer interested?”
She sat down on the bed. “It's hard to explain.”
“I'm fairly bright. I think I'll be able to understand.” He was not successful at keeping the tone from his voice, but he didn't feel terribly bad about it at the moment.
“It's just . . . have you ever eaten leeks?”
“What?”
“Leeks. They're roots that grow in—“
“I know what leeks are. What does that have to do with anything?”
“With Thor, I feel like I've been . . . eating leeks for a long time. Don't get me wrong, leeks are good. Flavorful and . . . stout. You can boil them, stew them, add them to meat. But after a while, you get kind of . . . sick of them. And you'd like to, I don't know, try an onion or something. Just for the variety.”
“An onion?”
“Yes. They're root vege—“
“I know what a damn onion is!”
She sighed. “Well, I was sick of leeks. I wanted an onion.”
“And I'm the onion, I take it?”
She raised her eyebrows.
“So that's fine. I'll be an onion. Now come back to bed.”
“Um, I'm . . . full.”
“What? Are we still discussing vegetables?”
“Ugh, you're making this so difficult!”
“What is the problem, then? I'm okay with you using me to . . . try out some onions.”
She sighed. “I think I prefer leeks.”
He scowled.
“Onions are okay, but leeks . . . well, they're so much more . . . substantial.” Her eyes glazed over and she made a gesture with her hand as if she was holding a leek. A long, thick leek.
“That's ridiculous! Onions are just as big as leeks! Most are even bigger!”
“Maybe some are, but I kind of thought of you more as a . . .”
“As a what?”
“Well, have you ever seen those little green onions? The ones that look like tiny, thin leeks?”
He nearly erupted in fury. “Fine! That's just fine!” He jumped out of bed and gathered his clothes before heading out the door.
“Loki, don't be mad. I hope we can still . . . be friends.”
He turned around in the threshold, still naked and clutching his clothes. “You can swallow all the leeks you want, you brazen cow. I hope you and your idiot husband can still smell the stench of my onion in your garden!”
He stormed through the hall, indifferent to the shocked stares of the servants, and exited into the bright Asgard morning, already hatching plans for his revenge.
 
The doors were closed and bolted, but that didn't stop him. Whispering the runes, his body grew smaller and smaller, and his form changed until the buzzing of his rapidly beating wings was all that he could hear. He slipped through a crack in the door and flew off to Sif's chamber.
Thor's great snoring threatened to suck him out of the air and down the Thunderer's gullet, so he quickly transformed back to his own shape. Thor was asleep on the nearest side of the bed, one fist entwined in Sif's golden hair, and she was on the other. Loki stepped quietly to her side of the bed.
He gazed down at her for a moment, reliving a carnal memory, but a quick flatulent burst from Thor ruined the thought and made him sneer. He pulled a wickedly curved knife from his belt.
He stepped closer and held the knife high. He grabbed a long, wayward skein of Sif's hair and pulled it tight before plunging the knife down again and again.
When he was finished, he admired his work. Thor would have his head, but it was worth it. He slid the knife back into his belt and walked out of the room. His mind was abuzz with ideas to counter Thor's rage, but his giddy glee kept interfering with coherent thought. No matter. He would have a plan to deal with slow-witted Thor soon enough. He only wished he could be there when the Thunderer woke up and saw what had been done to his lovely wife.
 
Loki woke to the sound of the front doors of his hall splintering and being ripped from their hinges. He leaped out of bed, instantly awake; he knew what was coming, and it wasn't good.
“Loki! I come for you!” Thor's voice reverberated through the hall, shaking walls and rattling furniture like the low, throaty growl of the earth increased a thousand fold. 
He knew Thor would come, he just hadn't thought it would be so soon. The dull brute always slept like a stallion that had been at its mare for hours, and he expected that he would have more time to prepare for the confrontation.
In truth, he hoped to be standing at Thor's own hall with his retainers at his side, a show of strength accompanying the wide smirk on his face when Thor burst out of his front doors in a feral rage. Loki imagined him to be unclothed; that he would be so caught up in rage and fury that he would neglect to dress and simply charge outside, eager to have his hands around Loki's neck as soon as possible.
A rending crash shook the hall and woke him from his daydream. Things had not panned out as he hoped, and he would gain nothing from musing on all the ways that he would have mocked Thor if only things had gone his way. 
He ran towards the tall windows of his chamber and spoke the runes. He felt his body changing, becoming smaller and lighter while he gazed impatiently at the expanse of Asgard below. He perched on the sill and stretched out his nearly transformed wings, ready to take flight. An explosion behind him made his head turn back to see the cause. In that split second, he lost what little advantage he may have had in escaping from Thor's fury.
The bricks tumbled to the floor as Thor leaped forward, his face a rictus of anger. Dust and broken stone flew everywhere. 
Loki turned back and leaped out the window, the transformation not completely finished. Still, it would probably be better to fall all the way to the ground than to be caught by Thor in the grip of a berserker rage.
He barely felt the wind beneath him, however, before he was snatched out of the air, his avian bones snapping audibly. He was brought close to Thor's clenched teeth.
“Let me see your face!” 
He squirmed in the Thunderer's grip, feeling bones grind against each other, but there was no escape from Thor's fist. 
“Let me see your face, you foul creature! Or I will grind you till you are nothing but shattered beak and bent feathers!”
Loki whispered the runes and his true form began to take hold until his neck was clutched in Thor's iron grip. He grasped at Thor's hand while he hung there barely able to take a breath. 
Thor's eyes blazed fire. “What have you done? What have you done to Sif?”
“It was . . . it was a . . . ”
“If you say it was a joke, I will snap you in two.”
Loki closed his mouth. 
“Now, Trickster, now . . . you will fix this. You will fix my wife so that she does not stare back at me like some weeping, hairless vulture. You will fix her tresses, or I will grind you into dust until the foul stain of your existence is no longer even memory.”
Loki nodded. “I—I will fix it, I swear!”
Thor sneered. “Tell me how.”
Loki's eyes went wide. “There will be . . . there will—”
“Tell me!”
His mind raced, the grip on his throat making it hard to concentrate. But an answer came.
“The dwarfs! I will see the dwarfs. They will have a way to fix it.”
Thor didn't respond and Loki feared that his answer would not be satisfactory, that Thor would simply crush his throat and be done with it. He had his answer, however, when he was loosed from the Thunderer's grip and dropped to the floor.
“They had better, for your sake.” With that, he turned and walked out the hole in the wall. Loki gasped and tried to reclaim his breath as he watched the large god walk into the corridor and out of sight. 
He was relieved for the moment that he was not going to be killed, but that didn't mean that the task ahead of him was a certainty, or that he would have any success at all.
 
The two dwarfs, Brokk and Eitri, brought the golden strands of hair forth from the forge and held them out for Loki to feel. He stroked the hair, marveling at the silken nature and lifelike, shining appearance.
“This was gold?”
“Yes, yes,” Eitri said, showing rotted teeth from between blackened lips. “We spun the gold down and crafted the hair with the thin strands. It will attach to the wearer's head and continue to grow for all her years.”
Loki nodded. He had not told them the circumstances for which he needed the hair. It would not do for the greedy creatures to know that he was under threat from Thor. It would only increase their negotiating power.
“You are satisfied with the work, then?” Brokk said. It was more statement than question; it was unthinkable that anyone would be unsatisfied with the dwarfs' handiwork. As repulsive as they were, none in the Nine Worlds could craft items of such beauty.
Loki pursed his lips. “I suppose.”
Brokk and Eitri glanced at each other. “What do you mean, you suppose?” Brokk said.
Loki let the finely spun hair trail off his fingers. “It is functional, but I had thought the skill of the dwarfs more . . . visionary.”
Eitri screwed up his small, ugly face. “How dare you!” he hissed. “This is one of our finest creations!”
Loki looked at him askance. “Truly? My apologies, then. I suppose I was expecting . . .”
Brokk stepped forward, shoving Eitri out of the way. “What were you expecting that we did not deliver?”
Loki narrowed his eyes and held his hand up to his chin. “Did you both work equally on this task?”
The two dwarfs eyed each other. Eitri said, “What do you mean?”
“Does this hair represent the same amount of effort from both of you?”
“Of course it—“
“To be fair, Brokk, I spun more of the filaments out.”
Brokk turned to the other dwarf. “You are a fool, Eitri. Don't you see what he is trying to do?”
Eitri bristled. “Maybe he is only waking me to your scheme to claim the reward for the hair.”
Loki's eyes went wide. “I didn't mean to—“
“Quiet!” Brokk stepped closer to Eitri. “Without me, you would not be able to spin food into shit. Now shut your fool mouth before what little brains you have dribble out onto the floor.”
Eitri sneered. “You don't have a tenth of my skill at the forge, you misshapen toad. You are barely able to keep the bellows pumping without help from me.”
The two dwarfs closed in on each other, one holding a smith's hammer, the other a red-hot iron plucked from the coals. 
Loki stepped between the two. “This serves no one. If you two kill each other, then I will be able to walk away with the hair for nothing. Is that what you want?”
Brokk and Eitri glared at each other for a moment before turning to Loki. 
“I'm sure that you are both equally . . . capable.”
“You provoke us on purpose, Asgardian scum!” Eitri said. He pulled out a jagged blade and held it out towards the  Trickster.
Loki held out his palms and stepped back. “Surely there must be some other way to settle this?”
Brokk said, “Put your knife away, fool. We can't collect if he's dead.”
Eitri sneered and put his knife down but kept it in his hand. 
Brokk turned to Loki. “What do you propose?”
Loki stroked his face and eyed the two dwarfs before glancing at the forge. “Is there some way to . . . test your abilities? Something you two could each create? A weapon of some sort, perhaps?”
“And you would be the judge, no doubt?”
“We could let the Allfather judge. Each present him with a weapon of his making and whichever one he picks will reveal the superior craftsman.”
Brokk and Eitri nodded to each other grimly and then set to work at the forge. Neither saw Loki smirking while he caressed the golden hair.
 
Sif set the golden tresses on her bald head while Thor impaled Loki with his stare. He was certain the hair would suffice, but it was difficult not to be nervous under the furious glare of the Thunderer. And the cost of failure would be high, indeed.
“How does it feel?” Thor asked.
Sif wiped a tear away. “It tingles, but not unpleasantly so.” She ran her hand through her hair, her eyes wide in amazement. “It feels like it is my own, as if I had never had my tresses sheared.”
Loki had to admit that her new hair was beautiful. More so, in fact, than her own had been. He licked his lips. Perhaps she would be grateful enough to allow him to yank on it one night as he mounted her from—
“It seems like you'll survive this day, after all, Sly One,” Thor said, his tone not unkind. “You certainly owe a debt to the dwarfs.”
Loki smiled as he gazed longingly at Sif's new hair, his eyes lingering over her body, remembering her hair hanging down over her breasts as she straddled—
He stifled the thought. There would be time and opportunity for a conquest—despite what Sif said about onions and leeks—another day. If she tired of her dull husband once, she would do so again, and he would inevitably crawl back into her bed. 
He left with thoughts of the two dwarfs, Brokk and Eitri. They were due at Valaskjalf with their weapons any day now, and he was eager to see the treasures he would take from them.
 
Odin picked up the spear and tested its weight.
“It is called Gungnir, High One,” Eitri said, bowing his head. “It is a fearsome weapon.”
“What does it do?”
“It never misses its mark. And it will transform into a walking staff at your command so it can be disguised against your enemies.”
Loki raised his eyebrows as Odin set the spear down. That would be useful against the Jotuns. He smirked as he thought about how easy it had been to trick these greedy dwarfs into making weapons for them.
“And you, dwarf?” Odin gestured towards Brokk. “What have you brought?”
Brokk bowed as well, but his hands were empty. “Only a small trinket for you, High One.” He held out his closed fist and then slowly opened it, palm up. There was a tiny hammer lying there. Odin grabbed it out of his hand with forefinger and thumb.
The hammer grew in his hands until it was large enough for him to grasp the handle alone and feel the weight of the head. “This is surprising. Will it return to its original size?”
“Oh yes, and it will be easily concealed. Your enemies will never suspect that you are armed at all.”
“Is there more?”
Brokk smirked at Eitri. “It will always return to your hand when thrown, and the sound of its striking is a clap of thunder that will lay your enemies low.”
“A fitting weapon for Thor, no?”
“Indeed. That was my thought, as well.”
Eitri's face was sour as Odin lingered over the weapon. 
“Does it have a name?” Odin asked.
“Mjolnir, which means 'crusher'.”
Odin handed it back, and it shrunk once more in Brokk's palm. “Both are fearsome weapons, but Mjolnir is clearly the better. It will stand against our greatest enemies and will turn mountains to dust in its wake.”
Loki observed the looks on the two dwarfs' faces closely. Brokk beamed with pleasure while Eitri sullenly pouted. He was surprised, however, to see Eitri whisper something in Brokk's ear followed by a quick nod of assent.
“And what,” Odin said, “will you receive for payment of these fine weapons?”
“They are worth far more than gold,” Eitri said. “They are the most fearsome weapons in the Nine Worlds.”
“They will stand against the Jotuns at Ragnarok,” Brokk added. “Much blood will be spilled at their behest.”
Odin folded his arms and glared at them with his single eye. “I acknowledge their value. Name your price and it will be paid.”
“We are not sure you value these as much as they should be valued. You will not be willing to pay what we deserve. We should take them back to Nidavellir. Perhaps others will be willing to pay their true value.”
Loki narrowed his eyes. What were they playing at? 
Odin's voice boomed. “Do not test my patience, maggots. I formed you from Ymir's body, and by my beard I will unform you!” They cringed but did not back down.
“You will swear to our payment, then?” Brokk said. 
“I said so! Now name your price before I squash you under my heel!”
“Very well.” Brokk and Eitri glanced at each other once more, small smiles forming on their lips. Brokk jerked a thumb toward Loki.“We want his head.”
Loki's eyes went wide. “Allfather, this is an insult!”
Odin stared hard at the dwarfs before opening his mouth wide and laughing. “A rare sight, indeed, to ruffle the Sly One's feathers!”
“Then you agree to the price?”
“Certainly. His head is yours if you can get it.”
Loki felt a sinking in his gut as Brokk and Eitri drew their jagged knives and advanced upon him. Their blackened teeth glistened in the torchlight as they ran thick tongues across them. 
“Allfather? You can't be serious!”
The dwarfs advanced as Odin watched, a grim smile on his face. Loki turned and whispered the runes. His bird-self flew out the high window of Valaskjalf, leaving the two dwarfs with their knives still out, lusting for blood, and Odin barely containing his laughter.


 
 
 
Freyja's Wedding
 
 
The bride sat silently at the table, her face hidden under her veil. Thrym was next to her, and he beamed with happiness. He had managed to win the hand of the most beautiful of the gods, the Vanir temptress Freyja, and even more than basking in her radiant glow, he sweltered with the thought of what it would be like to bed her. 
He snapped his fingers and motioned to his servants. They hurried away and returned moments later carrying huge trays of meat, fruit, and breads. They were set in front of Freyja, and he waited for her to indicate her choices. She would, of course, have the first pick, and he delighted in the notion that it should be given to her by a Jotun, the sworn enemies of the gods.
Freyja glanced to the servant she had brought with her, a small, fine-boned maiden with radiant red hair and a devilish smile. Despite the multitude of servants in Thrym's hall, his bride had insisted on keeping her own servant close at hand. She didn't do much other than whisper in Freyja's ear, but what did that matter? Females were often wont to whisper and giggle, and goddesses were obviously no different. 
He was, however, annoyed at Freyja's continued silence. Despite all his entreaties, she had done nothing but sit there, her beauty only hinted at from behind her veil. 
“Take your pick of the finest meats, my dear,” Thrym said, the plate piled high with the breasts and thighs of innumerable chickens, the ribs and bellies of succulent pigs. 
Freyja's servant leaned over and whispered something, and Thrym felt his annoyance rise the slightest bit. He forced it down and fixed a wide grin on his own face. In time she will open her mouth for more than the meat on that plate, he thought.
His smile faltered, however, when Freyja grasped both sides of the massive plate and brought the entire thing to her face. Without even bothering to push her veil aside, she stuck her entire face into the tray and began gorging on the meat like a wolf gutting a young lamb.
When she was finished, not even the bones were left on the plate and the veil was stained brown. Thrym's smile had turned into a grimace. He had seen Jotuns with appetites, but not even the most voracious eater could have downed such a plate. 
“Does your mistress always eat so?” he asked the maid servant, with little attempt at keeping his voice low.
“Oh no, my lord. She is simply . . . eager for her wedding night and is afraid that she will lack stamina if she does not eat well.” She smirked and leaned in towards him. “Believe me when I say, my lord, that her other appetites are far greater.”
Thrym's smile returned. If he would be rewarded later with equal voraciousness, then he would accept it at this first meal together. By Ymir's beard, he thought, how much will we need to beat against each other to work off a meal like that? His smile widened and something in his pants stirred.
Servants brought in more food—plates stacked high with breads, fruits, sweets—and each time they were placed in front of Freyja she devoured them rapidly. The other Jotuns marveled at her rapacity, and their disgust was less than subtle, especially since Freyja continued to deprive them of their own meals.
“How much more will she need?” Thrym whispered again to the maid servant.
“My lord, she will not be truly filled until she spreads herself wide across your bed. For now, she is nervous and excited. But fear not. There will be plenty of room to fill her up with other things.”
Thrym laughed. “I had no idea you gods were so insatiable! Truly, my bride will be one to keep up with me! I would not have thought it possible, but perhaps I won't be able to keep up with her!”
“My lord,” the maid servant said, “I am loathe to say it, but . . .”
Thrym's smile faltered. “But what?”
The servant hung her head low, her red curls falling onto her face. She looked up and leaned closer to him. “She has worn out many an Asgardian, sometimes fatally so. She is too shy to admit it, but she is afraid that she may . . . injure you.”
Thrym's eyes went wide. “She has injured those who had her?”
The servant nodded. “It would be more fair to say she had them, my lord.” She made as if to say something else, but then turned away.
“What is it?”
“Please, my lord. Don't make me say it.”
His brow wrinkled. Next to her, Freyja downed pitcher after pitcher of mead, long streams of it running down her veil and staining her dress. He had not noticed it before, but her arms were thick and corded with muscle that strained the fabric of her sleeves. 
The maid servant sighed. “My lord, please do not breathe a word of this to my mistress. She would be mortified to realize that you knew her fears.”
Thrym nodded and leaned in. “Say it.”
She looked around at Freyja, who was still engaged in downing pitcher after pitcher to the wide-eyed astonishment of all the gathered Jotuns. They had all abandoned their own revelries and simply stared at this Vanir goddess—this goddess of sex and lust—as she downed more mead and ale than the most fierce, broad Jotun warrior who had ever lived.
“She is afraid that you will not have the strength to survive her. She fears causing the death of her husband on their first night together.” She looked down, ashamed and embarrassed. 
Thrym frowned. “Does she not know that I am the most powerful Jotun warrior to ever live? That I have slain more Asgardians than any other?”
“She knows, my lord, but still she fears that you will not survive her.” She looked down again. “I'm sorry to be so bold, my lord, but I . . . I fear for your safety.”
Thrym harumphed. “I have conquered thousands of Jotun wenches. Goddess or no, I will survive her! It is far more likely that she will not survive me!” He reached down and grabbed his crotch with a hearty hand.
“If there were only some way to convince my mistress that you are more than her equal.”
Thrym's brows furrowed for a moment, and then he sat up straighter, his eyes alight. “I have something!”
“What is it, my lord?”
He didn't answer. Instead, he summoned servants to his side and whispered to them harshly. They hurried away, leaving Thrym with a broad and satisfied smile across his face, and returned moments later bearing a heavy wooden case in their hands. They set it in front of Thrym.
“This should be proof enough,” Thrym said.
She leaned closer. “What is it?”
He laughed. “Oh, it is something that is sorely missed, that is certain. And it was difficult to get. But now that it is mine, the walls of Asgard will be crushed and I will make slaves of all the gods.”
Her eyes went wide. “You cannot mean . . .”
“Indeed I do!” He opened the wooden case and the maid servant gazed inside. “Thor's own hammer, the mighty Mjolnir, is now mine!” He nodded towards Freyja, still consumed by the food and drink continually set down in front of her. “This should halt any worry. Any who could tame the Thunderer's hammer, the most powerful weapon in the Nine Worlds, has little to fear from a vigorous coupling.”
She nodded. “Truly, your power is greater than we had originally estimated, my lord. I believe my lady will be satisfied with this offering.”
Thrym stood up and carried the case over to Freyja. He set it down in front of her, and she paused from her consumption. “Hear this, all! I was to save this for later, but it wanted out, and so I present to you the most powerful weapon in the Nine Worlds: Mjolnir, the hammer of our greatest enemy!”
The rest of the Jotuns went quiet, and Thrym was content seeing the awe on their faces. None of them had managed such a daring feat, and they would naturally look to him as their new leader. With Mjolnir in hand—and with Freyja left behind in his bed, a broken shell that his virility had destroyed—he would lead great armies across Bifrost and pound the gods' bones into dust. He would pluck out the other eye of  that gray-bearded—. 
A low chuckling interrupted him. He turned to see the source, and was furious to find it was his very own bride. She stood now, the hammer still in the case in front of her, and his irritation was momentarily halted as he noted the strange bulk and size of the goddess. Had she been this stocky before? Perhaps her mass consumption of food had had an immediate effect?
The maid servant was smiling as well, and she also looked different. His brow creased when he saw what looked like the barest hints of—but, no! It was a trick of the light, surely? Did he truly see the tiniest sign of unshaven whiskers on her face?
“She accepts the gift, I take it?” he said, not managing to hide his annoyance. At least this would put the idea that he was in any danger from bedding his bride to rest. 
“Oh, indeed she does,” she said, and she stepped away from Freyja, giving her a wide berth. 
Thrym could not believe what he saw next. Freyja reached into the box, grasped the short handle of the hammer and pulled Mjolnir out, holding it above her head.
A thunderclap shook the room. Thrym moved toward her, but the maid servant was already in the way, preventing him from getting any closer. His rage rose, but quickly dissipated when he saw the light reddish beard just coating her cheekbones and chin. 
Freyja pulled the headdress off and tossed it to the ground. Her hair—while purest silver up to this moment—was now fiery red. What was more disturbing, however, was the lighting that flashed in her eyes, and a maniacal gleam of what Thrym could only describe as homicidal joy.
The quickly transforming maid servant dived out of the way while the rest of the gathered Jotuns stared with eyes wide and mouths agape. The hammer swung and took the two nearest Jotuns before they could blink, brains and blood splattering across the table and splashing the others. It came crashing down next on the table, sending food, plates, and cups flying into the air along with splintered planks.
The Jotuns were broken from their spell. A few turned to flee. Thor—now standing in a perversely torn wedding gown, his chest and bare arms rippling—sent Mjolnir flying. It burst through backs and out the other side before flying back to his outstretched hand. 
Other Jotuns turned to face him, their outrage and anger overpowering their surprise. Thor's red-bearded face beamed as he swung the hammer in a wide arc, smashing the bones and brains of all those that closed in on him. 
Thrym snarled and launched himself at his erstwhile bride, intent on ripping his arms from his torso. He would find that servant wench next and force her to eat her own entrails, but for now his rage at being tricked into marrying the Thunderer was beyond coherent expression.
His neck was caught in an iron grip before he could follow through on his attack. He was brought face to face with his bride like an oversized child's doll, realizing that his throat could be crushed at any minute.
“You took what was mine,” Thor said, his voice deep and threatening. “None may lay hands on Mjolnir but I.”
He opened his mouth to respond—perhaps to plead for his life—but he was not given the opportunity before fingers like vises crushed the life from him.
 
Thor surveyed the scene of destruction, a grim smile on his face. “Hardly seems fair. There should've been more of them.”
Loki, keeping a cautious distance between them, ran his hand across his light beard. “At least you have what you came for. Thanks to me.”
Thor narrowed his eyes. “You shouldn't remind me that this was all your fault. You enjoyed seeing me turned into a woman. We could've gotten Mjolnir back in some other way.”
“I don't suppose it would matter if I pointed out that this was Heimdall's plan in the first place, would it?”
Thor sneered. “Just because he said it doesn't mean you didn't have something to do with it. This is just like you. The manhood between your legs is so fleeting that you want to trick others into experiencing it as well.”
Loki folded his arms. “I'm surprised you can gather up enough wit to suppose anything, quite frankly.”
Thor growled. “You should be careful,  Trickster. Mjolnir is not sated by a paltry few Jotuns such as these. It might need more bones to crush, and yours are handy.”
Loki sighed. “It's hard to take you seriously when you're still wearing half a wedding dress.” 
“You mock me at your own peril. Soon we will be back in Asgard and all will have forgotten that you were even here. All they will remember is that I slaughtered Thrym and his retainers and guests. The tale will be told in all the halls of Asgard, and your role in it will be forgotten, as it should be. No one should know what I was forced to endure to reclaim Mjolnir.”
“Perhaps you're right. And the important thing really is that we—you—have found your little hammer once more. But it is sad to think that my role may be forgotten when this tale is told over cups of mead.” He stared at Thor with what looked like genuine sadness in his eyes. “Do you think that you, at least, will remember that I helped you get your hammer back? Don't force my name completely from the tale if you have any conscience in you.”
“Bah, you worry like a woman. I'm sure there'll be some mention of you somewhere. Perhaps I'll tell how you watched me smash skulls. I'll remember that you were here, even if few others will know.” He added, almost as an afterthought to himself, “It would be hard to forget, anyway.”
Loki smiled. “Oh, I'm sure you're right, but I don't think it will be too hard. In fact, I'd be willing to bet it won't be hard at all.”
“What are you going on about?”
The edges of Loki's mouth curled up. He turned and stepped away, headed toward the large doors at the end of the hall. “Are you going to wear the tattered shreds of that dress all the way back to Asgard?”
Thor snorted. “Of course not. Don't be such a fool. Speak the runes and change my clothes back.”
Loki nodded, closed his eyes, and chanted the runes.  When he opened them back up, Thor was dressed in his armor and tunic, Mjolnir still clutched in his hand.
“Better. We should summon Sleipnir to take us back.”
“He is on his way.”
Thor glanced around at the carnage, kicking Thrym's corpse out of his way. “Maybe we should take something with us to remember the tale.”
Loki snickered under his breath. “Perhaps you carry something with you already, something that will etch the event in your memory for all time.”
Thor opened his mouth to say something, but his attention was distracted by Sleipnir. The eight legged horse had materialized nearby and stood ready to take them back to Asgard.
“Let's go, then. I am eager to return.”
Loki threw a cape over his shoulders and began to shrink. “I have Freyja's falcon skin. I think that you may not want me on this trip.” His body continued to shrivel until he had become a small falcon, and he flapped his wings several times and flew out one of the high windows of the hall.
Thor watched him go, his eyes narrowed. Finally, he moved towards Sleipnir. He grabbed hold of the horse's mane and began to swing his leg over its back. He stopped and put his leg back on the ground, a sinking feeling in his groin.
“No . . .” 
He reached a hand down the front of his pants, slowly at first, then more quickly when he did not find what he expected. 
“No! No!” He plunged his hand deeper, despair and rage creeping over him. “No! This cannot be!” He let Mjolnir slip from his hand and fall. Where the hammer's head hit the stone floor, a crack spread out. 
He pulled his pants down completely and bent forward, disbelief etching his face into a contorted caricature. He fell on his backside and spread his legs wide, but it was no use. Where his manhood had once been, there was nothing more than a furred cleft. 
He reared his head back and screamed out, “Loki!” The walls of the hall shook with his bluster and rage, and long trails of lightning spread across the heavens.
The speeding falcon felt the force of Thor's rage buffet his wings as he flew further and further from Thrym's hall. His beak would not permit a smile, but he felt the tickle of amusement gather in his gullet and spread. The thought of Thor with his pants around his ankles, Mjolnir impotent on the ground next to him, caused the falcon to make short, quick screeches that could only be described as bird laughter.


 
 
 
Freyja's Necklace
 
 
Loki sidled closer to Freyja at the long table. 
“What are you doing?” she said.
“Does my presence stir up something for you?”
She stared at him flatly. “Your presence is like a cold piece of fish on my plate, odorous and unpalatable. What do you want?”
Loki put his hand on his chest, his mouth agape. “You wound me, Freyja. Simply because I declined a night with you is no reason to—“
“I did not invite you to an evening with me, nor would I ever.” Her eyes were narrowed and her lip was curled in a sneer. 
Somehow she looked even more attractive that way. He decided that he'd bed her again at some point, although he would be sure to be rested enough. Her lust was insatiable and her stamina was ungodly. For now, though, he was after more than spilling the contents of his loins.
Loki sighed. “I can understand your passion. It is difficult when one that you desire rejects you, but—“
“I do not desire you! Now spill your secrets or begone! You are spoiling my appetite.”
He bowed his head to hide a smirk. When he brought it back up, his face was deathly serious. 
“I have heard something that may be of interest to you. Something exquisite. Something beautiful.”
There was hesitation in her eyes, but she leaned towards him the tiniest bit anyway. “What is it?”
“I have heard that four dwarfs have crafted a necklace of such beauty that it shines as if it is on fire. It is supposed to be more radiant than the sun, more luminescent than the moon, and one who views it will do anything to possess it.”
She did not respond immediately, instead glancing around the room. “Who have you heard this from?”
Loki sat back. “Dearest Freyja, you would not ask me to reveal all my secrets, would you?”
“You do not reveal any of your secrets, Loki, but it is well-known that you seek only mischief and trouble. Why should I believe what you say?”
Loki crossed his arms. “You do me wrong, my dear. I come to offer you information with no benefit to myself only because I know of your love for beautiful things. If you are not interested, then perhaps Sif or Frigg will—“
“Quiet!” she hissed. “Fine, I am interested. Where can I find these dwarfs and their necklace?”
He could barely keep from smirking as he told her how she could reach the dwarfs.
 
*              *              *
Freyja approached Bifrost, Heimdall vigilant as ever.
“Hail, Freyja,” he said. “You are leaving our fields for Midgard?”
“Yes. I have . . . business there.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Business? What business would take you from the lofty plains of Asgard? Surely, everything you need is here.”
She smiled and touched his chest, moving her body closer. “Oh, Heimdall. How long has it been since we have had . . . business of our own? Perhaps when I return you can help me remember how well you negotiate. I miss the fine way you end your arguments with such strong and decisive points.” She stared directly into his eyes, bringing her face closer. “You have such a way of straddling me with your arguments that I cannot help but come over to your side.”
“I-I, uh, I did not mean to question your purpose, my lady.” His face was red, and he could not look her in the eye. “I was merely . . . curious.”
“Of course, sweet Heimdall.” She let her hand trail down his chest until it rested on the hilt of his sword. “It is good that you are ever . . . vigilant. For Asgard, of course. Your sword is so long and straight. I would hate to have it thrust into me.”
“I'm, uh, I'm . . . of course, that would not happen . . . I mean, my sword is only for the defense of Asgard. That is, my sword—“
“I understand. It is good that it is sheathed for now. If I saw it pulled out, I would certainly wonder what kinds of trouble might be arising. But I would always trust that you knew where to stab to make the greatest impact. You're a master with your sword, after all.”
Heimdall looked everywhere but at Freyja. “I, uh, I wish you well on your business, my lady.”
She smiled and let her hand trail up his arm as she stepped onto Bifrost. His gaze followed her all the way down to Midgard while cool sweat ran down his forehead and back. 
Neither he nor Freyja saw the large, black fly that hovered overhead.
 
The dwarfs had introduced themselves to her, but Freyja had instantly forgotten their names. It didn't matter, however, since she could not tell any of them apart. They were short, gray, vile things with misshapen features and lurid, leering gazes. She felt dirty just being in their presence.
“Are you going to show me the necklace or not?”
One of them—perhaps the least disgusting? At any rate, the tallest—stepped forward. “We will, we will, goddess. But there is no need to be hasty. Perhaps we can get you something to drink or eat, or maybe a soft chair or . . . bed for you to become comfortable? We so rarely see goddesses down here, and it is truly an honor to have you grace us with your presence.” He executed an awkward bow and the other three did the same, giggling like children. Malodorous, deformed children.
She wanted to grab the closest dwarf and snap his neck, but she knew the others would not be bullied into giving her what they wanted. Dwarfs were stubborn if nothing else, and they would die before they gave up one of their treasures. No, this required finesse and tact, as difficult as it would be to accomplish.
“No. Thank you, but no. I am quite comfortable standing.” Two of the dwarfs had brought forth a mattress in anticipation of her accepting the invitation. It was stained with brown and other less pleasant colors, and it smelled of . . . she didn't want to put a name to what it actually smelled like. She smiled, thinking that the mattress was like a dwarf that had been rolled flat. 
The tall one, seeing the smile, stepped closer. “Then something to drink?” He turned and said something to one of the others, who left and came back with a pitcher of greenish liquid.
“I am not thirsty,” she said, fighting back her revulsion and forcing herself to be as friendly as possible without giving them the idea that she actually wanted to stay. It was a difficult line to walk. “Thank you, though. I really would like to see the necklace. Your mastery of such work is well known to us on Asgard, and I have heard that this necklace has surpassed all your other work.”
The tall one nodded and the three others hissed and fretted their fingers in what she could only guess was excitement or pleasure. “It is fine, it is fine. The finest piece we have ever worked. We will bring it forth for you to see.”
One of the dwarfs brought out a wooden coffer and set it on a table. The tall dwarf reached out for her hand to guide her over to the table. She nearly recoiled, but instead allowed him to touch her fingers and lead her over. The skin on his hand was oozing with sores and she nearly retched.
She looked down at the wooden coffer while he ran a hand over it, caressing it lovingly. The other three dwarfs scuttled over, forming a semi-circle around her. He lifted the lid, and Freyja was forced to shield her eyes from the sudden brightness. After a few moments, she could look directly at it, and her eyes grew wide.
“It's . . . beautiful! I've never seen such radiance!”
The dwarfs nodded excitedly. “Yes, yes,” the tall one said. “It is our finest work. You would like to have it?”
She couldn't take her eyes from it. “I must have it.” And as she said it, she realized that she had given too much away. Her desire for the necklace was painfully obvious, even to dull creatures such as this. No matter, she thought. There is no amount of gold that I would not be willing to pay for this. I will simply give them whatever they ask for and then take my leave. A mountain of gold would not be too much.
The tall dwarf shut the lid of the coffer. “It would be our pleasure to sell it to you, for certain.”
“Good. Name your price.”
The dwarfs looked at one another and spoke in what she assumed was their language. If words could be oily, these certainly were.
“We would not part with such a treasure lightly, you understand.”
She narrowed her eyes.
“It is no easy task to create such a thing. Many, many secret things go into the making. Things that no other has seen.”
Her mouth was a line of impatience. 
“And the time! Oh, so much time to create this necklace! How many other things could we have created in the time it took to make just this one necklace!”
“I have as much gold as you could possibly want.”
The tall one looked back at the others, and again they engaged in oily whispers, complete with spitting and clawing of the air. He turned back. 
“We have gold enough. We want something more valuable.”
She paled. She had never heard of dwarfs refusing gold. What else could they want? She almost didn't ask, but one glance at the closed coffer rekindled her desire for the necklace. Her longing was palpable, and she realized that she would pay anything for it.
“What is your price?”
The tall one stepped closer, and the others giggled and pawed each other. “You are very, very beautiful, goddess.”
She felt a sinking in her stomach.
“We treasure beautiful things. Crave them.” He hesitantly lifted a hand up and stroked her forearm. “There is only one thing we will accept for the necklace.”
She stared at the coffer. “Lift the lid.”
One hand still on her forearm, he lifted the lid once more. The necklace's radiance was more dazzling than it had been just moments ago. She imagined it clasped around her neck, two things of uncanny beauty forever held together in a frozen embrace. 
She shut the lid and turned to the dwarfs. With one hand, she undid her dress and let it slide to the floor. Feeling the dank chill on her bare skin, she stepped over to the filthy mattress and knelt down. Instantly, their hands were on her, and she did not resist as she was pulled down.
After four days, Freyja left the dwarfs' cave, the necklace clasped around her throat. A black fly buzzed her, but she shooed it away, vaguely disturbed that its buzzing sounded so much like laughter.
 
*              *              *
Loki strode into Valaskjalf and was led to Odin's chamber. The Allfather was at his window, looking out upon the Nine Worlds with his single, all-seeing eye.
“Forgive my intrusion, Allfather, but I have important news for you.”
Odin turned, a faraway stare in his eye. “What is it?”
“One who is dear to our hearts has committed a heinous deed, a horrible act that will shake the very—”
“Out with it, Trickster.”
“Apologies, Allfather. It is ever my wont to serve you and the others, but I am so grievously wounded by this act that it is hard to speak it.”
Odin rolled his eye. “Hyperbolic as ever. Now speak your mind before I lose interest.” He turned his gaze back to the window.
“It is Freyja. She has done something . . . unfitting of her station.”
Odin snapped his head back. “What has she done?”
Loki cowered down, hiding the smirk on his face. “Allfather, it pains me—”
“Tell me now!” His voice filled the chamber. His lust for Freyja was well-known, and seconded only by his jealousy. 
Loki set his mouth in a grim line before lifting his head back up. His eyes were wide, pleading, the kind of face one makes when offering terrible news. “She has befouled herself with four dwarfs, Allfather. She laid with them for four days, and allowed them all manner of . . . transgressions. I witnessed it myself, though it pained me to do so.”
Odin's lip curled upward and he snarled. More quickly than Loki would have thought possible, the Allfather reached out and grabbed his throat.
“M-my l-lord?” he stuttered.
Odin brought his face close, the one eye piercing Loki's visage. “You revel in causing such discontent.”
“N-no, Allfather. I-I am pained to—”
“Enough! I should snap your neck in two for this mischief. It would save us all much trouble in the end, when you cause the ultimate mischief.” He released his grip, and Loki dropped down to his knees, clutching his throat. 
Odin paced the room, his face a grim mask. He mumbled something under his breath, but all that Loki could make out was the occasional 'Freyja'. Finally, he turned back towards Loki. 
“You will get me that necklace.”
“But Allfather, she will not part with it. And it is clasped around her throat like death. There is no way to get it from her.”
“You will get me that necklace or I will carve bloody lines in your back and watch your lungs spring out like wings.” There was no mercy in Odin's stare, no question that the threat was real.
Loki nodded assent and hurried from the chamber, never turning his back to the Allfather.
 
His wings buzzing, Loki squeezed through the cracks in the huge front doors of Freyja's hall. He flew unseen down the long, dark passageways until he found his way into Freyja's sleeping chambers.
He landed on her perfect sleeping form, crawling up her arm to where her hand covered the necklace. Even in sleep, he thought, she covets the thing. How distraught will she be when she discovers it missing?
He lowered his mouth to her flesh and bit deep. She moaned with pain, and her hand flew up to shake him off. He hovered just above, watching. When her hand came back down the necklace was exposed, and he too was astonished by its brilliance.
But not astonished enough to let four dwarfs have their way with him. He had been alternately amused and repulsed by the four day debauchery, and still found it difficult to recall without a shiver. When it was done, the dwarfs were near death, but their faces were frozen in grotesque grins.
He whispered the runes and regained his own form. Bending over her, he looked for a way to unclasp the necklace without waking her. 
Freyja's eyes opened, and before he had time to pull back, she grasped his shirt and pulled him down onto her, locking her mouth onto his. He tried to pull himself free, but her persistent strength overwhelmed him. He was rolled over onto his back, the contours of her body never leaving his, and she held his arms down and out of the way as she rubbed herself up against him.
She pulled his torso up off the bed without removing her mouth from his. With her other hand, she reached down and freed him from his pants. His arms hanging limp at his side—his strength and resistance already fading—she straddled his thighs and thrust herself down, forcing him up inside her. 
Hours later, he lay strewn across the bed, body and soul drained of all strength. Freyja propped herself up by an elbow and ran her hand across his chest. 
“It has been far too long since we've done that,” she said. Loki could only moan in response.
She reached behind her neck, unclasped the necklace, and laid it down onto his stomach. “You came for this, I believe.”
With effort, he picked his head up and stared at it. “You are . . . you are giving it to me?”
“You were sent for it, weren't you?”
“How did you know?”
She laughed. “Oh, Loki. You are so clever and yet so foolish. Do you think you are the only one with schemes?” 
He rolled over onto his side and picked the necklace up, dangling it just in front of his face. “You planned this? But how could you—”
She put a finger over his lips. “Dearest Loki, you wouldn't ask me to reveal all my secrets, would you?”
He wished that he had the energy to seethe, but it was all he could do to follow the conversation and keep his eyes open. “I don't understand why you would give it away. The price you paid . . .”
“I'm not giving it away, my love.”
He narrowed his eyes. “I don't understand.”
“Of course you don't. You can only fathom your own schemes.” Her eyes were bright with glee or mischief. “Take it to the Allfather as you were told. I will have it back soon enough. And I will have even more than that, besides.” 
She ran her hand down between his legs and squeezed. There was an instant of white-hot pain and pleasure, and then his eyes could no longer remain open, although his dreams were filled with vigorous eruptions.
 
Loki buzzed overhead as Freyja walked towards Odin's chamber. Just before stepping inside, she paused and looked up, directly at him. One wink later and she was inside. He flew after her, keeping near the ceiling and pretending that he was unseen.
Odin sat on his high seat, the necklace gently laid across his knee. Freyja approached, a scowl on her face, although it had not been there only seconds ago.
“You will return my necklace!” Her voice was raised and her fists were clenched.
Odin considered her for a moment like a judging father might do before speaking. “You have debased yourself with those that once were the maggots of Ymir's flesh. You have brought shame on yourself and on Asgard.”
“You jealous old goat! You are only mad that it wasn't you that I fucked for four days!”
Odin grabbed the necklace in his fist and stood up in a fury. “How dare you! I am the sovereign of Asgard! I carved the world from Ymir's flesh before you were even a twinkle in the eye of she who conceived you! I am the present, past, and—”
“You are the dry husk of a god and would not understand anything but pain and grief! I am life and love! And you? You are death and disease! You take from me only so that you can brush upon those qualities that you can never possess. You bring me to your chambers so that you can attempt to remember what it might be like to be a life giver instead of a life taker. You are—”
“Enough!” Odin roared, his face a mask of fury. He advanced on Freyja, and Loki was not sure what might happen. Nor was he sure what outcome might be more desired. What game did Freyja play? What sense did it make to provoke the Allfather? He would surely never return the necklace now.
“You wish your necklace returned? Then you will go forth on Midgard and cause war and strife between mortals. You will be the root of disease and decay, and will preside over the slow, lingering death of all those who will one day die. No longer will you be merely a goddess of love and life, but a terrible scourge as well, one that men will fear and love at the same time. That is my price!”
Freyja's eyes smoldered, but she stepped forward and held out her hand. “I will do as you say.”
Odin's face spread into a grim smile as he handed over the necklace. “Now you will see my burden. How long will you remain one who is full of light and life, Freyja? How long till you become one such as I?”
She snatched it from his hand and stormed out of the chamber. As Loki followed after her, he was buffeted by the deep, low tones of Odin's laughter.
He caught up with her on the wide plains leading to Bifrost, whispering the runes and transforming back into his original shape.
“Why did you enrage the Allfather so?”
There was no trace of rage or anger in her face. The necklace was once more firmly clasped around her neck, and she gazed out at the verdant fields of Asgard. “One day you will long to be more than Trickster and Sly One, Loki. One day you will no longer be satisfied with playing games and manipulating those around you. On that day, come see me and ask me again why I provoked the High One. And take care that you do not cross me, for no longer will I be tempted to simply roll you over and have my way with you. On that day, I may take even more.” 
She smiled and walked away through the tall shoots leaving Loki to stare after her in wonder.
 


 
 
 
The Mason's Bargain
 
 
The mason's request was laughable. In fact, some of the gods laughed out loud when he said it. 
“Allow me the use of my horse, at least.”
He would agree to restore the entire wall surrounding Asgard—a wall high and thick enough to repel armies of Jotuns with no trouble—in just two seasons, and his only condition was that he be allowed to use his horse? He could have a hundred horses and still fail to fix the wall in time, such was the enormity of the task.
Loki had nearly fallen over himself in urging Odin to accept the bargain. The mason's price was insane; he wanted to have Freyja and the sun and moon, as well. But of course there was no chance he could accomplish the feat. The mortal was obviously deranged, but if he was willing to sacrifice half a year to work on Asgard's wall for nothing, why should anyone stop him?
Who could have predicted that the unthinkable would come to pass, that the mortal would be this close to finishing? And it looked as if nothing could stop him.
Loki watched him hammer out stones from a hidden vantage point, astonished at the speed and strength of the man, and even more at the abilities of the horse. There was little doubt now that the wall would be finished and with days to spare, which meant that this lowly mortal would leave Asgard with Freyja in tow, and somehow they would have to secure the sun and the moon for him. How they were supposed to do such a thing had never occurred to any of the gods since the very notion of it was so ridiculous. But now? Now they'd have to find a way.
Loki spit on the ground in contempt. It would be so simple just to say, “Thank you for the wall, but we refuse to pay you.” What would the mason do? Attack a hall full of battle gods in the very heart of Asgard? Appeal to some higher power for justice? There was no higher power than the gods, and they could make and break rules as they saw fit.
But it was ever the way of the Aesir that all bargains must be honored, no matter how asinine. What did it matter if a lowly mason walked away furious at the gods for failing to pay up? Would he incite a rebellion? He rolled his eyes at the thought of pathetic mortals marching across Bifrost, demanding 'justice'.
Odin would not see it this way, of course, and the other gods—brainless sheep that they were—would obey his idiotic dictates even if it meant following through on some impossible task.
And impossible it surely was! How would even Odin or Thor pluck the sun from the sky? And what would be the consequences afterward? 
The worst part was that he would be blamed. 
“Loki told Odin to do it!” 
He could almost hear them chanting like infants, as eager to heap blame on him as they were to reap the rewards of the original deal, which he would undoubtedly receive no credit for had it been successful. But that was no matter now. The only real consideration was how the mason could possibly fail without any overt interference on the part of the gods.
And the answer was close by, waiting for another load of stones to haul.
The horse was impressive. Well muscled and strong, tall and proud. It exuded an arrogance normally reserved for gods, and yet it had been easy to overlook during the negotiations. The mason—seeming so small in the midst of mighty Asgardians—had ironically commanded all the attention with his absurd challenge. No one, not even Loki, had given the horse a second thought. Even if they had, they still would not have considered it a threat. What normal horse could haul enough stone to rebuild such a massive wall?
But it wasn't any normal horse, just as the mason was no normal mortal. As powerful and otherworldly as it turned out to be, however, it still had a horse's normal needs. It still must eat and sleep. It still must feed those drives and desires that all animals had. And therein was the answer.
Loki whispered the runes and felt his body change, transforming into something larger, more powerful, something that saw the world around it differently. When it was complete, the mare that he had become stood eighteen hands tall, coal-black, and rippled with lean muscle. He stepped out into the open, raised his head high and snorted loudly enough to draw the attention of the mason's horse.
The horse was attached to a wide net that trailed behind it from a harness. When he saw the mare, he instinctively pulled toward her. The harness held him in place, and he turned his head back to the straps, biting through them both in seconds. 
Now free, he trotted towards the mare who bared flanks at his approach.
Loki led the stallion further and further away, never keeping more distance than was necessary between them. It was not easy to keep the horse from catching up. It was a powerful and fast creature, and it was all he could do to stay ahead of it. He had the distinct impression that the horse could catch him whenever it wanted, and the moment it decided to do so he would have to contend with the beast furiously mounting him.
The thought spurred him on faster even. Was he really willing to sacrifice himself like this for those who reviled him? He hadn't even considered that he might have other choices besides doing Odin's bidding. Was he so in thrall to them that he could not even realize that there were other possibilities?
He sped up his gait, hoping to gain more time before the horse caught him, wondering if he should simply let the mason complete the wall. What would be the result, and did he even care? Why would he do this thing—allow himself to be violated by a horse!—just to prevent the loss of the witch, Freyja? The sun and the moon were beside the point—he embarked on this task because it was put upon him by Odin, and the possibility that he could refuse never rose in his mind.
It was not too late. He could whisper the runes and change back. The horse would be confused, and he imagined it simply stopping and searching for the mare with the lean and enticing flanks. Eventually, the beast would head back to the mason, who would finish up the wall. 
The gods would be furious and would want his head, of course. They would search Asgard high and low for him. But he would no longer be in Asgard. Once his ties to the Aesir were cut, he could go wherever he pleased.
He imagined his life on Midgard, entrenched with the mortals. He could live like a god among men—which is exactly what he'd be. He would rule unquestioningly, have whatever—and whoever—he chose. He would be worshipped, and none would dare cross him or threaten him. Thor's rage and Odin's glare would be a distant memory. He would be the unquestionable master of that realm.
Or perhaps he could insinuate himself with the Jotuns. A simple whispering of the runes would disguise him and allow him to live in their midst. He would enjoy manipulating their simple natures, setting them up against one another, and they would never be the wiser. He could spend millennia toying with them and never be discovered.
But the dream of doing either of these left him hollow and unsatisfied. As idiotic as it sounded, he would miss Asgard, miss the bluster of Thor's threats, the derisiveness of Heimdall's insults, the imprecations of Odin. The fantasy of living among subservience was dull and uninteresting. Where was the thrill in challenging those who could never hope to harm him, the danger in manipulating those who would never know? How would he derive satisfaction from setting his inferiors against one another when they would never learn who had done so? 
The thrill—the thing that gave him purpose—was the pawn's revelation that he was merely a pawn and nothing else. If that was never understood then what was the point of the game? He recounted all the times he had fled from Thor or Tyr or Heimdall, and the one common element those experiences shared was the wry smile on his face as he fled for his life, knowing that if they caught him it would be the end.
But always he escaped, and always they forgave, or more likely forgot. Always they welcomed him back in the fold like sheep welcoming back the penitent wolf who swears he will never take another lamb.
What did a sacrifice like this matter compared to the pleasure he took in manipulating the Aesir? Yes, he would be mounted by a well-built stallion soon enough, and he would have to continue to entice the beast until the failure to complete the wall was a certainty. But such an inconvenience paled against the joy of mastery over those who so exceeded his own physical power. It was a given that any of the gods could slay him in physical combat, and yet he survived—nay, he thrived—in their midst, making them dance like puppets at the end of his strings! He could surely do this one thing to keep the game alive.
He ran faster than ever, hooves pounding the ground as he pushed his muscles to their limit. He glanced back and whinnied, an enticement to keep the stallion's interest. It wasn't necessary. The beast's eyes were glued to his flanks as if he were already mounting them.
They ran for hours, the stallion on his heels the entire time. Loki knew that it was a game to the horse, as well. It would catch him when it was ready, when its fevered desire had reached the highest pitch. But he would keep running as long as he could, the image of the mason's rage in his mind as he discovered the treachery.
 
Loki lay in the grass with his new eight-legged foal, slick with afterbirth. The wall had been nearly completed, but the mason had not been able to finish without his horse. In a rage, he had revealed himself to be a Jotun and attacked the gods, but Thor's hammer had made quick work of him. Freyja, the sun, and the moon had been saved.
They would not credit him for it, but he would have it no other way. He would bask in their resentment, biding his time carefully until the next opportunity presented itself.
When his new foal—Sleipnir—was ready, he would take him to the Allfather as a gift. It would be the finest horse in the Nine Worlds, and Odin would cautiously allow him back into the fold once again. The others would be furious, but they would accede to Odin's will as always. 
And from there? More mischief. 
He smiled as new schemes were born in his mind. Perhaps it was time to pursue the most loved god of all. How would the gods react when he made Balder his next victim?
 
 
 
 
 
 
Balder's Fate
 
 
Loki couldn't believe he was hearing this tale again. He sat at the long table next to blind Hod—they always put him next to blind Hod, no doubt laughing hysterically whenever he spilled mead or grabbed Loki's cup by mistake—wondering how long Frigg would draw the story out this time.
“. . . knew that steps had to be taken to protect him from the cruel whims of fate, and so I set out on a journey to . . .”
He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. Frigg was never brief with this story, never failing to draw out each detail and make clear how exquisitely special Balder was, how wonderful Balder was, how handsome, kind, wise, and so on. 
Everyone else seemed to agree, but he could not understand why they heaped praise on such an unaccomplished simpleton. Yes, he was fair of face, and yes, his voice was pleasant. But aside from those things, what did he ever actually do?
If it were Thor or Tyr he could understand it. They at least did something other than sit on their backsides and pretend to be wise and experienced. Thor killed giant after giant, and even if his exploits were monotonous and formulaic, at least there was something to them. Nor was Tyr a slouch. Everyone knew the tales of his hundred limbed mother and how he had fought her off in the service of Asgard. How a god could come from such bizarre stock was a question that he did not think would ever be answered, but at the very least Tyr had done something. 
But not Balder. He simply was, and the worship they heaped on him grated on Loki.
“. . . The rocks in the earth, the trees in the forest both agreed that they would never harm . . .”Frigg droned on and on.
Loki leaned closer to Hod. “When will your brother be joining us?”
“Probably not until Frigg has finished the tale. Tell me, are the faces of all the gathered Aesir beaming as I imagine them to be?”
Loki sneered but quickly changed his expression. “Of course, my friend. How could it be otherwise? Every moment spent in anticipation of Balder's appearance only makes it that much more satisfying when he finally arrives.”
Hod nodded. “Ah, true, true. You are wise, Loki. Not so much as good Balder, of course, but who among us is?” 
Loki glanced around quickly and then back to Hod before tipping his cup over with a deft finger. Hod stood up abruptly.
“Oh, my apologies, my friend! I accidentally bumped your cup!”
Hod smiled and nodded in Loki's direction as he wiped mead off his pants. “No worries. I would sit in a thousand mead-soaked pants for a few moments of my brother's wisdom.”
Loki folded his arms and forced the smile to stay on his face. It was a difficult task.
After Frigg finished recounting how all things in the Nine Worlds swore an oath to never harm a hair on Balder's precious head, the thin, lightly bearded, effeminate god walked—no, sauntered—into the hall. He was greeted by thunderous applause, claps on the back, loud cheering, and other things that might herald the entrance of someone who actually mattered. 
He smiled and greeted all—wrists were clasped, backs were struck, hugs were exchanged. When he walked past Loki, he grasped his upper arm and said, “How do you fare, clever one?” 
“I am fine, Balder. It is a pleasure to see you once more.”
“Oh no, the pleasure belongs to me. I certainly do not deserve this splendid greeting. I am truly humbled by the response I receive wherever I go.”
Loki had a sudden urge to pull his knife out and jam it into Balder's shoulder—could he keep that carefree smile on his face with a hand's length of steel sticking in him?—but he stifled it, bowing his head as Balder moved on.
He took a place near the head of the table but didn't sit. Instead he began talking, but what came out of his mouth was so vile that Loki could scarcely believe it. 
“We should take care,” he said, “not to offend he who strikes us. Instead, we should welcome him into our hall and give him sweet mead.”
Was he insane? Loki looked around the gathered faces of the Aesir, expecting at any moment that someone might draw a sword and split him in two. But his eyes grew wide when he noticed the looks on their faces. These battle gods—these warriors who had slain legions of Jotuns and dark elves, who had crushed the bones of dragons and gouged out their eyes, who had lopped limbs from trolls by the thousands—they stared at him with open-mouthed awe!
Had the Nine Worlds gone mad?
“It is not what we eat that makes us ill, but rather the things that come out of our mouths. We are made unclean by . . .”
Loki searched for Thor's face, hoping to see a roiling anger just under his skin. Instead, the Thunderer looked more peaceful than ever, a look of utter calm spread across his face. If Loki hadn't seen Sif nearby, he might have wondered if she was under the table and between his legs, so calm and subdued did he seem.
“He who cannot see will not be able to lead his friend who also cannot see. It will take one with . . .”
Loki turned to see Hod smiling at this, tears forming at the corners of his sightless eyes. 
“You must love those who hate you . . .”
“Treat others as you would have them treat you . . .”
Platitude after platitude spewed forth from Balder's mouth, and no matter how much Loki expected that these gathered Aesir would hack him to bloody pieces, nothing of the sort happened. When he was finally done, they cheered for him so loudly that Loki thought the roof of Gladsheim might fall.
As Balder took his seat and the feast began, the corners of Loki's mouth went up. He glanced first at blind Hod and then at Frigg. Their anguish would be sweet when he brought this absurd prophet down.
 
Frigg was in the courtyard watching the gathered Aesir throw all manner of items at Balder. A fierce smile was spread across her face as axes, spears, arrows, stones, and livestock struck him. Cheers arose each time another item bounced off him without effect. She was so entranced that she didn't see the old woman shamble over until she was right next to her.
Frigg turned and with some effort managed to conceal her horror and disgust. The old woman was hideous and beyond old, a quaking bag of bones with a face that had perhaps seen the death of Ymir himself.
“Hail, Frigg, wife of Odin the Allfather.” Her voice was the biting rasp of a cold wind. 
Frigg wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Greetings, old woman. What brings you to my hall?” Her eyes scanned the crooked length of the crone's body while her nose registered her smell, a mixture of goat droppings and spoiled milk.
The crone pointed her short walking stick at the scene. “The gods attack Balder?”
Frigg, happy to send her gaze anywhere else, glanced in the same direction. “In a manner of speaking, but my son cannot be harmed.” She tore her gaze from her beloved son and looked back at the crone. “Why are you here, old woman?” 
“The boy cannot be harmed by anything?”
Frigg narrowed her eyes. “No, he cannot be harmed. Now tell me what it is that you want.”
The crone glanced at Balder and the gathered Aesir. Thor picked up a large boulder and hurled it at him. It was larger than Balder, and yet it bounced off him harmlessly.
“So he cannot be harmed by rocks or weapons? Are there other things that cannot harm him? Is he truly invulnerable?”
Frigg crossed her arms. “He cannot be harmed! Now say what it is you want before I lose all patience!”
The crone merely stared at Balder, appearing to take no notice of Frigg. “Stones, weapons . . . but what if he falls from a great height? Surely the ground would be forced to kill him?”
Frigg felt her frustration mount, but she could not quite bring herself to pull her sword. As annoying as the crone was, she could not help but feel a sort of pity for her. 
“No, the ground has sworn as well. Now take your leave; you have heard enough.”
Thor pulled Mjolnir from his belt and threw it with all the strength he could muster. Balder was not fazed. 
“Even the weapons of the gods! Oh, lovely Frigg, you have thought of everything! You have oaths from everything in the Nine Worlds, yes?”
“I have said so.”
“But what about the trees in the forests?”
“Yes.”
“The snakes that crawl on the ground?”
“Yes.”
“The deep waters of the ocean? Surely you did not get them to swear an oath?”
“Yes, yes, and yes! I have told you, old woman, that all things have sworn! Now begone! I can tolerate you no more!”
The crone did not move. “Surely there must be something? Some small thing? Something that would bear no threat? You could not have received oaths from all things.”
Frigg drew her sword. The decayed creature was either too blind to see the blade or too brainless to realize the danger she was in. Either way, Frigg could not bring herself to end her pathetic life. Time would do that soon enough. 
“All things! Now leave me before you test my patience again!”
“All things? Even the lowly plant with the white berries that grows on the oak? Surely not that?”
Frigg bit back her instinctive response and furrowed her brow. It had been near the end of the journey, and she had been wearier than ever before. It was a small plant growing astride an oak tree, flimsy and weak. It could not possibly pose any threat. She hadn't remembered before, but the crone's pestering had jogged her memory.
“The plant . . . it was mistletoe. How did you—?”
But the old woman was gone. Frigg looked all across the courtyard but could see no trace of her. How could she have gotten out of sight so quickly? But it didn't matter. She had taken her horrible visage away, and Frigg was content in forgetting the incident as quickly as possible.
 
It hadn't taken Loki long to find the mistletoe, but it had been somewhat difficult to fashion it into something that would cause any harm. The plant was flimsy—it was no wonder that Frigg didn't worry about it harming Balder—and wouldn't hold a shape without falling apart. Some judicious whisperings of the runes gave it just the right structure, and he made his way back to the merriment in the courtyard with a wicked smile.
Hod sat apart from the other gods, looking dejected while they continued to throw increasingly ridiculous items at Balder—Thor's goats, Odin's wolves, Frey's ship—all to no effect. The idiot just stood there reciting saying after saying. Loki heard a snippet— 
“. . . who is without blame cast the first . . .”
—but he quickly cleared it from his mind. He couldn't believe that any of the gods were listening to such tripe.
He approached Hod. “Hello there, brother. Why do you sit apart from the others?”
“Loki. I'd recognize that skulking creep anywhere. Go away. I don't want you poisoning my thoughts.”
“You wound me, brother. The others leave you to yourself while I alone seek your company.”
Hod turned his head towards Loki, but his eyes stared sightlessly. “Any solace you offer is tainted. Now begone. I wish to be alone.”
“That much is obvious. Why do the others not include you?”
“Don't be a fool. You know full well.”
“I can guess what their reason might be, but it is a weak reason, indeed.”
Hod's head lifted the slightest bit. “What do you mean?”
Loki sat down next to him. “Hod, can you wield an axe?”
“Yes.”
“Can your arm bear a shield?”
“You know it can. Stop toying with me.”
“Have you not stood shoulder to shoulder with Tyr and Heimdall and Frey in battle after battle, covered with the blood of your enemies? What is different here that you should be excluded? Are you only good enough to risk your life, but not good enough to merit the rewards that you have so nobly earned? And for the pitiful excuse of sightlessness?”
Hod's brow furrowed and his mouth set in a grim line. “It is not like that. We are bro—“
Loki stood up suddenly. “You are only one of them when it suits their purposes!” He put a hand on Hod's shoulder and sat back down. “Forgive me, brother. I did not mean to take my anger out on you. It ills me to see you treated this way, especially when the remedy is so simple.”
“What remedy?”
“How have you aided the Aesir in the countless battles you have fought?”
“We were shoulder to shoulder. The enemy was in front. It was an easy task to strike anything that came near.”
“Yes! Just as it would be an easy task here! All you need is a guiding hand.”
“But they are—“
Loki put a hand under his arm and pulled him up. “Come. They will see that your lack of sight is no hindrance and be shamed. In truth, it should be cause for more glory! Who among them has fought with such a handicap? Would Mjolnir strike as true if Thor could not point it in the right direction?”
“I . . . I do not know.” Hod hesitated.
Loki let his arm down. “Perhaps I am too rash. I am sorry to force you to join them against your will. Sit now and I will take my leave. I . . . I thought to . . .”
“What is it?”
“It is no matter.”
Hod reached for Loki's arm. “Speak your thoughts.”
Loki sighed. “I had thought to teach them humility, but I sought to use you for that purpose. Forgive me.”
Hod let Loki's arm drop and set his blind gaze to the ground. 
“Farewell, brother. I will no longer trouble you.” Loki stepped away, but was halted by Hod's firm grip on his upper arm.
“Lead me to Balder.”
Loki led him towards the crowd of assembled gods and weaved his way to the front. The gods were so enthralled in their activity that none noticed them.
“I have left my weapons,” Hod said.
Loki placed a small dart in his hand. “Throw this. Such a small thing could certainly not cause Balder any harm, not after what has struck him already.” Loki turned Hod's shoulders so that he faced Balder squarely. “There, straight ahead. Let your aim fly true and show the others their offense does you wrong!”
Hod let the dart fly from his hand. He did not see it strike Balder in the throat and then fly out the opposite side. He did not see the most loved god stumble to his knees, choking on his own blood. He did not see him fall face forward into the dust and lie still.
The roaring and laughing and merriment ceased, to be replaced by complete and utter silence as the gods watched Balder die. 
Hod reached out to his left— “Loki? What has happened?”—but was met with nothing but silence and empty space. 
 
Frigg stared up at the black hall, ominous and stretching to the edges of her perception. Hel was beyond these walls, and though none in the Nine Worlds was ever eager to see her, Frigg felt anticipation tug at her. She crossed the bridge overlooking a long drop to destruction below and passed the gates, stepping into the hall known as Eljudner, the home of the queen of the dead.
A corpse-like creature materialized before her, grown like a mushroom from the dirt between the rocks, and it shambled away with a single beckoning gesture. She followed it down the winding, gray-lit halls and into a great chamber with a single throne and a solitary figure perched upon it. She approached.
From what she could see, Hel was beautiful indeed, a dark and mysterious beauty that contrasted with the radiant luminescence of the goddesses of Asgard. But as Frigg drew closer, her nostrils were assaulted by the foul stench of death and decay very clearly emanating from the figure on the throne.
“Greetings, Frigg. What brings you here to my realm?”
“My son, Balder. I wish to have him back.”
Hel leaned forward. “Wish this and wish that. Wishes don't comprise reality. What if I were to grant the wish of every grieving mother? What then?” She paused, but Frigg didn't respond. “I'll tell you what—the Nine Worlds would be overrun! You and your kind sit high above in Asgard, smug and self-satisfied, but without me down here to do your dirty work, where would you be? Where? Waist high in dead bodies, that's where!”
Frigg sighed. “I don't ask for this lightly. Balder was taken before his time. He has much still to fulfill. I only ask that you release him so that he can embark on his true destiny above.”
Hel laughed, a sound like cold wind whispering through dead trees. “Say you! The Norns measured out his life line same as they do all others—even yours! His was snipped, and that is that. It was time for him to die.”
“But it was trickery! Trickery played upon Hod by . . .” Frigg paused, remembering who she spoke to, and cast her eyes down.
“By who, my lovely?”
“It doesn't matter. I only wish—“
“I know what you wish! Now say it! Who did the tricking?”
Frigg stared at her, unwilling to open her mouth. 
“No? Then away with you. I won't listen to more.”
“Loki. It was Loki.”
Hel smiled wide and sat back, showing perfectly white teeth with the barest hint of black at the edges. “Ah, my father. How nice to know that he still dangles you all as his puppets. So you come to me and ask me to reverse that which was caused by my own flesh and blood? All so your perfect son can feel the earth beneath his toes again?” She laughed, a sickly sweet sound that both entranced and repulsed Frigg at the same time.
“Will you release him?”
Her laughter subsided. “Are you insane? Why would I let him go when he is now mine?” She turned her head and gestured towards someone entering the hall behind Frigg. “Come, my pet, come please your new mistress.”
Frigg feared what she might see, but was compelled to turn anyway. She let out a heavy sigh of relief when Balder smiled at her, looking nearly as alive as before. 
“No need to fear, mother. All will be well.”
“Quiet!” Hel snapped. “You will only speak at my whim. Now come stand next to me.”
Balder passed by Frigg and stood obediently next to Hel. “He is lovely, isn't he? So much less . . . decayed than everything else down here. I'm not sure why, but no matter. I think I'll just keep him here until Skoll swallows the moon.”
Frigg searched for something she could say or do, but it was pointless. She had no power in this place, and no power in the Nine Worlds could compel Hel to give up one of her dead. She felt her eyes mist over and prepared to make one final offer. She opened her mouth to speak, but something in Balder's face made her stop.
“Mistress?” Balder said to Hel. 
She turned to him with an odd look on her face. “Who said you could speak?”
He put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “What you do here is grant mercy on one who is under your power. There can be no greater gesture than to give mercy to one who has asked for it.”
Hel's lips slowly loosened and her posture became less stiff. She continued to stare into Balder's eyes, but  her steely resolve melted with no more than a gentle stare from Balder.
Hel turned back to Frigg. “You told a tale about all in the Nine Worlds making an oath not to harm Balder. Was that true?”
Frigg nodded.
“Very well, then. I will release him—“ Frigg's eyes opened wide—“providing that all in the Nine Worlds sheds tears for him. Only then shall I let him return to Asgard.”
“But they would surely all weep for him. Why not simply let him go? Even you can see the worth in my son.”
“I will not let go of my greatest treasure without assurance that his death grieves all. That is all you need to know. Now go away; your presence here annoys me.”
Frigg stared hard at Hel before turning her gaze on Balder. “Will she release you?”
“Yes.”
“Then I will return when all in the Nine Worlds weep.” She turned and left the room without looking back.
 
She had nearly done it. Despite the overwhelming enormity of the task, she had managed to cross the Nine Worlds and exact tears for the death of Balder. It had been easier than she thought, in fact. She would not have believed it possible, but Balder was even more greatly adored than she had thought. Trees, birds, mountains, and even Jotuns freely wept for him at her request. There was only one more left to ask.
Standing at the mouth of the cave, hope flowered in her breast. She stepped inside and saw the old crone sitting around a small fire, huddling herself and swaying slowly back and forth on a rock she used for a chair. 
“You remember me?” Frigg said.
“Oh, yes. Indeed I do. Come and sit by the fire and warm your bones.”
Frigg sat down and stared at the hideously ugly old woman. “You know why I am here?”
The crone nodded. “Balder.”
“Why do you hate him so?”
The crone cackled. “Why do you love him so?”
Frigg sighed. “He is good and kind, wise and brave. He cares for all and is generous with his affection. He never does anything that would cause harm. He is the model for what we could be. And he is my son.”
The crone screwed her face up and hissed. “Such beauty is a gross insult to the rest of us! Look at me, goddess. I am unpleasant to look at, am I not?”
Frigg simply stared without blinking.
“But why? Why should I be born with a hump and a lame leg? Why should I struggle my entire life while one such as he breezes through, adored by all for nothing more than the fact of being beautiful? Why?”
“It is not simply that.”
“No? Then what? What has he ever done to earn him such adoring accolades?”
“He is wise. You have heard him speak.”
“Wise, you say? And where did this wisdom spring from?”
“He . . . the things he says are . . . plain to see if one only looks. He has revealed many truths that the rest of us have failed to recognize.”
“You and the others are all fools. He walks amongst you like a child and spouts platitudes that sound wise only to those without wisdom. And you shower him with praise for this? If a child said to you, 'Be kind to others,' would you praise his genius? Of course not! You would chide him for his inability to see the shades between light and dark, tell him he has much to learn. But because it comes from the mouth of a handsome simpleton somehow it is deemed 'wisdom'! Such stupidity!”
“Your envy has been apparent to us all for countless ages, Sly One.”
The crone stopped swaying. “What did you call me?”
“You think us fools and rail against us for praising what you despise. You pretend that you are the wise adult among children, and yet all of your rancor stems from nothing more than jealousy and envy. You are not accepted, and so you seek to destroy that which you resent, that which you secretly wish was yours.”
The crone began swaying again. “I'm afraid, goddess, that you have me mixed up with someone else. I am nothing more than a bitter old woman who resents the arbitrary nature of the Nine Worlds.”
Frigg nodded. “Will you weep for Balder?”
“He will return from Niflheim if I do, yes?”
“Yes.”
“And what will he do with his reclaimed life?”
“I cannot say.”
“You will say if you want me to weep for him.”
Frigg sighed. “I can only surmise, but it would be likely that he does much the same that he did before. Spread his wisdom and message throughout the Nine Worlds.”
The crone cackled. “So he will have learned nothing.”
“Will you weep for him?”
The crone stood up and walked to the mouth of the cave. “It will all end one day, you know.”
“We all know that.”
“Then why not let him stay down there? Let him rest and be absolved from the worries of life?”
“He would not want that.”
“How do you know?”
“It was not a burden for him to spread his message. It was a joy. Leaving him in Niflheim does not absolve him of anything.”
The crone turned and hobbled back, seating herself once more on the rock near the fire. For long seconds, she stared into the fire silently, slowly rocking back and forth. Frigg wondered if she would even speak again. 
She looked up at Frigg. “I like him where he is, where he can be surrounded by the constant rot and decay of imperfection. This is where he will learn wisdom, not here.”
Frigg clenched her jaw and stood up. “You venomous snake! You murder my son and dare to defy me? With a wave of my hand, I could have all of Asgard crashing down on your head!”
The crone didn't respond, simply continuing to rock in silence in front of the fire.
“Speak, you snake! And shed this lowly disguise! You fool no one with this!”
“I'm just an old woman, goddess, a threat to no one.”
Frigg pulled her sword free and shoved the point in the crone's face. If she noticed it at all, she didn't show any sign of fear. Frigg held it there for long seconds before finally letting the point drop. Sword still clenched, she grabbed the old woman's cloak and hauled her to her feet, bringing her face close.
“I swear that you will pay for this! I will show you what it is like to watch your son suffer and die! Your day will come, Trickster!”
She shoved the old woman back down and sheathed her sword before turning on her heels and storming out. As she left, she heard a faint chuckling from inside the cave. She shut her eyes tight and dreamed of the revenge she would one day have upon Loki.


 
 
 
Loki's Children
 
 
Loki hadn't been in Asgard for countless ages. The gods were still fuming about the death of Balder, and he thought it was better to be far away from them and their tempers. In time the wound would scar over, and while there would always be resentment—he would have it no other way!—there would come a time when it was safe to return. 
Frigg would never forgive him, of course, but she was merely a woman, and the gods would eventually dismiss her complaints as mere whining.  
But Midgard began to grow dull. The mortals were not nearly as much fun to manipulate; their tempers rarely flared to the degree of the Aesir, and there was no thought of danger to his person. He had dispatched dozens of the weak creatures so far, but felt little in the act other than a temporary reprieve from boredom.
It was his quest to find more spirited pawns that drove him to Jotunheim. Standing at the mountain pass that led to the land of the giants, he felt alive again. They were no gods, to be sure, but their size alone made them dangerous, and their tempers were at least as mercurial as the gods'. 
*              *              *
Loki pounded on the thick door, his head only just above the handle. He could hear the heavy footsteps behind the door before it was pulled open, and he smiled in anticipation. It was late, but he knew he would be welcome here. A silhouetted figure stood in the doorway, one so large that even Thor would have looked like a child next to her. 
“You!” she roared, her eyes open wide.
He smiled. “Hello, Distress Bringer. It has been a long time.”
 She reached down and grabbed him with both arms, lifting him several feet off the ground to stare him in the eye. “You should not have come back here, little god.”
He felt his breath squeezed from his body, but he didn't resist. “Was I unkind to you last time?”
She stepped back and kicked the massive door shut then set him down on the stone floor. “You know that you were. I should dash your brains against the floor for what you did.”
He took a step toward her and looked up. “And will you dash my brains?”
She leaned down and stroked his cheek. “I think I have other ways to punish you.”
“You would not be the first.”
“Oh, but my punishment will suck the life from your body and leave you begging me for more. And you will beg, little god. You will beg.”
Her hand completely engulfed his, and she led him away down the corridor to her bedchambers. She slammed the door shut and flung him on the bed as if he were a child's doll, and then she climbed on top of him, the weight of her body pressing him deep into the bed.
 
Loki lay, exhausted, in the oversized bed. Angrboda lay next to him, her size making him look like a dwarf in comparison.
“So why have you fled Asgard? Did Thor find you in bed with his wife?”
Loki laughed, the effort straining his bruised ribs. “I don't think I'd be here if that had happened. Luckily for me, the Thunderer's strength is not matched by his wit. Besides, he could never enter a room without first announcing his presence, perhaps by taking down a wall.”
“But you were chased away?”
Loki groaned and propped himself up on an elbow. “Chased is a bit of an exaggeration. Let's say that I recognized the necessity of being elsewhere for a while so that tempers could settle.”
“What is it that you did to cause them to flare up in the first place?”
“You know how the Aesir are. They need little reason to be furious with me from time to time. It satisfies their sense of moral outrage to suddenly decide on something that I may or may not have done and then to rattle their swords in their scabbards. They make much noise, but in the end welcome me back with open arms.”
Angrboda narrowed her eyes. “Now who exaggerates? The day that they welcome you back is the day that the gods and Jotuns link arms and sing songs.”
“That day may come as yet. Who knows what may happen in the future?”
She dismissed him with a roll of her eyes and sat up. “Are you going to tell me what you did or do I have to break every bone in your little body?”
“I thought that you already tried that. I doubt that I will be able to walk after the way you straddled me. I swear I could hear my pelvis crack with every downward thrust. Didn't you hear me cry out for you to stop?”
“I heard. Now stop trying to change the subject. What did you do?”
Loki sat up next to her, his head not even rising to the level of her shoulder. “Did you know that Balder was dead?”
“Balder? That effete boy who walked around Asgard preaching peace and love?”
“Yes.”
“And he is dead?”
“Yes.”
“Wasn't he well-loved by all or something like that?”
“Yes. Almost all, at any rate.”
Angrboda smiled. “I see. How did you kill him?”
“I didn't. It was . . . an accident.”
“Uh huh.”
“His blind brother, Hod, threw a dart that killed him.”
“But wasn't he invincible? Seems strange that a god who was invincible would go around preaching peace and love. If I were him, I would have marched on my enemies and stomped them into the dust.”
“Exactly! And yet no one seemed to realize how sickening it was to hear him speak.”
“The other gods didn't feel the same, did they?”
Loki shrugged. “It doesn't matter. They'll forget eventually, and then I'll return to Asgard. All will return to the way it was before.”
“Except Balder will still be dead.”
Loki laughed. “Yes, there's that.” He rolled up next to her. “Shall I tell you how I prevented him from returning from the dead?”
She wrapped a hand around the back of his head. “I think that your mouth will be busy doing other things for a while.” With both hands, she pushed his head down towards the other end of the bed while she spread her legs wide.
 
*              *              *
He stayed with Angrboda for several seasons, content in the safety of her hall if not her bed. And yet despite all the draining nights he spent in her bedchambers, he was still surprised to discover that she carried his child inside her.
“How could that be?” he asked.
“Do I really need to draw you a picture?”
“That's not what I mean. I would not have thought that giants and gods could . . . spawn.”
Angrboda shrugged. “If anyone could have done it, it would have to be us, I suppose. There were certainly plenty of opportunities.”
Loki rubbed his groin unconsciously and mumbled.
“What did you say?”
“Nothing. How long till the child quickens?”
“A month, perhaps. And after that, only a season till we see it pop out.”
Loki stared at her stomach.
“You wonder whether it will be a son or daughter,” she said.
“I wonder if the thing will have three heads.”
“You worry too much. I'm certain that whatever it is, it will be amazing. Maybe this birth will be the tie that finally connects the gods and the Jotuns together.”
“I see that pregnancy has made you a fool.”
“Careful, love. I still have the ability to ravage you mercilessly.”
Loki nodded absentmindedly, a nagging fear refusing to leave him.
 
The midwives looked at him askance as he stood at the other end of the room. He hadn't wanted to be there, but there was a compulsion he couldn't ignore. Although Angrboda had maintained that the child would be fine—better than fine, even—he could not believe it would be so easy. 
His misgivings solidified when the midwives gasped in horror and Angrboda screamed in pain. Maneuvering so that he could see more clearly, he recoiled when a sinuous thing emerged from between her legs. The midwives backed away, and the thing squirmed on the floor in a puddle of blood and afterbirth, its forked tongue flashing. It was already nearly as big as he was. 
One of the midwives drew a knife and moved to slash the thing, but a cry from her mistress turned her head.
Loki watched her convulse and tense, and then a furred head popped out. It worked its way out on its own and finally plopped down on the floor next to its brother—or sister, he couldn't tell yet if his spawn were male or female. 
The furred creature looked like a dog pup, but bigger and more muscular even at its small size. It snuggled up to its serpentine sibling, who coiled around it in turn. It was somehow a . . . comforting scene, despite the creatures themselves, and Loki felt less revulsion than curiosity. 
Angrboda screamed again.
“Odin's beard, not another!”
He was surprised to see a perfectly formed baby squeeze out of her. This time, a midwife caught the child before she fell. But as soon as she held the tiny infant in her hands, she dropped her on the bed and recoiled, a look of utter disgust and horror on her face. 
The midwife with the knife moved closer to the three grotesque children. Loki stepped towards her, not sure exactly what to do, but both were stopped in mid step by Angrboda's forceful voice.
“Bring me my children,” she said.
The midwife with the blade glanced at Loki. He shrugged, and she put the knife away. She grabbed the infant and held her out at arm's length. Her lower half was rotting, and Loki understood why the midwife had gasped. The other midwife grabbed the wolf pup and also held it away, but more from the practicalities of the beast's snapping jaws than any disgust. 
Loki approached the serpent and picked it up—one hand near its head so it couldn't twist around and sink its already lengthy fangs into his arm, and the other around its body. He brought it to Angrboda, who was already nursing the wolf and the corpse-child.
“I see that you are short one teat,” he said. He handed the serpent to her, and it curled around her arm and clung there.
“Don't be an ass.”
Though thoroughly repulsed by their three hideous children, he nonetheless felt a small measure of affection as he witnessed the scene of a mother caring for them. 
“I realize that you are tired, but do you truly see what we have spawned?”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “I see our children. And no matter what they look like, we shall care for them.”
“Of course.” He could not help but add, “At least with these two,” he pointed to the snake and the wolf, “we won't have to worry about any mice in the grain.”
She snarled at him, and he was quite certain that she would have hit him if she wasn't already incapacitated.
“What should we call them?” But names were already forming in his mind even as he stared down at them.
 
Loki walked the oversized corridors of Angrboda's hall, unable to sleep. It had been months since the 'children' were born, and he often found himself restless at night, pondering what the future held.
He had not seen himself in this role, and while he felt a certain affection for Angrboda and even the hideous children, he longed to be away. There was too little opportunity for mischief, and the thrill of manipulating the Aesir could not be matched by the caretaking of a snake large enough to swallow him whole, a wolf larger than a pony, and a beautiful young girl who drew flies to her nether regions and constantly filled any room with the stench of rot. 
Angrboda adored the children unconditionally, although he could scarce understand why. Maybe it was the maternal bond of having carried and birthed them, but the very thought of having those creatures squirming inside his belly made him ill. 
He passed by her chambers. The children slept in the same room, but he had long ago abandoned it for a room on the far side of the hall. The buzzing of flies and the snoring of the wolf disturbed him incessantly. 
He paused at the door and listened. There was silence beyond, so he continued walking. Halfway down the corridor, he paused when he heard a dull thud. It was followed by the telltale sign of metal on metal, and he turned back and ran to the room.
He opened the massive door and squeezed in as soon as there was enough room. He was momentarily stunned to see Frigg standing there, and beyond her were Freyja and Sif. Sif was tightening a gag around Angrboda's mouth while simultaneously stepping on the snake's neck, immobilizing it. A broken sword was at her feet. Freyja had her hands out and was casting some spell that froze the corpse child and the wolf in glowing tendrils. 
Frigg had her sword out, and she held it up to Loki's chin, the tip of the blade pricking his throat. Any movement on his part would send the sword plunging in, and so he stood stone still, his hands out at his sides.
“Hello, Trickster,” she said.
“They've done nothing to you.” He wasn't feeling particularly heroic otherwise he might have offered his life in exchange for theirs. But Frigg might want them all dead, anyway, and he was in no position to negotiate.
“They are yours. That's enough.”
He met Angrboda's stare. There was a look on her face that was a mix of anger and desperation, and he could almost feel her pleas to do something. He had absolutely no idea what that something might be.
“Come, Frigg—how could these be mine? Just look at them.”
Frigg laughed. “Is that the best that you can do? You have grown soft, Loki. Has the magic between her legs tamed your wild nature?”
He frowned. “Whatever you may think of me, you cannot deny that I am an Asgardian. How could one from the High Realm spawn such creatures?”
Frigg narrowed her eyes, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “For one so wily, you can be amazingly ill informed.”
“You cannot distract me with such a childish game, Frigg.”
“It's no game, Trickster. But no matter; I have no need to distract you, anyway. The children are mine, and I mean to take them with me.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Angrboda struggle briefly before being knocked unconscious by a blow from the hilt of Sif's sword. 
“I would advise against that. They are quite dangerous,” Loki said.
“I'm certain the Allfather will be able to handle them.”
“Odin? Why would he want these creatures?”
Frigg shrugged. “It does not matter to me, so long as I gain my revenge on you.” She moved the sword higher up, forcing him to stand on his tiptoes. “I had thought to kill them till Odin told me instead to lay them fettered at his feet. It was then that I realized how much more painful it would be for you to know they would continue to suffer rather than be put out of their misery. And even sweeter still for you to know that it was all your doing.”
Frigg glanced back at Freyja. “Let us leave this place.”
Freyja nodded and then chanted a spell. A portal opened near her. Loki could see the green fields of Asgard hovering in the chamber. 
Sif and Freyja gathered the bound children and took them into the portal. Loki watched them disappear in the tall grasses. Only Frigg was left, her sword tip still digging into his throat.
“I hope we do meet up again. I would like to see how your suffering twists you up inside as the loss of Balder has done to me.”
She backed away from him, her sword still held up at eye level, ready to skewer him if he made any movements toward her, and she stepped into the portal. It dwindled and then finally disappeared, leaving only Angrboda and himself.
He went to her and ripped off her gag first, shaking her into consciousness. She looked around the room in desperation and let out a howl of fury when she realized the children were gone.
“Where?” she screamed at him, her teeth clenched in rage.
“Asgard. They've been taken to Asgard.”
He loosened her bonds and she grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off his feet. He gasped for breath.
“This is your fault!”
“N-n-o, I-I c-could—“
“Shut up!” she roared, pressing him up against the wall. “You will find my children and bring them back to me! The gods will not take my children from me! Bring them back!”
The edges of his vision grew black as he struggled for breath. The last thing he remembered was the furious face of his Jotun lover, looking ready to destroy Asgard single-handedly.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
Balder's Return
 
 
The death of Balder sat like a pall over the gods. They drank ale and mead and stared at each other in silence, an unspoken name on their lips. 
Loki, of course, was absent. And it was wise for him to be so, since their rage at his crime was so great that he would be torn apart if he should be found. 
The Trickster had gone too far this time. He had been tolerated despite his mischief for eons, but the murder of the most loved and most wise among them was a crime that none could forgive. 
No god was eager to break the silence. They pondered their destiny and wondered if Balder's death was the event that would spur on Ragnarok, the heavy fate that hung over their heads. They did not fear death, but the end of all their glory was not something that they relished.
And so they were surprised to hear a voice from the entry call out, “Friends and brothers, why are you all so glum?” All heads turned, and there was a collective gasp as their eyes alighted on Balder, unharmed and returned from the dead.
“Have you no words of greeting for me?”
Thor spoke first, to everyone's surprise. “Balder . . . how is it that you are here? Has Hel agreed to set you free?”
Balder nodded, smiling. Despite their shock, they felt once again the warmth of his person beaming on them like the sun shining down from above. “She was reluctant, of course, but she relented. My mother's tears and pleas apparently had more of an effect on her than she thought.” He met each of their eyes in turn before saying, “It is good to see you all again.”
Frigg ran forward and threw her arms around her son. “Dearest Balder, we have missed you! Your presence is gladly received!”
“Thank you, mother. But it is I who have you to thank.” He gently pried her arms from him and held her out at length. “Unfortunately, I cannot stay. Hel has allowed me only temporary reprieve. I swore an oath to return.”
Frigg drew back. “Surely, there is some way around that. We can—“
“You know there is not, mother. An oath has been sworn.”
Frigg lowered her eyes, but Balder put her chin in his hand. “I do have news for all of you, news that will cast aspersions on the doom that hangs over all your heads.”
One-handed Tyr stepped forward. “You speak of Ragnarok.”
“Of course. It is the thought that is foremost in the minds of all the gods, is it not?”
They all nodded slowly, grim looks on their faces.
Balder laughed. “Come now! We have let this weigh us down for too long! When I lived, I strode amongst you carrying a different message. All listened, but I fear that none truly heard. I pointed to a different ending for us all, one that would not see enemies stomp on our corpses in a final battle that would destroy all.”
Thor said, “But the Allfather has seen it. Were he here, he would tell you himself.”
Balder smiled. “What the Allfather sees is not wrong exactly, but there are more futures than even the gods can see. When one casts a pebble into a pond, the ripples spread out far and wide and double back upon each other after striking the water's edge. It is this way with the future.”
They stared at him with empty gazes.
“Never mind,” he said. “It is only important that you know what the time to come truly holds for you, and it is not grim and determined as it has been supposed for so long. As you listened to me in life, hear me now in death, for my knowledge has increased many fold.”
Balder gently moved Frigg aside, stepped up to Tyr, and laid his hand on the god's shoulder. “You have borne your burden for how long now?”
Tyr grunted and ran his remaining hand across the metal-encased stump at the end of his other arm. “Too long.”
“And have you thought about the beast who took your hand?”
“You know I have. He haunts my every waking thought. I can still feel his teeth sinking into my wrist, feel him wrench the hand free and swallow it down.”
“You have sacrificed much so that the others could be safe. And they have shown their appreciation to  you many times over, have they not?”
Tyr did not answer, but instead looked around the room with his eyes narrowed. None met his gaze. “I do not dwell on what had to be done.”
“Tell me,” Balder said, “What is your greatest wish, my friend? What is the one thing you would have over any other?”
Tyr's jaw tightened and his eyes smoldered. “The wolf. I would have the wolf.”
Balder nodded. “Odin's prophecy was not consoling, however. You would never face Fenrir again, and would be killed by another.”
“I do not need to be reminded.”
“I am not here to remind you, friend. I am here to give you hope in this dark hour. I am here to tell you that you will face off against the beast who took your hand, and you will have your revenge.”
Tyr's eyes went wide. “Do not play with me, Balder.”
“I do not. Satisfy yourself in the knowledge that what you seek will be yours, and you will tell tales of that battle for eons to come.” He smiled once at Tyr before dropping his hand from his shoulder and moving toward Frey.
“What has Odin said of your fate, Frey?”
“That my sword will not be returned to my hand in time to face Black Surt, and though I will fight valiantly, I will fail to defeat him.”
Balder added, “And then he will hurl his fire in all directions and burn the Nine Worlds?”
Frey nodded grimly. “Yes.”
“Take heart, friend. Your sword will be returned to you just in time by your faithful servant Skirnir. You will force Black Surt back to the fiery realm of Muspelheim and prevent the destruction of the Nine Worlds.”
Frey cocked his head to the side but could not prevent a slow smile from spreading across his face. Balder moved on to Thor.
“Bravest and strongest of the gods, the earth-shaker and giant-slayer, what fate has Odin told you?”
Thor downed his cup of mead and wiped his face with his sleeve. “The Midgard Serpent will rise from the depths and attack me. There will be a mighty battle and I will slay the creature but then drown in the venomous lake he spews out in his death throes.”
Balder smiled. “Perhaps at one time that was true, but I have seen differently. Not only will you split the serpent's skull, but you will go on to kill more giants than any other of the gods. You will be unstoppable as you wield Mjolnir with enough destructive force that even the dead in Niflheim will feel the effects.”
Thor grunted. “That sounds like it makes more sense than what Odin said.” He grabbed another cup of mead and quickly downed it in one drink.
Balder continued through the hall, explaining to all the gods assembled what would happen to them when Ragnarok came. And every god had reason to feel heartened after hearing his message, one that countered the doom and gloom that Odin had offered for countless years. 
When he finished, the somber tone of the night had changed, transformed into cautious optimism. It was hard for them to reject the view that they had all shared for as long as they remembered, and they had little reason to doubt the Allfather's prophecies. But to have Balder return from the dead with a message of redemption was enough to make them turn their backs on the destiny that Odin had foretold.
“If only the Allfather was here to share in our revelry,” Thor said. “He should hear your good news as well, Balder.”
“I suspect my father was overcome by my death and chose to stay in his hall alone. But worry not, I will visit him and share these glad tidings before I am forced to return to Niflheim to uphold my oath.”
Frigga rushed forward and held him, tears flowing freely down her face. “It is not fair that you alone should not be spared, my son. How can we all remain glad when the one who is more important than any of us remains below?”
Balder returned her embrace and then disentangled himself carefully. “It is my lot to sacrifice myself for all of you, and I happily return to Hel so that you may live, secure in the knowledge that your doom is no longer at hand.” 
Frigg wiped her tears and turned away to be comforted on Tyr's shoulder. 
Balder stepped backwards through the entryway. A servant was there with a tray of food and cups. Balder motioned him forward and put his hand on the man's shoulder, turning him to face the assembled gods before departing.
“Friends and brothers, I must go. But before I do, I wish to leave you with one final thing to remember me by always.”
He reached behind him, and his hand came forward with a knife. He slit the servant's throat in one deft slash, and the man fell, wide-eyed, his life's blood spilling out in a puddle across the floor. 
The gods stared at the servant with their jaws slack. When they gazed up at Balder, he was smiling broadly. They all recognized that smile.
“You . . . you have . . .” Thor said.
“Am I not the Father of Lies, dim-witted one?” Balder's form changed, growing taller, his soft dark hair taking on a fiery red hue. Loki chanted the runes and his form began to change again. Before the shocked gods could react, he was flapping wings and heading toward the sky.
Mjolnir flashed out with all the strength Thor could muster, but it was too late. The Trickster had fled on his falcon wings, leaving them all to stare in silence at the dead servant on the floor who was already getting cold.
They all turned to look at each other, although none said a word. They were all afraid to speak, and yet in every head the same thoughts echoed: What was truth and what was lies? And where before they had resigned themselves to meeting their doom bravely, now there was anxiety and bewilderment. 
They hung their heads low as they sat down at benches, and nothing was said as their cups were continuously refilled.


 
 
 
Loki and Odin Arrange the End of the World
 
 
Loki flapped his wings and lighted onto the windowsill, his talons failing to grasp the cold stone beneath him. He looked into the chamber and saw his target, the old man with the long, flowing beard and gaping eye socket. He whispered the runes and felt his form change until his wings were arms and fingers. He hopped down onto the floor and approached the old god in the high chair.
“Welcome, Trickster. It has been some time since you set foot in Asgard,” Odin said.
“I did not think that I was welcome after Balder's death.”
Odin shrugged. “It was foretold. If some have difficulty accepting that fact, what matter?”
“You are awfully nonchalant regarding the murder of your son.”
Odin looked past him, out the window overlooking Asgard. “All die in turn. Even I am not immortal, though so many eons have passed that it may seem so.” He returned his single-eyed gaze to Loki. “Nor are you immortal, though you may not ponder much on that fact.” 
He stood from the chair, his hand gripping his mighty spear, Gungnir. Loki tensed, wondering if the old man intended to run him through, although there was little he could do to prevent it. Instead, Odin used it as a walking stick and plodded towards the window. Loki followed.
“Do you remember long ago when we explored Midgard and met with the giant Thiazi?”
Loki grimaced. “How could I forget. He raked me across the scree till my flesh was torn and bloody, then made me swear to bring Idun and her apples to him.”
“And you did so, causing us all to grow old and nearly die.”
“I had little choice. You of all people should appreciate the binding power of a blood oath.” 
Odin made an unpleasant, rasping noise that Loki realized was quiet laughter. If that was not the sound of a death knell, he didn't know what was. “You were always able to scheme your way out of a promise, if I recall. I remember hearing your laughter as we all regained our strength. You were far enough away that we would not be able to get to you in our weakened states. That was wise.”
“Thor never could take a joke. I believe he's still furious over the Thrym incident. Never mind that he  would not have gotten his hammer back if not for me.”
Odin nodded and the two stood gazing out the window.
“You know why I'm here.”
“Your children, of course.”
Loki shuddered at the term. They were his, but he didn't like to linger too long on that fact. He tried to imagine Hel from the waist up so that he could conjure pleasant feelings for at least one of them, but was reminded of the putrescent smell wafting from her lower parts.
“I need them returned. Angrboda is very . . . well, angry. I fear what she will do if she does not get them back.”
“It is much the same with Frigg. A mother's love for her children knows no bounds, even if the ugliness of the children knows no bounds.”
Loki lowered his brow. “Careful, One-Eye. Those are my children you speak of.”
Odin snorted. “You are not here because of affection for your offspring but because you do not want your Jotun wench to beat you senseless for losing her children.”
“Well, there is that. But nonetheless, they are my own flesh and blood. I am certain they will come in handy at some point.”
“Oh, indeed they will.”
Loki cocked his head. “You know something.”
“Foolish boy—I know everything. But that is neither here nor there. I cannot give you your children.”
Loki paled. He was afraid to hear what might come next. “They are dead?”
“No, but they are not really . . . available.”
“What do you mean?”
“It's rather complicated. I do not want to bore you with the details. Suffice it to say they are not really here.”
Loki clenched his jaw. “I see. You do not know where they are. Yes, that makes sense.” He nodded to himself.
“I do know.”
“Of course you do. My apologies.”
Odin lifted the bottom of his staff off the ground and for an instant the head transformed from a gnarled stick into a cruelly barbed spearhead. “Do not provoke me, whelp. You have no idea how much blood this spear has spilled.”
Loki took a step backward and looked down. “Forgive me, Allfather. I have no doubt of your magnificence. I only think of poor Angrboda, desperate for some news of her lost children. If only there was some shred of—”
“Oh, shut up already. Fine, I'll tell you.”
Loki hid his smirk by bowing his head low. “As you wish.”
“I cast the snake into the ocean surround Midgard.”
“Why would you do such a thing?”
“Let me finish. I tossed the corpse child down into Niflheim. I believe she likes it there. The dead are apparently finding her quite . . . beautiful.”
“They would, I suppose. And the wolf?”
“Fenrir was bound deep within Midgard after taking Tyr's hand.”
“How deep?”
“Not as deep as you may find yourself if you are not careful.”
Loki frowned and stepped closer to the window. He ignored the threat for the moment; One-Eye would reveal his secrets only when he was ready, and there was little point in trying to learn them before then.
“So I have more work to do if I want to bring the children back.” He sighed. “At least they're not dead. I would never hear the end of it if they were dead.”
Odin put his hand on Loki's shoulder and stepped up next to him. The old god was a full head taller, and broader by several hands. “You do have much work to do, but you will not need to retrieve your children just yet.”
Loki glanced at him sideways. “I suppose you are going to reveal some grand design?”
Odin closed his eye and whispered the runes. The green fields of Asgard shimmered and changed until both gods looked out onto a barren, treeless desert.
“What is this place?”
“They call it the Holy Land.”
“I thought that was Asgard.”
“It is for now, but it will not remain so.”
Loki turned to him. “Will Asgard be overtaken? Is war brewing between the Aesir and the Jotuns?”
“Not yet, but perhaps. Look again.”
Loki turned his head and saw a small, solitary figure walking across the sand. As he drew closer, Loki could make out a slight, bearded man wearing a simple one piece garment that fell to just past his knees. His skin and hair were both dark, and he looked as though a strong wind would knock him over.
“And what do I see? A pathetic mortal who would barely make a light snack for one of my sons?”
Odin shook his head. “He is our downfall. He will be the death—nay, the complete obliteration—of the Nine Realms.”
“You cannot be serious. He could not withstand even one hit from Mjolnir much less the host of Asgard.”
“Make no mistake; he will destroy the lot of us. And he will have to lift nary a finger to do so. When his time comes—and come it will—we will not even exist as memories. All that we are, all that we have accomplished will be as if it never existed. His name will fall from the lips of billions, and he will conquer with nothing more than words.”
Loki burst into laughter. “Dipped into the mead early, Allfather?”
“Of course it is difficult to believe. But look into my eye and tell me it is not the truth.”
Loki did not want to look, but found his gaze going there, anyway. He was drawn into the High One's eye, seeing what had been and more importantly what would be. He quickly looked away before he became lost.
“You have seen it.”
Loki nodded. “But how could that be? He is so . . . scrawny. And I sense no cleverness about him.”
“He needs neither strength nor ingenuity. His force of will is strong enough, and his followers will fly to him in droves, eagerly giving up all they own, even their own lives, to serve him.”
Loki shook his head. “Ridiculous. Who would serve him?”
“Allay your lingering doubt, Trickster. Our time will come. It is inevitable. However . . .”
Loki looked up. “However? What more could there be?”
“Our end fate is sealed. But our legacy . . . well, let us just say that there is room to carve out a memorable ending before we fade away.”
Loki folded his arms. “I have a hard time believing that this skinny creature will storm the gates of Asgard and reign terror down upon us.”
“He will do much worse than that.”
“What could be worse?”
Odin whispered the runes and the scene in the window changed. Asgard's golden fields remained, but its shining spires were gone. As the view expanded, Loki saw landmarks around where Asgard was, except the shining realm itself was completely gone, with no sign that it had ever been there. It was as if it had been erased from existence.
The window changed again, and Asgard's golden fields sprawled as far as Loki could see. 
“What has happened to Asgard?”
“Gone, and all the Aesir with it.”
“Dead?”
“Worse—they never existed. All that we have done will be scoured from this plane, and not even a memory will be left. That is this creature's gift to us.”
Loki's mouth opened, but he didn't speak. He would not have thought anything could be worse than total destruction, but the Allfather was right. Far worse to be blotted from the Nine Worlds completely.
“But,” Odin continued, “it need not be so.”
“We kill him, of course.”
“Death will not stop him.”
“That doesn't make sense.”
“Do you doubt my reading of the fates?”
Loki looked down. “I assume you have some plan to change our fate?”
Odin nodded. “Yes. Something that will suit us, something that will etch our glory into the minds of all who come after even though we may no longer remain. We may die, but our deeds will live on.”
“I'm afraid to ask.”
“You will go to Jotunheim and gather all the host of Jotuns. You will gather all the dead in Niflheim. You will gather your monstrous sons, Jormungand and Fenrir, and they will be eager for revenge. With this army, you will cross the rainbow bridge and march on the shining spires of Asgard.”
“You want me to start a war?”
“It will not merely be a war. It will be the war to end all wars. Its violence will draw the fire demon, Black Surt, and he will unleash flames that will burn all of creation. It will be the destruction of the Nine Worlds.”
Loki stared at him, eyes wide. “That sounds, um, insane.”
Odin nodded. “Does it? Our demise is inevitable. Is it insane to want to preserve some memory of what we have created? Is it insane to want some spark of what it means to be Aesir to survive? We are not masters of our fate. We will die, there is no question about that. But will our names live on? That is for you and I to decide, right here, right now.”
Loki stared into Odin's one good eye. He could not deny that the old man's reading of fate was unerring. If they were all to fade away and be completely forgotten, might it not be better to leave something behind?
The old man was crazy, but no more so than any of the other Aesir. Gathering an army of giants and corpses to march on Asgard in some final battle was the kind of lunacy that Thor, Tyr, Heimdall or any of the others would relish. And it was the kind of fatalistic insanity that One-Eye reveled in. 
But it was not Loki's way, and he was not eager to draw steel and slash at anything that came near him, all the while wondering when he would get cut down himself. 
“This man from the desert, what is his appeal? How is it that his followers will be so ardent to serve him and quash all other gods in his wake?”
“He will offer them something that no other has before. He will tell them that they will live forever.”
“His mortal followers?”
“Yes.”
“Preposterous! No god could grant that! And they will believe this tripe, forget all about the Aesir in their zeal to accept what he offers?”
“They will, and eagerly.”
Loki sighed. “Is there really no other way?”
“Not if we are to survive in some measure. There must be a Twilight of the Gods if our names are to live on.”
“Will we all die?”
Odin paused.
“Is there something else I should know?” Loki said.
“It is not important for this plan.”
“It is if you want me to cooperate.”
Odin's gaze bore into him, but he didn't back down.
“Very well,” Odin said. “A few will survive, most notably Balder.”
“Balder? But he's dead!”
“Yes, and by your hand. But he will return, and he will lead the survivors to a new, golden age. That will be one more way our stories will survive.”
“But why Balder? He's so . . . dead. Wouldn't Thor be a better choice, what with the hammer and all?”
“You know the answer. It is for the same reason that you murdered him; he is loved by all. That will be enough.”
Loki stroked his beard, an idea slowly formulating in his mind. He thought of poor Hod, alone and outcast after tossing the fatal dart that skewered Balder. It had been too long since he had seen Hod, and no doubt the poor fool was desperate for a visit from an old friend. It would be no trouble at all to stop by and see him for a bit, perhaps to relive old memories.
Maybe One-Eye's cataclysmic plan was worth considering. Maybe he could face annihilation after all. It would only require a few extra precautions.
“Tell me, Allfather; what will this thin creature do with the world once he has won it?”
Odin gestured once more at the window. The scene changed again, but instead of a golden field he saw a desolate and smoking plain covered with blood and endless corpses. In its midst stood a cross.
“He will bring war?”
“His followers will slaughter countless numbers in his name. They will lay waste to whole civilizations for millennia, and their bloodlust will not be sated. They will make the conquests of the Aesir look like child's play.”
Loki smiled as the opportunities unfolded before him. 
 
Odin stood at the head of the host of Asgard. The Aesir, the Einherjar, and the Valkyries were behind him, and all were eager to spill the blood of their enemies. 
Across a verdant field, Loki stood at the head of his own army, one composed of Jotuns, corpses, and monsters. Their mouths drooled with the thought of the oncoming slaughter, and Odin smiled to himself at the way his plans had come to fruition.
He wondered what the Asgardians would say if they knew that he had engineered this conflict with the Trickster himself. Would they feel betrayed that the Allfather had planned this from the start, and that he had conspired with their most hated enemy? Or would they sing his praises for bringing the penultimate battle to their doorstep? 
Odin did not know, but it did not matter at this point. In a few hours or days, all those treading this field would be dead, including himself, and the legend of the gods would be carved forever into the memories of those who came after. 
It was satisfying to know that the weakling from the desert would not erase all traces of Asgard from history despite his eventual conquest. Even Odin could not see forever into the future, and perhaps there would come a time when this thin creature's dominance would end. Maybe the stories of the old gods would survive that long, and it was possible that they could one day live again. 
He brought himself out of his ruminations and looked across Loki's battle line. While his minions were eager for the slaughter to come, the Trickster himself looked unsure. That was strange. If he had come this far, surely he had accepted all that the Allfather had told him and decided that the inevitability of oblivion deserved a grand gesture. Wouldn't even Loki be more prepared for this conflict?
But instead, he seemed to stare out at nothing, his eyes fixed on some distant sight that only he could see. And whenever he was jostled by the warriors and creatures around him he appeared confused, as if he was unsure of where he was.
It did not matter. All would be over soon enough. The Trickster was just fearful of his impending doom. He was no warrior, and he likely felt the crushing onslaught to come in his gut. It was clear that he did not look forward to the fight, which made it all the sweeter for the Aesir. Odin was sure that Thor, Tyr, Heimdall, and the rest were even now relishing the thought of being the one to finally erase Loki's stain from the Nine Worlds.
Odin raised his spear high. With one final war cry, he sent it flying into the host of his enemy, and two armies, each one stretched out as far as the eye could see, charged forward with steel brandished high. The sound of their clashing resonated throughout the Nine Worlds.
 
Balder strolled into Hel's chambers, eyes wide open and searching. The mistress of the dead was sitting up in her bed, smiling at him. Her lower half was covered by a blanket, and he was grateful for the small favor. 
She patted her hand on the bed. “Come sit near me.”
He swallowed and moved to the bed, perching himself on the edge. He had still not gotten used to lying with her no matter how many times he had done it. If it was physically possible for him to vomit, he would have done so numerous times, but no one ate in Niflheim, so there was no food to throw up. Still, he felt his insides curdle each time she spread her rotted legs wide open for him.
“How long have you been here with us, my love?” she said. 
Balder focused on her face. It was one of the only ways he could get through these summonings. She was beautiful from the waist up, and he was sometimes successful in almost forgetting what lay below.
“Ages. It has been ages since I walked in Asgard. I miss the sunlight and the breeze.”
She curled an arm around and under his. “Ah, but you did not have me in Asgard. Surely, that makes up for what you have lost. Besides, I am not sure you would want to be there at the moment, anyway.”
“Why not?” 
“Oh, it is most unpleasant up there. There is a great battle being fought.”
He stood up, pulling himself from her arm. It was difficult to get any distance from her when she summoned him. She had some hold on him that he could not understand. But the mention of battle in Asgard returned some small bit of will.
“What battle? Who fights?”
She laughed. “Who doesn't would be a better question. The Jotuns march on Asgard, and they are aided by all the souls I have hitherto been in charge of.”
He hadn't realized it before, but it had seemed empty in Niflheim lately. He could not tell how long a time period it had been—time did not feel the same here as it had in Asgard. 
“It is going on now?”
“Yes. And you will never guess who is leading the assault.”
His eyes went wide. “No. It cannot be.”
“I am afraid it is. My dear father.” She smirked at him even while he stood motionless, attempting to absorb what he had been told. “Would you like to see?”
“The battle?”
She stood and let the blanket fall to the floor. He felt instant revulsion at the sight and smell of decayed flesh and the trail of maggots she left behind her. She approached a large, oval mirror and whispered a chant. Balder stepped closer.
The reflection changed, showing a field littered with the corpses of gods, Jotuns, and monsters while the living continued to hurl themselves at one another. He could see Odin struggling with a giant wolf and Thor with a giant snake. 
As the mirror panned across the field, Loki appeared with a sword in his hand. His head turned to and fro, but he did not appear to be looking at anything. Nor was he engaged in any type of combat. Balder found it difficult to accept, but he finally realized that the look on the Trickster's face was confusion.
“What is he playing at? Why does he simply stand there if he brought this horror to Asgard?”
“He is not certain where he is. The last thing he remembers was being alone and unhappy. After that, he found himself here, surrounded by the sounds of his enemies. He knows there is a battle, but he cannot fathom who is fighting who.”
A burst of anger caused him to further sever Hel's hold over him. “That makes no sense! Loki caused all this strife! How can you tell me that he is confused?”
“Dear Balder, whoever said that pitiful fellow was Loki? I'm surprised you don't recognize your murderer.”
Balder looked more closely at the scene. Loki's form changed for the briefest moment, revealing a face that Balder had known and loved for his entire life. “Hod? Is that you, brother?”
“I tricked the poor, blind fool once more. But at least he won't suffer this time. His end will come soon.” 
Balder turned at the voice, which no longer belonged to Hel. He just had time to register the face of the Trickster standing next to him before the sharp blade slid up under his ribcage, and then he slumped to the floor.
“It did not take mistletoe this time.” Loki wiped his blade clean and slid it into its sheath. He turned to watch the scene unfolding in the mirror.
Hod, still appearing to be Loki, turned at the approach of Heimdall. Words were exchanged, and Loki imagined what Hod must be saying. The look on Heimdall's face was answer enough, and then he swung his sword and cut off the poor fool's head. He bent down, picked it up, and tucked it under his free arm before moving off to engage more enemies.
The scene moved to Black Surt, the fire demon, who was already spreading flames wherever he went. Soon his fire would engulf Asgard entirely, and then it would spread to the rest of the Nine Worlds. All would burn, all would die. There was only one safe place left, and as he hurried from the chamber, he whispered the runes and felt his body shift and change once more. 
 
When the fires died down, the last few remaining gods and mortals stepped out of the World Tree, awed both by the untold amount of destruction and the gift they had received in being among the few survivors. The time of gods had passed, and the world was now in the hands of men. 
Naturally, they looked to a leader, one who was a shining beacon of all that was good and right, wise and decent, one who had been foretold to return from the dead and lead them all into a golden age. And as he stepped onto the newly emerging grass, they chanted his name with reverence and love, their hearts nearly bursting with admiration for this one who would show them the way to rebuild this world.
Balder smiled as he gazed on his subjects, and if any of them felt a twinge of fear from looking upon him, they embraced it as awe. For what other emotion could they feel upon staring at their new lord and leader?


 
 
 
Messiah
 
 
Judas watched the moon rising above the top of the ravine as he headed down the goat path towards home. It had been a long meeting with the other disciples and the master, and the cool night air helped relieve the weariness that had settled over him. 
Days spent with Yeshua were always tiring, but he would not have traded them for all the riches of the East. He smiled to think once again that a poor beggar had more wisdom than all of the amassed history of the Roman Empire. 
The number of followers continued to grow. At first, the disciples were ridiculed and at times beaten, but it had taken nothing more than a few wise words from Yeshua to calm their aggressors. Eventually, even those who had hurled insults and stones had joined them.
Such was the master's appeal. His words were powerful despite their simplicity, but it was his nature that truly converted those who listened. The fire in his eyes, the resolve in his words—none could hear him speak and not be moved.
He stopped as loose dirt and pebbles slid onto the path in front of him. He glanced up the ravine and saw a figure at the top, silhouetted by the moon. 
“Who goes there?” he hissed, holding his staff in both hands, ready to strike should the need arise.
The figure began to descend the hill, sending more dirt and pebbles sliding down to the path. Judas took several steps back, fear stirring inside him. The fear of soldiers arresting Yeshua was always in the forefront of his thoughts, but he also feared being arrested himself. He would have gladly laid his life down for the master, but he did not see any benefit in simply being arrested on his own.
His eyes scanned the top of the ravine as the figure came closer, but he saw no one else. He glanced at the other side, but it was empty. He braced himself for an attack. His staff would be a poor weapon against armor and a sword, but perhaps he could get lucky and knock the figure down and then run.
The figure reached the road and stepped toward him. Judas felt all the tension release from his body and audibly sighed.
“Well met, Judas.”
“Rabbi. I am relieved to see you. I feared you might be a soldier.”
The bearded man smiled and held his hands out to his sides. “As ever, I am armed only with the word of God.”
Judas knelt down, took his hand, and kissed it. “It is all you need, rabbi.” He stood back up and his smile faltered. He glanced behind him. “How did you get so far ahead of me? You were still in council with Peter when I left.”
“I am fleet of feet when need be, Judas. The word of God requires me to travel swiftly at times.”
Judas nodded but was not entirely able to set aside a strange feeling. He shook his head to rid himself of it. Who was he to question?
“Of course, rabbi. Forgive me.”
Yeshua smiled. “Judas, how long have you been with me?”
“It has been two years since you set me free. And I will follow you till—“
“Do you serve me faithfully, Judas?”
He was taken aback. “Of course, rabbi. My life is yours to do with as you wish.”
Yeshua's face suddenly became stern. “You would renounce all to follow my teachings?”
“Yes, rabbi. I have done so already, and would do so again without question.”
“And whatever I asked, you would do?”
Judas did not understand why his loyalty was being questioned. Was this a test? If so, he would not fail. He was the most loyal of all the disciples, and he had ever been eager to show the master. 
“You have but to ask.”
Yeshua nodded and stepped closer. “Walk with me.” The two men linked arms and headed down the path.
“Those on the Sanhedrin are swiftly moving against me.”
“They have never agreed with you, rabbi, but why would they move against you now?”
“I have become more of a threat to their laws, and they will now move heaven and earth to stop me.”
Judas frowned. “Then we must take steps to protect you. I know of places where—“
“No. I will not hide.”
“But you must be kept safe.”
“My life is immaterial. It is the word of God that must be protected.”
Judas opened his mouth to argue, but forced it shut. He could not question the master again even though what he spoke was madness. He looked away and attempted to stifle the sickening feeling in his stomach.
“You must do something for me, Judas.”
Judas nodded, unable to form words at the thought of the master being taken from them. 
“The people must see for themselves that adherence to the old laws is not the way to be one with God. I must be made to suffer so that the people can see the misguided nature of those in power. You must betray me.”
Judas stopped, his mouth agape. “Rabbi, I—I cannot—“
“You must. It is the only way to continue spreading God's message. I must be sacrificed.”
Judas could not speak. He simply stared, disbelieving what he had heard.
“You will go to the Sanhedrin and tell them where they can find me in two night's time. You will offer to sell them this information. Then you will lead them to me.”
“This thing that you ask of me—it goes against every fiber of my being. To betray the one who has unveiled my eyes and shown me the way . . .”
“I ask much of you, my friend. But only because I know you are capable of doing it.”
Judas put his face in his hands, the hot tears leaking through his fingers. “I must obey though I am repulsed at the thought. I would sooner give myself over.”
“I know you would.”
Judas wiped his face and looked up. “They will crucify you.”
“Yes. But first they will whip me and ridicule me.”
“I-I do not know if I will be able to watch.” 
“You must witness it if my death is to have any meaning.” He put his hand on Judas' shoulder. “You will be strong.”
Judas nodded, his eyes once again brimming with tears. “I will . . . do as you say, rabbi.”
“You were ever the most faithful of my disciples, Judas. Now go home and make your will as immovable as the mountains. I will see you again in two days time.”
Judas kissed Yeshua's hand and turned to walk down the goat path towards home, his head hung low but his will resolved to obey. He stopped, suddenly compelled to see the master one more time as a faithful disciple and not a worthless betrayer.
He turned only to find the path empty. His eyes narrowed and he looked up both sides of the ravine. There was no sign of Yeshua anywhere despite the fact that he had spoken with him only seconds ago. 
A cry from above startled him and he looked up to see the shadow of a bird cross in front of the moon. It cried out again before flying into the dark night.
He turned back and continued along the path more quickly than before, doing his best to ignore the dread that threatened to overwhelm him.
 
The sun had just crept over the horizon when Judas and a dozen soldiers approached Yeshua and the eleven remaining disciples. They were seated on the ground in a circle, but once they saw the soldiers and Judas, they quickly stood. 
Judas was not surprised to see shock turn to anger and distress as the men moved to guard Yeshua. Some of them scavenged for whatever makeshift weapons—small rocks and sticks—could be found. Others clenched their fists and awaited the inevitable confrontation. 
All their gazes were focused on Judas, looks of hatred so plainly etched across their faces that he nearly felt their fury as a physical wound. 
Swept along by the soldiers and unable to cease the tide that moved him forward even if he wanted to, Judas nonetheless met their gazes without flinching or looking away. In his mind, he screamed at them that he did the master's bidding, but he knew those words could not be said. 
As much as it wounded him, he would act the part. He knew it was selfish, but he hoped that Yeshua would at least offer him some acknowledgment of his black deed. A look would be enough, a glance to tell him that the master was pleased with him, something to ease the anguish Judas felt.
As the soldiers came closer, the men banded more tightly around the master, their pitiful sticks and stones at the ready. The soldiers withdrew cruel iron short swords. They looked eager to engage these pitiful Jews, hopeful that they would give some excuse for the first sword thrust. Judas steeled himself for bloodshed, cringing at the thought of these disciples—men of peace that he considered brothers—impaled on the ends of Roman short swords.
A voice rang out. It was not loud, but its force and authority was plain to all. Only one word was said, but the men facing off against each other stopped. The tight circle of disciples spread apart, and Yeshua stepped forward with nothing but a walking staff in his hand. 
The disciples moved out of his way with creased brows, but none attempted to stop him. The soldiers merely stared, transfixed by this thin beggar who spoke as if he were the richest man in the entire Empire. He stopped halfway between the two groups and faced Judas.
“I do not know why you have done this thing, Judas. You have betrayed yourself, your people, and the word of God. What reward have you received?”
Judas' eyes were wide. “Master,” he longed to say, “I have done as you wished. Please do not torture me any more than I already am.” But all he did was hold up a small bag.
The master reached out and grabbed the bag, shaking it twice before returning it to Judas' outstretched hand.
“Silver shekels?”
Judas nodded. 
Yeshua laid his staff on the ground before turning back to the disciples. “Lay down your weapons. There will be no blood drawn this day.”
There was mumbling disagreement, but it was silenced with a hand. Yeshua turned back around. “Sheath your swords. No one will resist you.”
The soldiers looked at each other, uncertain what to do. After a few moments, they sheathed their swords as they had been told. Some looked as if they wanted to step forward and arrest Yeshua, but there was enough uncertainty in their eyes that they simply stood there, awaiting the command of the one who they had been sent to capture.
Yeshua stepped forward and embraced Judas. “I forgive you,” he said, and then he walked past Judas and into the midst of the soldiers. 
The spell broken, they grabbed him roughly and took him away towards the city. Judas glanced back only once at the disciples before turning and following the soldiers and their captive.
 
The next day, soldiers pushed a group of criminals  into the middle of the street. Their hands were tied in front of them and all their clothes had been stripped. They stood there—all thin, some nearly emaciated—while the crowds watched. 
Several soldiers with flogs stepped forward and began whipping the criminals. Most were already weak and fell face down under the weight of the lash. With every strike, their bodies quivered as red lines appeared across their naked backs. A few attempted to flee, but a soldier was always there to push them back.
Judas was near the front of the crowd, fighting down his revulsion at this scene. It would have been horrific enough if it had been only beggars and petty thieves who were being scourged, but he suffered the additional pain of watching the master beat relentlessly. 
Yeshua was not really distinguishable from the other prisoners, although Judas spotted him instantly. His eyes were riveted on him as the whip rose and fell. Every time it landed, Judas flinched and felt more and more ill. He longed to rush the soldier beating the master despite realizing that he would be impotent to halt the scourging in any way. In fact, any heroic acts on the part of the mostly Jewish spectators would almost certainly result in increased ferocity on the part of the soldiers.
He stared on and watched the man he loved and admired more than any other be reduced to a quivering, bloody pulp, wishing that he could change places and have the guilt ripped from him along with his flesh. 
After the scourging was over, the prisoners were half-dragged, half-carried to a pile of crossbeams and dropped to the ground. Soldiers tied their wrists to the heavy wooden beams before dragging them to their feet. They staggered down the road leading outside of the walls of the city, the lash striking them whenever they stumbled or fell behind. 
Most of the spectators remained in the city, but a few—Judas among them—followed the bloody procession. It led outside the walls of the city to Golgotha, a desolate and vaguely skull-like hill overlooking the city. 
A few more of the spectators turned back under the blazing sun, but Judas continued on, determined to see the consequences of his actions to the end. If the master was determined to sacrifice himself, then Judas would see it through to the end, no matter how painful.
Over the course of the forced march, the prisoners fell multiple times under the weight of their cross bars. Each time, they were pulled to their feet and prodded forward. A few received the lash for being too slow,  although they seemed as if they were too near death to notice. 
They reached the top of the hill. Tall wooden poles grew out of the ground like naked trees pointing skyward. The first victim was taken to the nearest pole and hoisted up by the crossbeam tied to his wrists. He moaned in pain as the soldiers fit a slot in the middle of the crossbeam onto the top of the pole. The crossbeam slid in place and the man's feet dangled for a few seconds before the soldiers nailed his heels to the side of the pole with a few deft strokes of a hammer.
They repeated the process with each prisoner. Yeshua moaned in pain like all the others when his turn came. He locked eyes with Judas for a few seconds after the long nails were driven home, but there was no recognition or acknowledgment to be found in his gaze. 
Once all the prisoners were mounted on their crosses, several of the soldiers unsheathed their swords and went from prisoner to prisoner, stabbing each one in the side. The wounds were not deep, although there were moans of pain. 
Judas stared at the master, tears streaming down his face. He could see Yeshua's agony in the labored rising and falling of his chest. He prayed for it to be over swiftly, but he had little hope that such a prayer would be answered. Yeshua would likely writhe on the cross for hours or perhaps even days before death claimed him. 
The thought was enough to send Judas over the brink. He could not simply stand there and watch the master die in excruciating pain without begging his forgiveness. He knew that this was counter to Yeshua's commands, but he had seen too much horror inflicted upon the master, and the willpower he had been calling on to see this bloody deed to the end fled from him suddenly. 
He stepped forward, but was stopped by a firm hand on his shoulder. He turned to see a man in a cowl, his face hidden deep in its recesses, standing just behind him.
“It is difficult to watch, is it not?” the man said.
Judas narrowed his eyes. “Yes, it is.” 
“I saw you watching your friend put up. What was his crime?”
Judas clenched his teeth and said, “There was no crime! He was put there as an act of revenge!”
The man nodded, but Judas could still see nothing of his face in the dark shadows of the cowl. 
“Was he the one who upended the merchant tables at the temple? The preacher who associates with lepers and prostitutes? I cannot remember his name.”
Judas felt his grief turning to anger. “His name is Yeshua, and you are an ignorant fool. You know nothing of his teachings, and I will not hear you speak ill of him.” He glared at the man.
Judas was not sure what reaction he expected, but it was not the soft chuckling that came from within the cowl. He felt his anger turn to rage and curled his hands into fists. He took a step forward, suddenly forgetting all the teachings of the man who hung on the cross behind him.
“You will shut your mouth or I will break your bones with my bare hands!”
“Oh come now, Judas. Is that any way to talk to an old friend?”
Judas stopped. “What? Who are you? Reveal yourself!”
There was more quiet chuckling before the man said, “As you wish.” He reached up and pulled his cowl back. Judas felt his heart stop, and he staggered back as if he had been struck.
“What is this? What evil trick is this?”
The smile on Yeshua's face was wide. “Why, no trick at all, Judas.”
Judas turned and looked behind him. Yeshua was still on the cross. He turned back. Yeshua's face smiled at him. Judas took another step backwards. “What are you? Are you a demon?”
Yeshua's smile broadened. “I am Yeshua, who will be called the Messiah one day, and I shall spread suffering and sorrow across the face of this land. And I owe it all to you, Judas.”
Judas looked back again at Yeshua on the cross. He ran to him and threw himself to his knees. “Rabbi! Rabbi! Please speak to me!”
Yeshua's head slowly lifted and his eyes opened. His breath came in ragged gasps. He looked down at Judas and opened his mouth to speak. He whispered one word, a word that stabbed Judas to his very soul. 
“Why?”
Judas fell back as if physically struck. A soldier grabbed him roughly and lifted him from the ground. In a frenzy, Judas struck out wildly and knocked the man to the ground before running back down the road to the city.
He ran all the way inside the city gates, his eyes wide, his throat wailing in anguish. He ran over or knocked aside anyone in his way as he dashed past soldiers and climbed up onto the city wall. At the top, he paused only briefly to look over to Golgotha before casting himself headfirst onto the rocks below.
 
*              *              *
Loki watched the four men sneak toward the cross just after the sun went down. Yeshua was dead and the soldiers had left hours ago. A few of the crucified victims lingered, moaning in their agony, but they would be dead soon. 
The men did not see Loki where he stood, but he watched them approach Yeshua's cross. They stood around it for several moments, praying or chanting or some such before pulling out the nails in his heels and cutting the ropes that bound his wrists. His body crumpled to the ground, and the men picked him up and carried him off the path.
Loki spoke the runes and transformed into a hawk. He followed them from high up, watching as they carried Yeshua's body to a shallow cave. They laid his body inside and rolled a large stone in front to keep out any scavengers. The men then left, their heads hung low.
Loki landed near the rock and returned to his normal shape. With little difficulty, he rolled the rock aside and dragged Yeshua's body out. He carried it some distance away and cast it into a ravine. He chanted the runes and summoned jackals, and the low creatures came slinking in slowly, but once they caught the scent of their next meal, they pounced on the corpse and began devouring it.
Loki watched them dissemble the pieces until there was little left, then he walked back to the cave, chanted the runes, and laid down inside.
 
The two women—one young and one old—approached the cave where Yeshua was interred. The disciples told them where they put the body, and the women brought oil to anoint it and ease their sorrows.
They were surprised to see the rock rolled away from the cave, but both gasped in shock when Yeshua crawled out and stood, alive and completely unharmed. 
“Do not fear,” he said. “I am returned from the dead to save you and all those who believe. All power in heaven and on earth is mine. Go into the world and teach others this message.”
The women bowed and kissed his feet before hurrying back to the city. Yeshua watched them leave, a smile curling up the corners of his mouth. He closed his eyes and remembered Odin's vision. He saw a long procession of wars, death, and destruction, all committed in his name, and he was humbled at the thought of all the chaos he would cause. His earlier mischief seemed child-like in comparison.
It would be a slow process, but he had time. After all, there were no longer any others to challenge him. He had an eternity to wreak havoc and do whatever he liked with the weak playthings of this world. The infinite possibilities that stretched out before him made him nearly giddy. 
He looked up to the sky, glancing over to where he thought the rainbow bridge to Asgard had once been. He felt a warm fondness for the old times, and he would miss scheming against the gods, especially Odin. But in this new age, he would reign supreme, and his schemes would know no bounds.
 


 
 
 
Author's Note
 
The astute reader will have noticed two things: 1) There has been an attempt to put these individual stories into an overall framework, and 2) there are logical inconsistencies from story to story. The inconsistencies partially stem from the nature of myths themselves and also from my attempt to preserve them as they appear in the source material (to a certain degree, anyway) while still putting my own spin on them. I hope the reader will forgive these inconsistencies, but those seeking an overall narrative about Loki in true novel form might wish to pick up my novel (cleverly entitled Loki). 
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