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      Click. Click. Click. Click. Click.

      The staccato sound of my black stiletto heels on the smooth sidewalk keeps the steady time of my elegant pace as I stride confidently toward the austere industrial building. The exterior is covered in flat metal painted in grey-blue and white, giving it not only a plain appearance, but cold as well. The designer tried to give it some flow and movement in painting a cool, demure blue at an angle across the building, but it reminds me of a spear buried tip upward in the snow and leaves me feeling shallow and unforgiving.

      Probably a good thing considering I’m going in to close a case.

      The company knows I’m coming. Jason, my personal assistant, set up the appointment yesterday. The transdimensional being who has been naughty on earth and works for the company does not know that I am on my way. I love it when they never see me coming.

      A light dusting of snow decorates the early spring grass. It’s all cut to a level height indicating that someone did some lawn care recently. Leave it to the weather to prove that good temperatures are not quite here yet. In another era, some people might even blame me, Loki of Asgard, for such inclement conditions, and ordinarily they would not be wrong. I do like playing Jack Frost come to nip at your nose and fingertips.

      But not this year.

      Right now, I have too many cases and they seem to be steadily on the rise. It’s really quite hard to be carefree and pleasure-loving when you’re just flat-out overworked. To be doing all this in a short black skirt and heels makes it all that much worse. The hair appointments, the manicures, and the pedicures, are just all too much to fit into a schedule like mine.

      But, to look this fantastic as a woman here on Midgard, I must do what I must do. Do not ever say that Loki of Asgard skimps on his (or her) appearance.

      I could use an illusion for all the glamor, and that would be simple enough. Even when Odin had my powers locked down while I was on parole here on Midgard, I could do at least that much. Now, the All-Father doesn’t realize that I’ve been given a substantial amount of my power back. I’d like to keep it that way.

      Besides, I do like to look pretty and to turn heads. There’s just something about that power. The right sidelong look from soft bedroom eyes, a coy smile given with a suggestive tilt of the head. Oh, to hear the heartbeats quicken. That is fantastic.

      But now is not that time. I shake the wishful longing from my shoulders and remind myself what I am here to do. A transdimensional being -- probably escaped from a terrible life in their home dimension, but couldn’t appreciate what they had, is trying to make Midgard into their world. Why do people move away from conditions they don’t like only to try to recreate them in the new place? I used to think it was only humans that could be so contradictory, but of late, I see that the multidimensional universe is filled with such illogical creatures.

      All of it is just as irrational as believing that someone who is beautiful or handsome on the outside is as put together and fantastic on the inside. A perfect ten can be a complete miserable and horrific dud with their personality.

      A little office section of the building sticks out a ways from the rest of the sterile metal building. Beneath the sloping metal roof are big windows. Through the glass, I see a woman sitting at a desk, phone up to her ear. She’s smiling and laughing with whoever she’s talking to.

      I’m about to ruin her day.

      It makes me feel half bad, I tell you. Oh, in the overall scheme of things, she’ll not remember anything. I’ll take her memories of the events, but until I do that, she’s going to be very unhappy. Possibly a little (or a lot) scared if things get out of control. Hmm.

      I reach for the metal –shocker!—handle of the office’s glass door. The cold bar stretches straight across the full width of the door. A grey metal frame holds the tempered glass. As I draw the door open, I hear the insulating foam around the door and under the sweep whisper as if its hushing me to silence as I enter the quiet office. Even the woman chatting on the phone is almost noiseless.

      The hairs, gorgeous brown that it is, at the back of my neck starts to raise.

      The office has the faint scent of wood cleaner and oily mechanics. Not surprising since the receptionist’s desk is wood and this is an industrial building where they use a lot of machines in making something. Jason had informed me what they do here. I think they were manufacturing screws and bolts, everything from common household hardware to specialty and custom fasteners. I guess someone has to do it.

      I realize why the woman had gone silent. Just as I’d seen her, she’d noticed me as I approached the building and excused herself from the conversation. The cell phone currently lay face down on her desk. An ordinary human wouldn’t have been able to tell if the phone was still connected to the other person. Thank goodness I’m neither ordinary nor human. The line is still engaged and the person on the other end capable of hearing everything I say. I now regret not calling to disable the phones here. Sloppy, Loki, very sloppy.

      “Can I help you?” the receptionist asks, her voice bright.

      I find this strange. Typically, when a female of Midgard encounters me for the first time, there is a natural tendency for the other woman to be reserved and cool toward me. They seem to know that something is off, one of the reasons I prefer my male form here on Midgard. I can get a better initial reaction out of men or women that way. But, since I’m stuck in my female form for the moment, for reasons I have yet to understand, I expected this conversation to already start out differently.

      I look at the woman a bit closer, observing her more closely now, with a more discerning eye, you might say.

      She is not your “motherly type.” There are just some women who one looks at and you just know they are a mother. Whether they are a good one or not is another question entirely. Now this receptionist is a few years shy of truly taking on such a look, but generally there is something in the eyes that indicates this appearance will come.

      She’s not the “stern and jaded by life” either. That classic look seems to be reserved for politicians. This woman has no hope of ever even running for a city council.

      Yet she’s also not the “sensual kitten” either. Oh, she’s pretty with her light brown hair that falls softly about her shoulders, the sides pulled back in a pony tail. She wears her makeup too lightly and it lets her natural beauty shine through. Still, she’s rather plain overall.

      But there’s something…

      I know I must say something. She’s sitting there looking at me expectantly, smile still wide and waiting on her face. But the cheerfulness is a mask. It’s a little spot in her eyes that tells me that. It’s as if she can see through my deception.

      Fear sparkles through me.

      I have never felt this way. Why now? What has she done? Who is she? Is she a transdimensional?

      Each of these questions rushes in like biting raptors to latch onto my thoughts.

      I barely notice her stand.

      I am weighed down, unable to think.

      “Don’t worry,” she says cooly. “I know why you’re here. We all do.”
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      I pull from the warm, dark embrace of the fabric of Midgard, surfacing like a ball held under the surface of water. With a gasp, I open my eyes and find Midgard brilliantly lit.

      The white shining all around me is too much and I hiss in pain. Closing my eyes and trying to turn my head from the radiance of the sun pouring down on me, I realize my hands are tried down straight out from me. I don’t know if my feet are tied as well, but they don’t appear to be as I bring a knee up in my attempt to shield my body from the sun and light.

      Going fetal, I realize to my dismayed horror.

      Gods do not feel fear.

      Yet something had struck me on such a primal level that I had. What was it?

      My mind clicks back trying to find the last moment I remember. Yes, I’d gone to close a case and had been in an industrial building. Now, I lay on my back, sort of twisted and half curled up, arms pinned down as if I were being crucified on what feels and moves beneath me like desert sand.

      Am I still in Midgard?

      I try to sit up, needing desperately to look around. If I’ve been taken somewhere else… well, that wouldn’t be good. Odin… he’d have to act as if I were breaking the parole that both he and I know I’m not longer under, but no other gods are aware of it.

      The rope binding my wrists hold me firmly so that I can’t edge up any more than how far my shoulders will flex. Not that it matters. My vision won’t adjust from the harsh whiteness and everything is blurred as if I’m looking through frosted glass. Have I been dosed with something? Is that why I don’t know how I’ve gotten out here?

      If I’m off-Midgard, Jason won’t even be able to track my phone to come aid me. I won’t say “rescue” because certainly I will have myself out of this conundrum before Jason even knows I’m gone. Of course, that thought leads me to wondering just how long I have been out.

      I test to see if my legs are staked down as well. They are, but the ropes aren’t as tight and they give me some room to move.

      There’s a sagebrush, big and round, about three feet out from my right hip. It’s starting to come into focus now. So, I am in the desert. Yet the ground beneath me is too sandy to be from the sagebrush steppe near where I live. Still, it gives me hope that I am in Midgard.

      I hear a shuffling sound, like feet scurrying across the sand. I twist my head to see if I can locate the noise, but it stops as soon as the maker realizes I’ve heard the noise. Next time, I must remain motionless and not give myself away.

      Then, I realize I’m in pants. This is my male form. Had I shifted back while I was unconscious? No, I couldn’t have. Changing my gender wouldn’t change my clothes. I’d be a male in a very short black skirt and heels if that were the case.

      I raise my head to look down my arms. Yes, I’m even in one of my jackets. This is one of my favorite suits and it’s now getting ruined here in the desert sand. Now I’m bewildered, annoyed, and irked. Someone will pay dearly for this.

      More shuffling, and it’s really close. So close, in fact, that I whip my head toward the sound instinctually regardless of how I’d told myself that I needed to remain still.

      The sagebrush stands right beside me, leaning over me, and starting at me with wide brown eyes amid a grey-green face. As I gasp, the sagebrush opens its mouth and laughs at me. It giggles even harder as I startle and half try to squirm away.

      What the heck is going on with me?

      “Ahh, eyes open and seeing, I see,” the sagebrush says with a bright voice.

      If I thought for one instance that I could have been drugged and feeling the affects, I’d assume I was hallucinating with a bad trip.

      The sagebrush cocks its head and I realize that it isn’t one mass, but more resembles a man crouched beside me. There’s definitely knees tucked up beside its body, shoulders, and a head. What looks like the branches of a sagebrush is really the clothing that the man wears along with a matching headdress. Now that I’ve seen it, I wonder how I could have ever thought that it was a sagebrush to begin with. Optical illusions sure are strange.

      “Ohh,” it croons at me, leaning in a bit closer.

      “What do you want?” I snapped the words and instantly regretted my mistake. The sagebrush man jumps back and half turns away. I fear that he’s about to scuttle off. The ragged sticks of his outfit slowly quit shaking.

      I use the moment to try to get my arms free. I can see the short stake that tethers the bonds to the ground. It doesn’t seem like it would be hard to pull up if I can just get the right leverage on it.

      The sagebrush rocks as the man turns back toward me. “I could let you up.”

      “A smart creature would have done that already, knowing that I’m going to be very angry when I do get free. Were you the one who put me here?”

      “Shat’tow don’t do that.”

      “Your name’s Shat’tow?” I ask. “I’m Loki, Loki of Midgard. I presume you’ve heard of me?”

      The sagebrush man smiles and I can tell that the grey-green appearance of his face is caused by paint. It cracks a little in the wrinkles around his eyes and I can tell that he has a darker complexion beneath. “Don’t matter who you are. You stuck to the ground.”

      As if to emphasize his words and mock me further, he reaches out a hand and points with a downward curved index finger. Like salt in my wounds, he chuckles again.

      Shat’tow is really starting to annoy me.

      “How about we fix that?” I ask. Then, with a layer of enchantment over my words, I say, “You want to release me.”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk. That don’t work here,” Shat’tow says, still chuckling.

      “Money? How about money? I’ll pay you to let me up.” A thought strikes me as I suddenly wonder if he’s a type of desert fairy. “If you like shiny, I’ve got lots of sparkly coins. I’ll give you some.”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk. That don’t work here either.”

      I am quickly tiring of this game. “What do you want then?”

      I have too many cases right now and no time for this. I don’t see how my predicament could be related to any of my cases either, unless someone has hired the weird little sagebrush man to stall me, bind me, or assassinate me. Other than really annoying me, I don’t know how Shat’tow could really harm me. But everybody has a price, and I will find Shat’tow’s. Then I will find out what’s really going on here and who is behind this. I might be overworked, but I think I can find some extra wrath to deal out some vengeance for this.

      “Loki has nothing I want,” Shat’tow says.

      “I find that hard to believe. Everyone wants something. What do you want?”

      “Nothing. There is nothing Shat’tow wants. Sun shines down on me, gives me everything I need. Sun tells me if I live… or die. Sun good and sun dangerous. Without sun, nothing exist. So, Shat’tow have all needs met by the sun. But don’t worry. I know why you’re here,” Shat’tow says. “We all do.”
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      It felt like the weight of the world was on me.

      Literally.

      I still lay on my back as I start to wake up as my eyes began to flutter open, but now something heavy sits in my chest. No, it was definitely on my chest rather than being inside my ribcage. It’s a good thing that I don’t actually need to breathe.

      My chest is also the only part of me that feels warm.

      Ordinarily, I’d be grateful for the cold. But, if I were still out in the desert, I’d still be warm all over. I’ve moved… teleported… or whatever this is, once again. If I open my eyes, will it still be bright?

      Unsure, I squint, barely opening my eyes but the tiniest amount.

      “Papa!” Fenrir says. Then he begins to lick my face.

      But he’s not puppy Fenrir. He’s in hellhound form, sitting on my chest with his legs straddling me, and slobbers all over my face with a scruffy, muscular tongue.

      “Fen, get off,” I say.

      The response I get is him lowering his head right on top of mine. I barely have time to turn my face away. I feel my chin against his neck, a strange sensation going through my teeth as he starts to growl.

      “Not now, Papa,” he says between growls.

      A whistle sounds overhead, going from the left side of me above my head to the right side off by my feet somewhere, followed by an explosion which shakes through the ground. There’s heavy mechanical footsteps getting closer. I hear gears turning, then smashing. Whaaa-pauk. Whaaa-pauk.

      “Fen!”

      My face is so buried in his fur that the word is completely muffled. If I’m lucky, the hellhound felt the vibration of me speaking, though he certainly doesn’t show any indication of me speaking his name. Fenrir’s grey skin is rough and wrinkly, not unlike an elephant, even with the short, sparse, and wiry hairs. Certainly not the fluffy puppy I’m used to. He even carries with him the scent of earth and smoke.

      More crashes around us and I realize that Fenrir is protecting me from whatever is around us.

      “Battle, Papa,” he says as if he can read my thoughts. He might be able to.

      But, he forgets that I’m a god and he isn’t quite. He’s fallible.

      I reach my hand up, stretching a little so that I can grab the scruff of his neck and pull him off me. He growls his displeasure, but removes himself from me at my insistent urging. I take a paw to the stomach as he moves over me. I’m pretending it wasn’t intentional, but I have a feeling it was. Once Fenrir is no longer protectively covering me, he still takes a stance with his legs apart to guard me.

      I swear what is going on around me is Ragnarök. Dust hangs like fog in the air and darkens the landscape to grey, lightening only where the sun’s rays try to penetrate through. There are huge mechanical vehicles crawling over the landscape. It is their tread complete with spiked plates that had made the weird sounds I’d heard moments before. The ground churns as the plates tear from the earth and churn up soil.

      I try to tell who is battling, but I only see vague dark silhouettes of humanoids moving in the thick dust.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Fenrir.

      “Battle, Papa,” he repeats.

      Ah, the young stating the obvious. But in battle, no one is ever right or wrong. It is the old asking the youthful to fight a battle the old no longer can. It is death come in the name of continuing a certain way of life. Yet at the core, there is always an intruder who has come to foreign soil.

      “Fen,” I say, laying my hand on Fenrir’s bony shoulder blade, “Take us to the ones who call this their territory.”

      For too long of a moment, we remain where we stand. Missiles whiz overhead and shatter behind us. The repeated pinging of gunfire sounds in the distance.

      “We’re not going, Papa.” The frustration is evident in Fenrir’s voice. “You are the one that is wronged. This is your territory, your hall on Midgard.”

      Right. I had left Fenrir at home. Where else would he be?

      I take another swinging look around and begin to see the familiar. The house, shrouded though it is in the grey cloud of dirt hanging in the air, still stands protected by my enchantments. There’s a momentary clutch of anxiety as I wondering if someone is trying to get to the totems in my basement. I have a lot of cases going. I’m sure I’ve mentioned that I’m overworked at the moment. But the house is sound and no one seems particularly interested in trying to breech my security.

      There’s the tree Fenrir lies to lay under. Now that’s another story. It’s been uprooted and split in two. Huge chunks of it lay scattered. It’d say that it had been victim to a missile and to the plated vehicles rolling over everything.

      Beneath my feet – I don’t want to look – oh, there it is and it is as terrible as I imagined it would be, the remains of my brick driveway. I stand on (and had been lying on) the only intact piece of it. Everything else is broken and torn.

      Well, if my neighbors didn’t think I was strange before, they certainly are going to wonder what I’m up to now. I’m sure I’ll get a dust complaint from all the farmers around me, not like they never plow their fields or anything. I’m not even going to go into my conspiracy theories of how they all plot and plan to do their field work when the wind is blowing right toward my house.

      Well, now what?

      “All right, Fen, take me to the leader of the heathens doing this,” I say.

      He teleports us.

      Right away, things change in the silence which falls around us. Firstly, I’m back to being a woman and trip awkwardly on the slick marble floor as one heels slides inward toward the other, rolling my ankle a bit. I’ve never known shoes to tremble in fear, but I feel that is exactly what just happened. Secondly, I am in a expansive, grand hall complete with Grecian marble columns and hieroglyphics on the golden walls, and everyone else in the room falls silent.

      “Ah, Loki. About time,” a woman’s voice rings out from among the mass of females huddled around her. “I hope you know why you’re here.”
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