
  
    [image: Thor’s Fiery Mate]
  


  
    
      THOR’S FIERY MATE

      
        GODS AND MONSTERS FATED MATES

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        REBEKAH R GANIERE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fallen Angel Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thor’s Fiery Mate © 2021 Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are fictitious and are not to be construed as real in any way. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Thor’s Fiery Mate © 2021 Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-63300-096-4

        ISBN: 978-1-63300-097-1

      

        

      
        Cover art by VWZDesigns

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Newsletter

      

    

    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Loki’s Warrior Mate

      

      
        Chapter One

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        Also by Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

      
        Newsletter

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEWSLETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To claim your Two FREE Books and find out more about Rebekah R. Ganiere and her other Upcoming Releases

        You can Go Here:

        www.RebekahGaniere.com/Newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sutrelle sat, as tense as a drawn bowstring, under the weight of Thadren's massive hand on her thigh. She stared at her untouched plate, attempting to maintain control over the trembling threatening to consume her.

      "Not hungry?" Thadren inquired, his deep voice like distant thunder rumbling through her body.

      Summoning resolve, Sutrelle forced down a swallow, thinking only of sandpaper against parched wood. "Just overwhelmed by all this," she replied with a thin smile that didn't reach her eyes. Her gaze remained fixed on her meal- anything but meet those fiery eyes of his.

      His grip sent a sharp jolt down her spine, and she bit hard against the instinctive cry of protest rising within. Around them, the hall was alive with raucous laughter and boisterous singing- sounds mingling into a cacophony of revelry reminiscent of fevered creatures in the wild.

      Her father’s grand hall burned with smoke and heat, suffocating her. A giant blackened fireplace taking up much of one wall sported an entire mulboar roasting on a spit, its skin crackling and blackening with every revolution mimicking the death radiating inside her.

      Every inch of open wall space in the room held trophies from her father’s conquests, coloring the ashy colored walls with vibrance and variation to the otherwise drab room.

      A nightloo from one world spread its wings wide, its mouth open, ready to strike. A fawndle from another world curled small, terrified, and cowering. A slipendot from a third world took up a massive space, its foot long fangs bared in a snarl. All decorations. Things to eliminate and display to show her father’s power. Just like her betrothal to Thadren. All meant to show and garner loyalty and strength to his kingdom.

      "Wait for our wedding night," Thadren breathed close enough for warmth to brush against her skin like embers from flame-hammered metal. "You'll never want to leave our bed when I show you true excitement." The prickle of his rust-colored beard brushed against her cheekbone. To Sutrelle's own disbelief, the scent he wore- a mixture of polished steel and exotic spices added a layer of intrigue amidst the anxiety swirling in her chest.

      Surtr, Sutrelle's father, chuckled on the other side of Thadren and clapped the fire giant on the back with a massive, black hand. "I never thought having a daughter like Sutrelle would bring me anything but misery. It's good to know she will be of use to you and bring you some happiness, my friend."

      Sutrelle's cheeks flushed at her father's jab. For as long as she remembered, she'd been nothing more than a burden and disappointment to her father, king of the fire giants. She wondered for the millionth time why he'd bothered to let her live after her mother died in childbirth. He'd always blamed her for the death of her mother, especially since her mother hadn't borne him any sons before bothering to die, as he constantly reminded her.

      To look at them, you'd not know Sutrelle and Surtr were related. Where his eyes and beard glowed with fiery flames, her eyes were a light hazel. And though she'd been blessed with flaming red hair, it neither glowed nor burned like her father's. Not to mention his ten-foot-tall, ashen-skinned bulk towered over her diminutive frame. Nothing about Sutrelle said she was the daughter of a giant.

      "Here, my dear." Thadren lifted a piece of goat from his plate, his massive hand engulfing it and making it look more like mouse kibble than an entire mouthful of meat.

      Though he wasn't quite as tall as her father, Thadren had at least fifty pounds of muscle on him.

      Thadren held the meat toward her lips, and the scent of it made her stomach growl and roil. The lingering smell of smoke and herbs mixed with the oily scent of the meat, and she swallowed back the bile that rose in her throat.

      "You are as tiny as this bird," said Thadren. "You need to put some meat on yourself if you are going to bear our children."

      "Ch-children?" she stammered. They weren't even married, and already he wanted her to give him children.

      Thadren laughed. "Of course. With your beauty and my physique, our children will be the envy of the nine realms. We will be able to form alliances with other realms for the first time in generations." His hand left her thigh for the first time, and he stroked her cheek. "This marriage will allow me to avenge the wrongs done to my people, finally. With heirs to help rule, and your father's armies at my back, the only thing sweeter than the victories I achieve will be having you to warm my bed."

      Sutrelle's nails dug deep into her knees as Thadren rubbed the meat across her bottom lip. Sutrelle opened her mouth and took the smallest bite possible.

      Swallow it. Just swallow it.

      Thadren chuckled and shoved the rest of the food in his mouth before sucking on his thick calloused fingers. "We will have to work on your appetites."

      Sutrelle caught her father's seething glare over Thadren's shoulder. Her cheek no longer stung from where her father had struck her the week before, after hearing her pleas not to make her marry Thadren. But just because it no longer stung physically didn't mean the threat he'd made to her if she didn't marry Thadren didn't loom over her like a noose awaiting her throat.

      Sutrelle cast her eyes downward.

      "Forget about her. After tomorrow, you will have the rest of your life to do with her as you please. For now, we need to talk. I need to plan for my armies and what I gain out of the deal," said Surtr.

      Thadren nodded, and Surtr stood as did everyone at the banquet.

      Sutrelle got to her feet as her father turned without a word and headed for the exit.

      Thadren looked to her and opened his mouth to speak, but the sharp bite of his father's call had him bowing to her and following his father like an obedient guard dog.

      Sutrelle watched the men leave and stood before all her father's men, their eyes upon her. Some with pity, some with lust, and others with disdain. She lifted her thumb to her mouth and began to bite the skin next to her nail.

      "Sutrelle."

      She shoved her hands down and turned to the only friendly face she had known her entire life. Valkyrie.

      The displaced Valkyrie had been like a sister to Sutrelle's mother. And after Ragnarök, when Surtr had kidnapped Sutrelle's mother, Valkyrie had insisted he take her too, though she would be a prisoner. But over time, Surtr had come to find Valkyrie useful and had tasked her with babysitting Sutrelle.

      Valkyrie squeezed Sutrelle's arm, sending a jolt through her. Sutrelle straightened and lifted her eyes the way Valkyrie taught her.

      "We should go," said Valkyrie.

      Sutrelle nodded, and Valkyrie's hand dropped away as she squared her shoulders and turned to leave.

      Sutrelle held her head high as she passed servants, Thadren's men, as well as her father's. She would never dare to assume such a posture if her father remained in the room, but Valkyrie told her if she ever wanted to garner an ounce of respect, she needed to at least try to appear like she possessed a shred of dignity. Easy for Valkyrie to say, she was a Valkyrie. Sutrelle was the unwanted daughter of a tyrant who took every opportunity to remind her how little she was worth.

      They made their way to the farthest end of her father's palace. The corridor opened into a chamber carved from black volcanic stone, smaller than most palace closets. Rough-hewn walls softened by years of neglect. A narrow stone bed sat pushed against the far wall, draped in a single blanket dyed the color of dried blood, the only fabric Muspelheim's markets carried. A makeshift workbench dominated the opposite corner, its surface scarred with burn marks and littered with half-finished rings, pliers, and stones she’d polished by hand until her fingers bled. No windows, there were no windows this deep in the palace, but she'd mounted a row of tallow candles along a stone shelf, their stubs melted into pale pools that gave the room its only glow. The ceiling hung low, though for Sutrelle's slight frame it posed no problem. The bare obsidian floor was worn smooth under her feet from years of pacing.

      She stepped inside, allowing herself to be cocooned by her space’s familiarity.

      She caught her reflection in the polished copper disc mounted beside her workbench- a makeshift mirror she'd hammered flat years ago. The face staring back was too delicate for the realm, all wrong for a fire giant's daughter. Her light jade-green eyes, her mother's eyes, sat wide-set above fine-boned cheeks rather than being broad and heavy. Her thick auburn-ginger hair spilled in heavy waves past her shoulders, nearly to her waist, the copper tones catching the candlelight so that the strands themselves seemed to burn. The rough-spun tunic hung shapeless on her narrow frame, ash-gray and scratchy against her pale skin, which carried none of the molten undertones of her father's people. She looked away from the disc. She always looked away. At least if she didn’t look at her reflection, she could pretend she looked like everyone else in the kingdom, except for the size. She barely came up to most males’ chests.

      The smell of her soap and candle wax, along with the metallic scent of her metalworks, soothed her. Brought her back to the present. To her safe space.

      The sulfur stench from the corridor couldn't reach her here. The room, tucked behind two turns and a heavy door of riveted iron, that she shut behind her. Instead, she breathed in tallow smoke, the bite of heated metal, and the faded scent of the tallow soap cake Valkyrie had smuggled in, now whittled down to a sliver on the shelf. Beneath it all, the deep mineral tang of polished rocks and metal, cooling on her workbench. She pressed her back against the closed door. Outside, somewhere in the palace, the volcanic vents groaned and hissed, a low rumble she felt through the soles of her bare feet, vibrating up through the floor. But in here, the sound muffled to a distant pulse, almost like a heartbeat. Almost safe.

      Valkyrie stood near the doorway, arms folded across her chest, her golden hair crushed against the stone doorjamb. Valkyrie was tall, almost a full head and more above Sutrelle, with a lean, athletic build. Her storm-gray eyes swept the space the way they always did: checking corners, cataloguing items, measuring threat, searching for anything amiss. Old scars traced pale lines along her forearms where they emerged from the rolled sleeves of her long coat, a battered thing the color of wet clay that hung past her knees and concealed, at least three blades. The coat smelled of oiled leather and ash. Valkyrie’s jaw set in the same hard mask she wore everywhere, though the tension in her shoulders eased a fraction once the door clanged shut behind them. She positioned herself between Sutrelle and the only entrance without seeming to think about it. A habit, drilled deep as bone.

      When she was young, she'd loved the amount of space in her room, until she'd searched the castle to find that her room was one of the shabbiest. Even Valkyrie's room had been furnished nicer- and she was a prisoner. Not that Sutrelle cared; her room was her own space. No one else entered, but Valkyrie, and only two servants ever came to summon her if needed. Where some might see the lack of furniture as a slap in the face, Sutrelle took advantage of the space and used the vacant area to store her books and all her mother's things. Sutrelle wasn't sure her father was aware she'd taken her mother's remaining possessions and put them in her room, but he'd never asked about them either.

      Sutrelle sat on her bed, staring at her collection. A shelf of small wooden carved figurines Valkyrie had made for her as a child. A small sewing kit she used to mend her clothing when damaged. And, favorite of all, several groupings of stones she spent years collecting and polishing. She stared at her hands and pulled from deep within her. They glowed red, then white-hot as her magic pulsed through her veins, awaiting her command. A command she rarely uttered.

      "Do you think I'll be able to take my things when I leave with Thadren?"

      Sutrelle’s gut clenched.

      "No," said Valkyrie without pretense. "Because you aren't leaving with Thadren." Valkyrie strode to Sutrelle’s bed, pulled out a dragon's hide bag, and tossed it to Sutrelle.

      "Did you hear something? Is father making us live here?" She tried not to let her fear ring through in her voice.

      "I've arranged a way out for us."

      Sutrelle stared at Valkyrie. "What?"

      Valkyrie hurried to the closet. "Take only things you cannot live without. Nothing of little consequence, and nothing that can be used against you."

      "I... I don't understand."

      Valkyrie grabbed a pair of plain pants and a muddy brown shirt from the back of Sutrelle's closet. "Put these on."

      Sutrelle stared at the clothes. "But, Valkyrie-"

      Valkyrie grabbed Sutrelle by the arms. "No. I’m no longer Valkyrie. I am Val, and you are Elle. I've made arrangements for us. I'm getting you out of here."

      Val? Elle? Were they changing their names? What good would that do?

      "How?" Sutrelle asked.

      Val’s golden braid swung back and forth as she shook her head. "There's no time to explain. I secured us passage. There’s a place we can go. You can have a life free of your father, Thadren, and everything else. A place where you can be someone different."

      Sutrelle bit the skin of her thumb. "But..."

      Val grabbed her arms and pinned them down. "I promised your mother I would take care of you. I promised to keep you safe. I can't do that once you are married. I've been working on this for close to a year. I didn't tell you because I wasn't sure it would come through, and I didn't want to get your hopes up. But it came through."

      Sutrelle swallowed hard. She wanted to leave. Gods knew she did. She wanted to be free, but... fear gripped her. If her father ever found her, the punishment would most certainly be death.

      She shook her head. "They'll find us."

      "Here you will never be anything more than you are right now. A rag doll to be used and tossed about by monsters. But you are so much more. Isn't the risk of death worth the possibility of true freedom?"

      Sutrelle glanced at her hand, feeling the power inside her again. The power no one knew about except Val. Her father's fire and her mother's magic. Combined. Val had sworn her never to use her power because the moment her father found out about it, she would be his slave to his destructive will forever. Forced to use her magic to harm and maim and conquer. Things that would break Elle in the end.

      "Come on." Val shoved the clothes into Sutrelle's hands. "Put them on."

      Sutrelle inspected the clothes. Freedom. No more beatings. No more fear. The opportunity to figure out what she wanted to do with her life instead of being told. Wasn't that worth the chance?

      She stripped off her gown and surveyed her belongings, trying to decide which were most important.

      Her things. But they weren't her things. Not really. Everything in her room had either been her mother's or something secreted away without anyone knowing.

      Sutrelle walked to the trunk in the corner and opened the lid. Inside a locket called to her. She'd made it out of scraps of metal she'd found around the castle. Mostly cast-offs from broken weapons. It had been the one thing she'd used her fire magic to make, melting and shaping the metal with her hands, literally. She ran her fingertip over the intricate design etched into it.

      She slipped the locket around her neck, glad she would finally be able to wear it daily instead of only inside her room. It warmed her chest where it sat between her breasts. Inside, a portrait of her mother, drawn by Val, gave her strength. She picked up a worn journal as well.

      Her books were replaceable. Her clothing as well. Not that she figured she would need long grab gowns where they were going. The only other things she wanted had been her mother's.

      She grabbed the dragon's hide bag, walked to her shelf, and began putting her figurines and rocks inside.

      "Hurry," Val urged. "We have a long trip ahead. And we need to make sure we arrive before anyone notices we're gone."

      “Don’t worry,” said Sutrelle. “Within the hour, the orgy will begin, and we will be the last thing anyone thinks of. Even Thadren.”
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      "I can't believe I let you talk me into this." Thor ran his fingers through his hair and slid on his boots before tying the laces.

      "I think it's your mother you have to thank. I simply asked if you would go with me because I have someone I need to meet, and I don't want to be roped into conversations with anyone looking for free legal advice," Loki replied.

      Thor threw him a daggered gaze. "You mean a meeting you happened to mention in my mother's presence, which happened to be on the same night as her monthly masquerade feast?"

      Loki chuckled and straightened his shirt cuffs. "Wrong again, my boy. Your mother set up the meeting. It's not my fault you're so nosy you eavesdropped on the conversation and got tangled up in her little scheme to marry you off."

      Thor growled and stood from the edge of his bed. He didn't need marrying off. He'd been there, and that hadn't worked out, so giving it another try was not in the cards as far as he was concerned. Not that that stopped Frigg. Ever since the destruction of the Bifrost during Ragnarök, rifts had formed all over the nine realms. Rifts they’d tried to fix by remaking the Bifrost. But Odin’s magic wasn’t as it had once been, and so instead of connecting Asgard to Midgard, the Bifrost had somehow connected to Yggdrasil, the great ash tree connecting all worlds. In doing so, it opened up pathways between realms that the Asgardians had never realized existed before. Mount Olympus, Helheim, heaven, Valhalla, and Fólkvangr, Sheol and Gan Eden, Swarga Loka, Jingtu, and the immortal realms, Jōdo, Duat. Whatever realm was believed in after death, it connected to Yggdrasil. And as they had all grown restless in their respective afterlives, immortals used the rifts to move from realm to realm. And as such, the Norse god had moved from Valhalla to a realm of their own in Helheim. A realm that they had created and reigned over with the permission of Hel, Queen of Helheim. Not that she had much choice. When Odin said something was happening, it happened.

      And ever since the move, Frigg had tried to set Thor up with every human and sup- supernatural who came into her pub or attended her masquerades. Frigg may want to see him happy, but she had no idea what weighed his soul down, and he doubted bringing a female into the mix would make anything better.

      Even so, he appeased his mother by agreeing to attend her masquerades about every six months. Not that anything ever happened. For decades, he'd watched regulars show up and leave. Seen newcomers pair off with someone never to return. But for him, it was all routine. He went. He drank. He spoke as little as possible, and he left. Tonight would be no different.

      Loki set his hand on Thor's shoulder for a moment. "It won't be any different if you don't give it a chance."

      Thor shrugged off Loki's touch. "I hate it when you do that. Reading minds is creepy."

      Loki shrugged. "I wouldn't need to if you opened your mouth and spoke more. You used to be so talkative. Couldn't stop talking as I remember. Mostly about yourself. Your conquests, victories, virtues, anything about you. But now-"

      "Now I know better." Thor grabbed his leather coat and threw it on.

      "I was going to say, now you are boring."

      "And what about you?" Thor questioned. "I don't see you rushing out to find someone."

      Loki flashed him a winning smile. "I don't need to. My bed is constantly filled with whoever I find companionable for the night. No strings. No expectations. Just fun. The way I like it."

      Thor walked to the edge of his loft and took the metal stairs down to the floor of his shop two at a time. Bikes lined the walls of the solid brick structure. In the middle of the shop, his current restoration lay in pieces. Every section of the bike meticulously laid out and labeled.

      "No time for fiddling with that," said Loki. “I still don’t know why you mess with those things when you can fly.”

      “What about you and your squashed, brightly colored cars? You can fly, why do you drive those things?”

      “Touché.” Loki inclined his head.

      “Besides,” said Thor. “I like taking them apart and rebuilding them the way I want them. Gives me something to focus on.” He didn’t say it gave him something to focus on, so he didn’t think about his failure to stop Ragnarök and the death of all their people.

      Thor walked to his workbench and lifted his ancient hammer. Mjölnir had begun to feel heavier in his hand in the past century. He wasn't sure if it was because of the things he'd done, or the things he hadn't, but he didn't care. The Thor of legend was no more, and what remained of him was nothing but a scarred shell.

      "My car is out front." Loki headed to the exit.

      "I can make my own way there." Thor lifted his hammer to the sky and, as always, disappeared in a flash of light.

      Thor slammed onto the lawn in front of Frigg's mansion, making several people jump. The mansion rose behind a giant stone fountain like a relic of old Asgard transplanted into the Underworld. Pale stone walls threaded with climbing ivy, tall arched windows framed in white oak, and a pitched slate roof that disappeared into the perpetual cool haze overhead. No sun in Helheim, never sun, just the ambient glow of Helheim's ethereal illumination bleeding through the sky like a moon trapped behind gauze. The air smelled of rose petals and champagne, obviously a scent Frigg had conjured for the occasion. Gold-and-rust-colored leaves from the row of birch trees lining the cobblestone drive drifted across the grass in lazy spirals, pushed by an unseen breeze.

      The center of the lawn in front of her estate sported a fountain carved from veined gray marble, depicting two ravens mid-flight, water arcing from their open beaks into a wide basin tinged green with age. The blush colored rose hedges flanking it were still heavy with late blooms, their fragrance thick enough to taste, sweet and overwhelming, cutting through the mineral coolness of Helheim’s air. Somewhere beyond the hedges, the low murmur of conversation, the clink of glasses, and dance music floated toward him.

      Amongst the bushes and the fountain, several of Frigg's cats played and chased each other while various people watched. A fat orange tabby batted at a fallen rose petal while a sleek black cat with a crooked tail stalked through the hedgerow, belly low to the ground. A third, gray, imperious, the eldest, sat on the fountain's rim and watched the proceedings with the disdain of a creature who had outlived empires. At least five more cats scattered across the lawn, weaving between the legs of guests who stood in loose clusters on the grass, holding drinks and picking at plates of food balanced on the stone garden benches. The distant trill of a bird echoed from somewhere in the birch trees, mixing with the splash of fountain water and the cats' occasional chirping at each other.

      He stowed Mjölnir in his inner coat pocket and strode to the door. A bluish-skinned man with protruding tusks nodded and let Thor in without so much as a questioning glance. One of the perks of being an immortal god who had thousands of stories made up about him over the centuries meant no one questioned who he was or his purpose for being somewhere.

      He entered through the open stained-glass double door, and his gut clenched at the sight of the crimson and petal colored explosion that had taken over his mother’s home. Frigg's private quarters had been transformed into a florist's fever dream. Garlands of dried roses in dusty mauve and deep burgundy draped from the ceiling beams, their papery petals floating down to land silently against the floor.

      Silk ribbons in shades of cream and gold coiled around every chair back and bannister, and the long dining tables disappeared beneath towers of wine glasses, food plates, and desserts. Someone had stoked the hearth until the air felt thick, almost humid. Yggdrasil-patterned wallpaper peeked between swags of tulle, pinned with rune-etched brooches that glinted with silver and diamond under the ethereal overhead lights. Immortals moved around talking and dancing, drinking and eating. A feast for the senses. A light, soothing scent he couldn’t place tickled his nose and made him relax a fraction. Frigg’s own magic conjured a scent for each individual being. All based on what the being needed to help them relax and prevent fights. Masked eyes turned his direction, but then turned away. Well, this was going to be fun.

      He spotted Frigg floating between tables in the room, talking and laughing. She stopped and turned, spotting him. She excused herself and headed hisway.

      "Has it been six months already?" She handed him a golden mask that materialized out of the air.

      "Mother." Thor stared at the mask and snorted.

      “I think it fits you.”

      He shook his head and affixed the mask to his face, not that it would do any good at hiding who he was.

      "Let's hope this time you find what you are looking for."

      "I'm never looking," he said. “You are.”

      Frigg's smile didn't waver. "Then let's hope someone else finds what they are looking for in you."

      Thor nodded and turned toward the bar, but paused. "Oh, I almost forgot, Loki is coming as well. He's running late."

      Frigg rolled her eyes. "When is he not?"

      Thor smiled and kissed Frigg’s cheek. “You look well, mother.”

      She touched his face. “I wish I could say the same of you, but-” She stopped and looked over his shoulder. She smiled.

      “Mingle and talk to someone new tonight, all right? For me?”

      Thor couldn’t promise anything, but he would at least try. If for nothing more than to keep her from making him come back for another six months.
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        * * *

      

      Elle stared across the beautiful, expansive grounds of the mansion, where people milled. "Are you sure this is where Lady Frigg said we were to meet Loki?"

      Val glanced through the gold gates, then at the paper in her hand again, before showing it to Elle.

      Lady Frigg’s mansion was all the paper said, and it was pretty hard to miss her mansion in Helheim. Especially the giant golden plaque over the ornate metal gates, bearing the images of two enormous cats. This was definitely the place. But it didn't look like a place to have a business meeting.

      "Come on," said Val. "Let's get this over with, and then we can go back to Midgard."

      Elle nodded. Val led her across the green and past a large marble fountain to the enormous, open, intricate, colored-glass front doors. Greenery and vines snaked up the front of the building. Standing near the entrance, a wide-shouldered, cobalt blue-skinned male nodded at people as they entered. Compared to how everyone else was dressed, Elle felt quite inadequate. Colorful jeweled masks covered their faces, matching the opulent silk and satin clothing they were draped in.

      She stepped tenatively up the cream marble steps toward the entrance, and the light scent of old books and tallow candles made her gut clench, bringing back memories of her room back on Muspellheim. She’d lived in that room for so many years, she’d had no idea about the world outside of it. And moving with Val to Midgard had been exceptionally eye-opening.

      Suddenly, the scent morphed into vanilla and spices, chasing away the memories and calming her.

      Elle blinked several times at the bright reds and pinks decorating the entrance hall. It appeared to Elle more like Frigg had decorated the place in advance of a mating ritual than a home.

      A beautiful young woman glided over to them and smiled at Elle. "Hello. I'm Fulla. You must be new here."

      "Yes," Val answered. "I’m Val. We have a meeting-"

      Fulla smiled brighter. "Of course. Lady Frigg said you would be coming.” She looked at Elle. “You must be Elle."

      Val's eyebrows smashed together. "I don't understand. We were told to be here at 8:00."

      Fulla nodded. “If you will put these on and follow me."

      Val looked from Elle to Fulla. The expression on her face told Elle that Val had no intention of putting on the mask and sitting at a table.

      Val opened her mouth to argue, but Elle stepped forward.

      "Thank you, Fulla." Elle took the masks and handed Val the silver fox mask while she herself affixed a golden cat mask to her face. Elle grabbed Val's hand and followed Fulla toward the tables lining a red velvet curtain.

      "This is strange," said Val. "Why do we need masks to talk to Loki?"

      "Maybe it’s a game? Or to protect our identities? He has a lot of clients. I'm sure we aren't the only ones he is helping. Maybe he is trying to help us not be recognized. I'll get us some food, and you have a drink." Elle threw Val a smile, trying to ease the tension.

      Ever since they'd run from Muspellheim, Val had been more on edge than ever. Lady Frigg had taken them in and offered them shelter, and Loki finally had the mortal paperwork they needed to permanently change their identities. It surprised Elle how many different pieces of identification mortals needed to be able to live on Midgard-

      Earth. Humans call it Earth, she reminded herself.

      Being in Helheim even for a few minutes had been overwhelming to Elle at first, but Midgard was a thousand times more. The sights, smells, and noise of Los Angeles, California, were nothing like what she was used to in Muspellheim.

      On Midgard, the air tasted nothing like the metallic sulfur she’d grown up with. Instead, it hit her in layers- grease from a food truck, exhaust from a bus groaning through intersections, and underneath it all, the salty, faint smell of the ocean mixed with a thousand miles of concrete and asphalt.

      June in Los Angeles meant a white, hazy sky pressed down without color or definition, the kind of sky one would have thought unthinkable in Muspelheim, where the horizon always glowed molten orange behind curtains of ash. On Midgard, the haze sat, bleaching and drying out the tops of palm trees to pale silhouettes.

      It was nothing like Muspelheim. And that, she reminded herself, was the entire point.

      The biggest thing she'd fought to become accustomed to in her new life was the lack of physical pain when she did something that displeased someone. On the contrary, the smiles and thank-yous liberally aimed her way for bringing people food and drinks were also something she wasn't quite used to yet, though they were most welcome.

      Elle waited until Val had been seated and then turned toward the endless buffet tables. She lifted a porcelain plate while the two women in front of her finished choosing food. One sported skin the color of emeralds and wings hanging from the nape of her neck down to the edge of her heels. The other was the opposite, with skin as pale as alabaster and tiny feathery wings delicate enough to carry nothing more than a butterfly.

      The women hurried away, talking animatedly and sending a sense of longing through Elle. She’d hoped when she and Val entered their new life, Elle might make friends, but the opportunity had yet to present itself.

      Elle stepped up to the table and scanned the food. Since leaving Muspellheim, her appetite had also improved. She’d filled out the clothes Val bought for her better than she had at home. So much had changed in such a short period of time, bringing Elle joy she’d never known.

      Elle picked up a chicken leg, some orange-looking rolls, several pastries she didn’t recognize, fruit, and several types of cheese and placed them all on her plate. She looked down and, for a second, guilt stabbed her for taking too much.

      "Eat anything you like, Elle. It’s what it’s here for."

      Elle turned to Lady Frigg.

      She curtsied. “Lady Frigg, thank you so much for your hospitality.”

      Frigg clucked her tongue and lifted Elle. “Elle, how many times have I told you that you do not need to do that anymore?”

      Elle’s cheeks flushed with heat. “I’m sorry, Lady Frigg, I-”

      “Frigg. I am merely Frigg now. And you have worked for me for a month. You are safe here. Relax.” Frigg placed a warm hand on Elle’s arm and smiled at her in a way that made Elle’s chest constrict. It was the kind, gentle smile of a mother. One Elle had always imagined her own mother would give her if she had lived.

      “Of course, Frigg. I’m sorry.”

      “Do not apologize. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Elle nodded.

      Frigg pulled Elle close and kissed her forehead. “My darling child, I look forward to the day when you no longer cower in fear. The day you realize your true potential. Come. Let me sit you at a table and have someone bring you some mead.”

      “Oh, thank you, but Val is already at a table.”

      Frigg nodded and linked arms with Elle. “I know, but as she is busy at the moment, why don’t you wait until she is done before rejoining her?”

      Elle wanted to object, but before she could answer, Frigg pulled out a chair for her and sat her at a table near Val and a dark-haired man wearing a lion mask.

      “Stay right here. I’ll find you a drink.” Frigg patted her shoulder and walked toward the bar.

      Elle popped a grape into her mouth and scanned the room. People mingled and chatted. Several sat alone at tables, waiting for something or someone.

      Elle grabbed a peach slice and chewed it as she pressed down her black skirt, though it had not a single wrinkle.

      The soothing sounds of music floated over to her, the melodies foreign and bright. All the music on Muspellheim had been crude, boisterous, and tinged with anger. This music was completely opposite. Slow and light with hints of playfulness. She inspected the small raised platform where a dozen people dressed in white and wearing gold masks played various instruments. Some with buttons, others with strings, and one that someone hit with fabric-looking mallets. The sounds worked in harmony, lulling her into a cocoon of safety.

      “I was asked to bring you this.” A large hand came into view, holding a mug of mead.

      Elle jumped and looked up and up and up into the bright blue eyes, framed by a golden goat mask.
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