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Giants raiding Midgaard again?

Hilde rolled her eyes. Those brutes should’ve learned their lesson during their loss at the gates of Asgaard. There hadn’t been any giant or dark elf activity on Midgaard since. Had something changed? Were the brutes gearing up for something?

In any case, it sounded like rumors had been rumbling through the Asgaardian inns and pubs last night. At least her friends had been excited and planning something big.

Hilde had certainly picked up on that.

Still, she wasn’t sure exactly what was going on with the giants on Midgaard. It was as if she’d been purposely left out of the conversations. If there was a new raid brewing, why hadn’t she been invited along? This was her battle group for crying out loud. They’d never left her out before.

And why were the guys meeting at Tyr’s home today? Tyr wasn’t even here anymore. He was barred from all of the nine realms now. Well, eight of them anyway. Midgaard, the mortal realm, was shared with so many other mythologies, it didn’t really count.

Besides, that Greek god, Stavros, lived in Tyr’s home now with a bunch of those one-eyed cyclopeans.

A flutter coursed through Hilde’s gut.

She didn’t know much about Stavros, but the raven-haired son of Zeus and Hera offered a handsome alternative to the blond and auburn-haired Norsemen of the city.

She’d done a bit of research—okay, a lot of research—into Greek mythology lately. It wasn’t necessarily because of Stavros.

Or was it?

Well, if she did happen to encounter him, she didn’t want to appear ignorant of his heritage.

He’d caused quite a stir among the younger goddesses of Asgaard. His dark hair and eyes, and his handsome Mediterranean features stood out among the Nordic men of the Golden City, and Hilde hadn’t been immune to his good looks and gentle charm.

Yeah, she’d checked him out whenever he’d been in her vicinity.

Maybe it’s time we became better acquainted.

And Stavros had been sitting with Rolf, Bjorn, and the others last night, thick as thieves, in the inn. That’s where Hilde had overheard their plans.

Well, she hadn’t really been eavesdropping, but when she heard the word giants repeated again and again from the crowded corner table, it was pretty easy to figure out they were planning something.

To be honest, she really hadn’t been available to join them even if they had called her over to their table. Asiaq had popped in from Sanctuary, the old Aztec heaven, for a girl’s night out in Asgaard. The Inuit goddess needed a reprieve from all the kids there.

Hilde had invited her friends Thrud and Astrid to join, and the four of them had been well into their mead cups by the time the guys left the inn, but she did hear clearly plans from them to reassemble today at Tyr’s old house.

They could have at least invited me today.

Didn’t they want her to be part of the team anymore? Yeah, she was the battle group’s only female member, but she thought she was pulling her own weight.

Men.

The huge bronze and oak front door beckoned. If Tyr still lived here, she’d just let herself in. But this was the Greek’s place now, so she probably should knock.

Raised voices and raucous laughter echoed through the thick wooden door. A lot of them, and all male from what she could detect.

She raised her fist and pounded three times on the ornately carved oak door. Would anyone hear her over that racket?

Seconds later the door swung open on well-oiled hinges.

Dark, smoldering eyes framed a bright smile. “Hilde. Welcome.” Stavros’ deep baritone gave her stomach a flip.

Could a voice get any sexier?

And he seemed genuinely glad to see her.

“Um...hi, Stavros.” She’d been ready to rip into Bjorn or any of the other Norsemen if they’d answered the door. She wasn’t quite sure what approach to take with the Greek.

Stavros’ smile widened. “Are you here for the game?”

Game? She’d never heard giant hunting considered a game.

Go with it. “Yeah.”

“Great! Come on in.” He opened the door wider and gestured her to enter.

Tyr’s home looked the same as always. The majestic entrance chamber featured a double stairway to the upper levels of the castle-sized home. It was grand because Tyr was a grand god, not because he needed the space. It had been dreamed up by the mortals who created him thousands of years ago.

Stavros led her down the right hallway toward the great room. “We’re back here. I didn’t realize you were a fan of American football.”

Whoa, what? Better to just play along.

“Not so much a fan as intrigued.” That should cover her ass. What had she gotten herself into? She didn’t know a damned thing about American football. Hell, she didn’t know much about America in general, except they made some really fine beers there.

The great room had changed immensely. Ancient tapestries along the back wall had been removed, and in their place hung the largest flat-panel display screen Hilde had ever seen.

About twenty guys milled around, most with tankards of ale or mead, and plates piled high with food. Most of her battle group was here, along with a few other Norse gods.

Thor leaned against the doorframe shaking his head at Freyr. “This is never going to work. Remember how much trouble we had with Jord’s new television, and that was on Midgaard, where it was supposed to work.”

The old thunder god’s eyes brightened when he saw her. “Oh, hi, Hilde.”

Two of his sons, Modi and Jord, were up by the monitor messing with cables. Jord plugged a power cable into an extension cord and lights began flashing on a small electronic device.

“I think we’ve got it. Someone, test it out,” Jord shouted to the room.

Rolf sat sideways in an overstuffed easy chair, his lanky legs slung over the arm, an iPad resting on his lap. “I’ve got a signal, Jord. Amazing.”

Stavros chuckled. “I told you it would work.”

Then he turned to Hilde. “Make yourself at home. There’s ale, mead, wine, and snacks over by the bar.”

Unsure of her next move, Hilde sidled over by Thor and Freyr. “What’s going on?”

Scowling, Thor shook his head. “The young snots think they can pull television cable and internet here from Midgaard. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Freyr clapped Thor on the shoulder as he checked his iPhone. “Looks like they already have the Wi-Fi working. You owe me a drink.”

“How in the...” Hilde’s head swam. Internet and television...between dimensions?

Freyr pointed to a glowing hole, about three inches in diameter, in the wall across the room. “Stavros created a small portal, too small for anyone to pass through, but big enough to run the cables through. The other end of the portal is in his apartment back on Midgaard. The boy is brilliant!”

So, this wasn’t about a giant raid at all. How had she messed up so badly? She was sure she’d heard giants being discussed last night.

“And all these people are here to use the internet?” Was Tyr’s home going to be turned into some kind of Asgaardian internet café?

It would be a smart move on Stavros’ part. Everything in Asgaard—lighting, heating, and cooking, used ancient technologies—fire, water, or magic for the most part. It’s why so many Asgaardians had their own apartments on Midgaard. Even gods occasionally needed to order something from Amazon, and UPS didn’t deliver up the rainbow bridge to Asgaard.

Well, they didn’t deliver here yet. Who knew what the future would bring with Magni on the throne instead of Odin. Then again, Magni was still of the Old Guard, thousands of years old, so maybe things wouldn’t change all that much.

Cheers went up around the room as the big screen television came to life, displaying the white-striped greenery of an American football stadium.

Shaking his head again, Thor crossed his arms. “Most of ‘em are just here to watch the football game. I was here to watch ‘em fail. Sucks to be me right now.”

Chuckling, Freyr clapped Thor on the shoulder. “Oh, shut up, you old windbag, and go get me that drink. Mead, please.”

His gaze swung to Hilde. “You want anything, Hilde? Thor is now my waitress for the day.”

Thor’s scowl deepened. Thunder rumbled through the skies outside.

Freyr’s chuckle broke into a full belly-laugh. “Don’t be mad, old friend. Because you were wrong, we get to watch the most important game of the American football season.”

Thor threw up his hands and stormed off toward the bar.

This was a very important game? Why? “What game are we watching?”

“Why it’s the Minnesota Vikings versus the New York Giants. The mortals don’t consider it any big deal, but we Asgaardians always look forward to it, to cheer on the home team.”

“You’re kidding.” They’d been talking about the New York Giants football team last night? Those giants? By the gods I’m so stupid.

Thor returned with drinks in hand, and Hilde took a deep, cool draught.

A cheer filled the room as the purple-clad gladiators on the screen...did something that kind of looked like a pile of bodies. Perhaps this was some kind of performance art.

She clapped anyway.

As she watched the game play, she perceived some of the intricacies of the sport. The purple-clad humans represented a tribe of Vikings battling a horde of giants dressed in white and blue. So, probably frost giants. The view occasionally panned to scenes of snow-covered streets, but the battle happened on a snow-free grassy plane.

She began to root for the Vikings to do the right things to defeat the Giants, though she wasn’t always sure what the right thing was. It appeared to have something to do with that oddly shaped ball.

Her confusion with the game had her mind and her gaze wandering away from the screen to another point of interest in the room. A bronzed Greek god sitting on the couch beside Bjorn.

His handsome features in profile, his dark gaze locked on the action unfolding on the screen, Stavros said something to Bjorn, and they both started laughing.

Then his head turned toward her. His gaze swept around to lock onto her eyes.

And the earth moved.
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Stavros leaned back in the soft cushions as the Viking’s quarterback completed another long pass for a first down. “So, does anyone have any big bets on this game?”

Bjorn chuckled and threw him a You’re kidding, right? cock of his head. “Look around the room. Do you see anyone who would bet on any giant to beat a Viking?”

Duh.

“I gotta admit, you guys are loyal.” The Vikings had had their share of bad years. “I suppose I should be rooting for the Tennessee Titans.” The Titans were part of Greek mythology, but he really hated those guys. The Greek Titans, not the Tennessee ones, but still.

Bjorn rolled his eyes. “Pa-lease.”

They both broke into laughter.

Stavros liked Bjorn. A bit stuffy at times, but a good, solid leader. A lot like Ares at his best.

And nothing like Ares at his worst.

Bjorn’s battle group, formerly run by Tyr, was still one of the most proficient fighting machines in Asgaard, and Stavros would love to be on it. This little football get-together was really about building some bonds with the group—hoping they’d let him in.

Stavros needed focus in his life, and a regular battle group would be just the thing. The war in the heavens didn’t seem to be ending any time soon, even though the evil alliance had pulled back lately, and as one of the few surviving Greek gods, he was on the lookout for any support he could get in battle. Asgaard had reluctantly welcomed him to live here at Tyr’s request, but they hadn’t really adopted him.

Then again, if he was being honest with himself, he was more interested in joining the group because it would put him closer to a certain goddess on a regular basis. Ever since he’d first laid eyes on Hilde, he couldn’t seem to get her out of his mind. Something about the petite, blonde sorceress kept drawing his eye whenever she was in the room.

Beautiful, yes, but in Asgaard beauty was the standard. No, there was something more...something intangible. Maybe her confidence or the way she held her own in a battle group that was otherwise all male. Possibly the mystery of her sorcery and the way she blended magic and combat into an art form.

Yeah, she made an impression.

When she’d shown up for the party, no one had been more surprised than him.

Even the play on the television screen lost its excitement when he thought about her.

His eyes scanned around the room to where she was seated next to Freyr. To his surprise, she was looking straight at him. As his gaze locked on her beautiful cobalt eyes, the earth moved.

No, Wait.

The Earth really was moving.

A low rumble reverberated through the castle, shaking dust off the beams, and sending plates and cups crashing to the floor. The picture on the television flickered.

What the hell?

He looked at Bjorn. “Earthquake?”

The tall, blond Asgaardian stood. He shook his head, his expression steeling. “Asgaard doesn’t get earthquakes. We’re under attack.”
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Warriors flowed around Hilde as she stood in the center of Tyr’s well provisioned armory. Swords, shields, and bows lined the walls, but she also noted a selection of modern firearms she hadn’t seen here before. Who had added those, Tyr or Stavros?

Stavros was one of the younger gods, just a little over two hundred years old. He’d been raised in the modern era and spent most of his time on Midgaard, because the Alliance of Evil Gods had stolen Mount Olympus from the Greeks.

He now stood by the open doorway. “Take anything you want.”

The gods from the football party chose ancient weaponry as often as modern. In the hands of a god, a bow would be as deadly as an AK-47. It was really a matter of what they chose to wield.

Hilde strapped on a short sword, more for the comfort of the weapon at her hip than anything else. She mostly relied on her magic in combat.

“Nothing for you?” she asked as she passed Stavros while exiting the room.

His right hand crackled with electricity. “I’ve got this.”

The lightning bolt of Zeus. An awesome weapon. Quite a legacy to inherit. Hilde doubted her mother, Hildr, had anything near as awesome to hand down to her on death.

Perhaps her Valkyrie wings? But Hilde didn’t need wings to fly and she was in no hurry to lose her mother.

Outside in the courtyard, the battle group assembled.

“Hurry, hurry.” Bjorn paced in front of them as the stragglers tumbled out of the front door.

“Hilde?” His gaze swept to her. “Can you give us some eyes in the sky?”

She nodded as she pulled magical essence into her power pool. Focusing her energy, she called forth a wind sprite. The mystical creature looked a lot like a pale blue seahorse with white feathery wings.

The wind sprite issued a bubbling whinny as she leapt onto its back. She calmed the conjured creature, melding into its mind to create a bond of control.

Through the wind sprite’s eyes, she saw an ebony form descending toward them. Stavros, sheathed in black leather, sat astride a black, winged stallion. The sight alone took her breath away, and the aura of energy she detected around the Greek god sent a spark of envy shooting through her.

So much raw power.

It should have been expected. He was the son of Zeus and Hera, the most powerful of the old Greeks. But there was something about the way he pulsed with magical energy and vitality. Something awesome. His aura glowed in the visible spectrum.

“Can I help?” His deep, masculine tones sent reverberant ripples through her. This was a man ready for combat.

“I can take him with me.” Please. The words were out of her mouth without a second thought.

Bjorn nodded. “Okay, Stavros. Stay with Hilde. Do what she says. I want a quick reconnaissance, then report back, unless it’s a situation you can handle. It looks like something is happening around Valhalla.”

As she rose above the walls around Tyr’s home, Hilde noted smoke pouring out of Odin’s great wooden hall. The seat of Asgaardian power, Valhalla dominated the center of the city. Odin’s throne was now occupied by his grandson, Magni, who held court there daily.

This certainly couldn’t be business as usual.

As she and Stavros flew closer, she noted people dashing about outside the burning building, but the great front doors remained shut.

Sven Tarlson, one of the royal guards, was swinging his sword at the great oak doors.

Hilde landed behind the guard with Stavros close behind.

“What’s going on?”

Sven stopped pounding on the door and turned toward her. “King Magni sealed the building. Odin is in there with him. No one else that I’m aware of. Ten minutes after he ordered us all out, the explosions started.”

“The Odin Force?” Everyone suspected Odin would transfer the power to Magni at some point.

Sven shrugged. “If so, this couldn’t have been what they expected.”

Yet no one knew exactly what to expect. Odin had wielded the power for eons, and no one had been around when he’d acquired the force from a primal being known as Ymir at the dawn of time.

Hilde tapped more power. Nornish magic was a game of balance. It drew power from nature. Draw too much, and every living thing around you withered and died. Draw too little and your spell failed.

But in Asgaard, there was always plenty of available power. The city itself radiated Nornish energy, and Hilde pulled in enough to once again fill her power pool.

“Stand back.” Unleashing a blast of energy, she reduced the door to splinters. Smoke filled the chamber beyond. With the last of her magical energy, she sent a blast of wind through the doorway to clear the haze. She rushed in with Stavros and Sven fast on her heels.

Yes, Bjorn had wanted her to report back, but it didn’t look like they had time for that, and she still didn’t know what was going on.

And there was a better way to convey the message.

As she entered the building, she sent a magical message back to Bjorn. Come as quickly as you can to Valhalla. Odin and Magni are in trouble.

Tongues of flame flickered in the ancient woodwork. Explosions resounded from the back rooms and hallways. The ring of steel on steel—swordplay somewhere in the distance—reverberated through the chamber.

“My liege,” Sven shouted. Sword at the ready he dashed past Hilde, toward the sounds of battle.

“To me, Asgaard!” Magni’s voice answered through the haze. “We are besieged.”

Hilde pulled in more power as she followed the door-guard. Rounding a corner, she spotted Magni squaring off with Set, the Egyptian God of War.

The gigantic form of Chronos, the Olympian Titan, towered behind with the limp form of Odin slung over his shoulder.

The Allfather’s body pulsed with energy. At least he’s alive.

A third figure slunk at Chronos’ side in the smoky hallway. Loki, the Norse god of mischief.

The three evil gods represented the hierarchy of the Alliance of Evil Gods. How had these villains gotten into the most guarded of Asgaard’s sanctuaries?

Most likely, Loki had found a way in. Asgaard had worked hard to close as many of the portals to other realms as they could, yet finding them all had been a trial. Even Stavros’s tiny portal for the cable and electrical power from Midgaard offered access to the realm to one who could shape-change, like Loki.

Had the rat actually transformed into a rat to sneak through?

Certainly, the villain hadn’t been allowed up the Bifrost and the villains would have been detected moving through the root system of Yggdrasil long before they could enter the golden city.

Sven swung his sword at Set, stepping up next to Magni. The Egyptian god angled his sickle blade, catching the blow while kicking out with his foot into Magni’s gut, sending the Asgaardian King flying back.

Panels splintered, as the force of the blow drove Magni into the wall. “Oof.”

Magni bled from a score of wounds. Fatigue lined his face. “We have to stop them.”

Stavros strode into the chamber, his fist crackling with electricity. “We will.”

Chronos’s towering form had his head in the high rafters of the hallway. He glared at Stavros. “Ho ho, son of Zeus, I’ve been hoping to catch up with you. Time to die.”

Loki raised his arms, his fingers tracing intricate runes of power. Hilde didn’t recognize the spell, but it certainly couldn’t be anything good.

She tapped her power pool and sent a beam of pulsing energy at him, hoping to disrupt his casting.

But the beam glanced off at an angle, revealing a previously invisible force shield around Loki. The dome brightened to a translucent red bubble encircling him.

A sneer spread across his face. “Well, aren’t we the little nuisance.”

Lightning flashed in Hilde’s peripheral view as a bolt of electricity flew toward Chronos. A thunderous crack filled the hallway and the Greek Titan staggered, dropping Odin to the floor.

Hilde concentrated energy around Odin, pulling him toward her. If this was the beginning of the transfer of the Odin Force to Magni, they needed to keep the two of them close together. The Odin Force would transfer to the Norse god closest to Odin.

And that sure as hell can’t be Loki. But that certainly had to be why he was here.

She formed a cushion of air under Odin and pulled him toward her. To her side, Sven and Magni scuffled with Set.

The clang of metal filled the air as the Egyptian god of War exchanged blows with both Norsemen. He slashed and feinted with ease, showing centuries of warrior skill perfected within thousands of battles throughout the ages.

With one staggering blow, Set connected with Sven, sending the guard sailing. He skidded across the floor between Hilde and Odin, disrupting her spell. After he stopped sliding, he lay still on the wooden floor.

“Sven!” Hilde called, but the guard didn’t move. She sent energy flowing down her arm to build in her fisted right hand. She then released the bolt of arcane power toward Loki.

Right before it hit, the evil god dispersed into a flock of crows, flying toward her and surrounding her in a whirlwind of ebony wings and feathers.

Disoriented, it took everything Hilde had to cast a force shell around herself to push the birds away.

“Hilde, back out.” Bjorn’s bold tone told her that her combat group had arrived.

“Not without Odin,” she answered, shaking her head to clear her vision. Augmenting her strength with a quick spell, she located Odin’s limp form on the floor.

“Someone bring Sven,” she shouted as she hoisted Odin to her shoulder and began to back away from the fighting.

“Our mission has failed,” Chronos announced. “We must go.” But Hilde didn’t detect any defeat in his tone.

The flight of crows that was Loki, coalesced into a dark shapeless shadow and the three evil gods pulled back, deeper into Valhalla.

Where are they going?

But their destination soon became clear. “The portal to Olympus.” That had to be how they got in.

“Here, let me take him,” Magni said. The new King of Asgaard needed to stay close to Odin until the transfer of the Odin Force.

“Yes, of course.” She handed Odin off to his grandson.

What would have happened if the transfer had occurred while he was in her arms? Would she have received the Odin Force?

It would go to the Norse god closest to Odin when he transferred it or he died. The idea that it could have happened to her was scary and thought provoking. What was the Odin Force? What did it do?

Loki, Set, and Chronos retreated into the portal chamber. The great titanium door that usually blocked the portal had been blown to pieces—blasted into the chamber from the other side.

We’re going to need to secure this better.

Chronos expanded his form, shooting up to his full twenty-five-foot height—tall enough to have to stoop, but also large enough to block the doorway into the chamber. Between his thick legs, Hilde noted Loki, his form solidifying from illusionary shadow. The god of mischief appeared to be carrying a large object. Had they come to steal something other than Odin?

Before she could see what he held, Loki disappeared through the portal, Set close on his heels, then Chronos pulled back and shrunk.

“Die, Chronos,” Stavros said, launching a lightning bolt at him.

It struck, lighting up the Titan King, but also knocking him back. Chronos disappeared into the swirling portal.

Hilde turned to face the Norse battle force.

“Is there any reason to follow them right away, or should we regroup?” Bjorn asked.

“Loki had something,” Hilde said, her gaze shifting to Magni, who’d fallen to the back with the unconscious Odin draped over his shoulder. The limp form shimmered and changed.

“That’s Sven not Odin,” she said as the form solidified into the body of the door guard. Then where was Odin?

But it was obvious. They’d been tricked. Loki had taken Odin and cast an illusion on Sven.

“And that means there’s a big reason to follow them as fast as possible.” She spun toward the portal and dove through.
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“Hilde, wait!” Bjorn’s cry stopped Stavros in his tracks, but he watched in horror as Hilde disappeared into the portal.

She doesn’t know what she’s getting into. Of course, that wouldn’t stop her from jumping in. He didn’t know Hilde well, but from what he’d heard from the others, she could be headstrong and bold.

Attributes he certainly admired.

But he’d been in the catacombs beneath Mount Olympus where that portal led. They were dangerous—crawling with evil—and that was when the Olympians had command of the mountain. They’d lost that and their home over a year ago. The evil alliance was now in control of the entire dimension. It was no doubt even more dangerous than before.

Bjorn held the battle group back. “We need to organize this and pull in more warriors before we mount a pursuit.”

A prudent move, but every moment Odin was in Loki’s grasp meant the Odin Force wasn’t where it needed to be.

Still, Stavros wasn’t officially in Bjorn’s battle group, and thus not under his command. And Hilde was alone, in the catacombs under Mount Olympus.

Gritting his teeth, he dove for the portal.

Energy surrounded him. He tumbled, weightless, as a pinwheel of color swirled around him. Rolling onto the dirt floor of a vast underground cavern with the portal pulsing behind him, he jumped to his feet.

Hilde knelt in the sand just ten feet ahead. Good, he hadn’t lost her.

“Hilde, what are you doing?”

Her hand glowed where it touched the floor. “Trying to track Odin. I know his aura, but it’s confusing to find him in the vastness of this cavern system. We need to know where they’re taking him.”

“Forget it.” He pulled himself to his feet. “I know where they’re taking him. The only portal out of this realm is in Tartarus.”

He offered Hilde his hand and helped her to her feet. “Come on. I know a shortcut. We might be able to get ahead of them.”

He led her through the lesser maintained tunnels, through the tomb of Hephaestus and into the cavern under the ruin of the god’s temple/laboratory on the north side of the mountain.

It was here that Hephaestus had built a robot and uploaded his brain patterns and memories into it right before he died. That robot had survived the destruction and had recently told Stavros about a secret exit from this cave to the base of Mount Olympus very near the entrance to Hades and Tartarus.

“There’s a secret door...” Stavros ran his hands over the rough stone of the northern-most wall. Ah, yes. A smooth stone outcropping.

He pushed.

With a low rumble, a section of the wall swung inward. Wan light filtered from the other side. A scent of foliage and forest rode the slight breeze that wafted through.

“This way.” He motioned Hilde to follow. “We should be at the base of Mount Olympus, close to the entrance to the Underworld.”

He led her through the doorway, out into thick vegetation. A thin pathway, somewhat like a wildlife trail, extended from the opening of the secret door. Once they were both out, he located the stone button on the outside, where Hephaestus had said it would be, and closed the door. It blended into the rocky wall in a way only one who knew it was there would ever find it.

The trail eventually met the roadway down the side of Mount Olympus. A short jog down the road would take them to the gateway to the Underworld.

Stavros hadn’t been there since before the second invasion of Mount Olympus by the evil alliance. The attack had hit at the worst time, with both Nott and Artemis pregnant. Athena had lost her life getting them to safety.

That loss still hurt.

The gateway hung open. He’d never seen it open before, and he’d never been beyond the gateway. The skeletal remains of a group of cyclopeans lay in the dust. The gate guards, Dorieus, Cliomb, and the others had been slaughtered by the evil alliance when it invaded a year ago and took Mount Olympus. They’d been his friends.

I really need to come back sometime and give them a proper burial.

“Okay, they will need to come through here to get to their portal, and I’m pretty sure we’ve beaten them here. Even if they are sprinting, that short cut should have gotten us here much faster,” he said, looking at Hilde. “Any idea how we can stop them and get Odin back?”

Hilde sighed. “We probably can’t. Loki, Set, and Chronos together?” She shook her head.

Yeah. A lot of raw power there, and Stavros wasn’t keen on dying.

Then her eyes brightened. “But...if we can hold them up, just for a few seconds, maybe the others can catch up and help. We can’t just let them take Odin.”

“Agreed, but the others won’t know the shortcut we took. They will be behind Set and the others, probably far behind. Can we hold them up long enough?” He doubted they could, and while he didn’t mind risking his life, he wasn’t keen on throwing it away.

Hilde raised her index finger. “No, we don’t have to. If I can get line of sight on Odin for about twenty seconds, I can cast a stasis spell on him, locking him in time for a few days.”

“A stasis spell?” Stavros wasn’t adept at magic, but he knew Hilde was a master.

“It creates a time vortex cocoon that I can dispel whenever I want. But it should take Loki or any of the others days to find the spell key. It will give us time.”

“So, I just have to hold them up here for a few minutes while you cast your spell?” That sounded easy enough. He hoped.

“Yes, and I can give you some help.”
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Hilde concentrated on her illusion spell. Creating the image of a person was easier if you knew them well. Tyr and Nott. She’d lately spent lots of time with them and their newborn daughter, Hope, in the safety of Nott’s Aztec heaven.

They couldn’t be in Asgaard, but they could definitely be here. She also added in her new friend Asiaq, the Inuit weather goddess.

As she concentrated, their images appeared in the gateway. Tyr with sword drawn and shield ready for combat, Nott casting a dark spell, and Asiaq hovering in the air above with a storm cloud rolling over her head.

“Whoa! Where did they come from? Hi Asiaq.” Stavros extended his hand toward the image of Tyr. “Good to see you guys again. How’s Hope doing?”

“They’re not real,” Hilde said. “Just illusions to hopefully make Loki and the others pause a bit while I cast my spell.”

“Cool. Can you make more?”

Yeah, more would be better. Bjorn and Rolf. And as she visualized the two most consistent members of her battle group, they appeared next to Tyr and Nott.

Jord Thorson with Mjolnir. That would give Loki pause. And just for good measure, she added his brothers and sister, Magni, Modi, and Thrud.
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