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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Steve Rogers sits at his desk in the FBI’s new office for the Chicago Department of Public Liaisons. The small office is on LaSalle Street in Chicago’s downtown, the infamous Loop. It’s just a few blocks south of city hall, and a little up the street from the Chicago Board of Trade building. Outside, the downtown traffic is a cacophony of engine rumbles, honks, and screeching tires. It’s September, but Chicago is experiencing a sweltering Indian summer. The air conditioning in the ancient building hums away, and it’s still too hot in the room.

      With one hand Steve holds a phone to his ear. In the other, he holds a photo of a little girl. She’s wearing a neat navy blue school uniform, her large brown eyes are bright, her hair is pulled back in neat black cornrows, and she’s smiling at the camera.

      Steve’s own skin is very dark. The little girl’s skin is cafe au lait like her mother’s. Her name is Claire, she’s Steve’s daughter, and she’s 8 years old today.

      The phone rings once, twice, and three times. Steve closes his eyes, is about to hang up, but then it’s answered.

      “You missed her. She just stepped out with her grandmother. They’re going to go pick up some balloons.” The woman’s voice on the other line sounds tired and irritated—as usual. She says it’s all the anger and irritation she stored up during the eight years of their marriage.

      “Awwww...Dana,” Steve says to his ex-wife. “Can you go get them? I just want to wish her a happy birthday.”

      “They’re gone, Steve,” Dana says. “Why don’t you call after the party, before we go out to dinner with my folks, around three?”

      Turning to his computer, Steve pulls up his calendar, “I have a meeting at three today —”

      “Busy saving the world,” says Dana in a bored voice.

      “It’s with the mayor,” Steve says. Old habits kick in and he goes on the defensive. “I’m actually meeting with the heads of the agencies the city set up after 9/11 to deal with terrorism. I think we’ll finally start coordinating.”

      The FBI’s main Chicago office is out west a few miles. The whole reason they opened this satellite branch was so that the Bureau could start leveraging local assets, and to do that they needed agents greasing city hall’s wheels. Steve’s only been here a few months, but he’s managed to charm the mayor and is on a first name basis with most of the aldermen.

      Pride creeps into his voice.

      He should know better.

      “Glad the marriage to your job is still going well. Three o’clock and that’s it,” says Dana. “Look, I have to go, there’s a delivery.”

      The line goes dead.

      Setting the photo down, Steve leans back in his chair and puts a hand through his short cropped hair. He looks at his computer. It’s ten o’clock. He swivels in his chair...maybe he should get a coffee?

      An enormous shadow alights in Steve’s window and he jumps up, hand going to the gun at his hip. “What the...”

      Steve swallows. The biggest raven he’s ever seen is on the window ledge. Oblivious to Steve, the raven looks down. With a loud “Rawk, rawk,” it plunges.

      Steve blinks. He served in Kandahar during his stint in Afghanistan as a United States Marine, but something about that big black bird still makes his heart race. He definitely needs a coffee.

      Getting up from his desk, he swings on his suit coat to hide his piece. On the way out of his office he nods at the receptionist and at the other agent in the office, Tonya Fitzpatrick.

      Older than Steve’s thirty-eight by about fifteen years, Tonya is half Irish and half Italian, and that goes a long way in this town. She isn’t a natural actor like Steve, though, and that doesn’t go over quite as well. When you’re dealing with politicians you have to have a high tolerance for bullshit. Steve can tolerate and smile.

      Right now Tonya’s got her phone pressed to her shoulder and she’s scowling, a long lock of curly gray hair falling over her face. Catching his gaze, she rolls her eyes toward the phone and then holds up a hand for Steve to wait a minute.

      As Steve watches, she manages to get off the phone with whomever she’s talking to and jogs over to him. “Talk to your little girl?” she says.

      Steve’s stomach sinks and he frowns. When it comes to his divorce and Claire, his acting abilities disappear.

      Raising an eyebrow, Tonya says, “Let’s get some coffee.” She opens her mouth, probably to say something encouraging, but Steve doesn’t want to think about his phone call. To change the subject he smiles and says, “You know, you really shouldn’t scowl when you talk on the phone. People can hear it in your voice.”

      Tonya narrows her eyes up at him—she’s only 5’ 4” or so and Steve towers over her at nearly 6’ 5”. She maintains her glare and her silence until they reach the ornate but slightly decrepit lobby they share with a bank, a photo shop, and a clothing store. Steve maintains his smile and laughs when her lips quirk up.

      They actually get along pretty well together. Steve plays good cop, she plays bad cop. It disorients people when the large black man is seemingly less formidable than the small Irish-Italian mom-grandmother type.

      Together they step out of the building. They take their first breaths of the Chicago heat. Tonya scowls. Steve does, too. Steve spent his early childhood in rural Alabama. Chicago heat is worse than Alabama heat. It’s just as humid, maybe more, the sound of traffic is grating, and Steve’s sure he can taste the pollution on his tongue. They’re just about to cross over Jackson to the wide open plaza in front of the Chicago Board of Trade when a loud “Rawk! Rawk!” sounds above the din of traffic.

      Next to him Tonya says, “Those are the two biggest crows I’ve ever seen.”

      Steve scowls at the sky. Ravens aren’t city birds...and these two are enormous, their feathers so black, they’re nearly blue. “Those aren’t crows, they’re ravens,” he says.

      “How do you know?” Tonya asks.

      Before he can answer, both of their phones go off. Meeting each other’s gaze, they pick up. “Agent Rogers,” he says, as Tonya says her name nearly in unison.

      The voice on the other end is eerily calm. “We have a stray kitten reported in the tunnels beneath the Chicago Board of Trade. Containment teams are on their way. Civilian personnel laying fiber optic lines in the LaSalle tunnel just north of Jackson need to be evacuated. All available agents are requested to assist.”

      “Stray kitten” is code for suitcase nuke, and it is currently right under the building just a few yards in front of Steve and Tonya.

      Their eyes meet, and Steve doesn’t have to ask if she received the same call.

      “Better to take the entrance to the tunnels in the basement of our building,” says Tonya, and Steve can hear her forcing herself to stay calm.

      Turning back the way they came, Steve nods. “Do you think that the local law enforcement has caught wind of this?”

      From a few blocks up LaSalle Street comes the screech of police sirens. “I think so,” says Tonya.

      “I’ll go talk to the fellas repairing the fiber optic line,” says Steve. He smiles broadly. Anyone passing by will think they’re having a normal conversation. Tilting his head toward the cop cars ensnared a few blocks up in the Chicago traffic, he says, “You handle them.”

      Tonya nods and Steve darts back into their building. He’s at the far end of the lobby when he hears a woman scream behind him and a loud, “Rawk, rawk!” Turning, he sees the ravens swoop past a cowering woman at the door and then rise to circle the lobby.

      Steve’s mouth falls open, but he doesn’t have time to deal with it; he heads to the staircase that will lead him to the tunnels. Entering the stairway, he takes the steps down, two at a time. When he reaches the basement level there are two doors. One goes to the basement proper and another leads even further below, to Chicago’s underground tunnel system. The tunnel system is behind several security doors, but Steve has keys and authorization for emergencies just like this. He’s putting his key into the lock of the first door when he hears a door open and shut above. He freezes. “Tonya?” he calls.

      For a moment he swears he hears the flap of wings, the clack of claws on metal, and then there is nothing else but the sound of his own breathing.

      Shaking his head, he turns the key and carefully opens the door. A blast of cold air hits him and the door swings wide, banging against the wall. Steve has a strange sensation, like someone just pushed past him. He looks back. No one. He looks in front of him. He’s alone. There is just a dark, narrow alcove with ancient concrete walls and a fire door with a deadbolt. Beside the fire door is a touch pad for scanning fingerprints and a keypad for entering his personal access code.

      Taking a breath, Steve goes forward and forces himself to stay calm. But the hairs on the back of his neck rise, and he finds himself shivering. He tells himself it’s the sudden change of temperature. Down here by the tunnels, it’s only about 55 degrees. He swallows. Still...the pressure in the room doesn’t feel right. He feels as though someone is in here with him.

      With another deep breath, he touches his thumb to the fingerprint scanner. A green light goes on and he enters his code. There is a sound of two bolts unlocking, and then all that’s left is one more key activated deadbolt.

      He has the key in the lock and is almost about to turn it when there is a loud click beneath his fingers, and this door swings wide, too. There is another strong gust of cold air. He feels pressure on his chest and finds himself pressed against the door as though by an invisible hand. Something sweeps by him into the darkness, and just as quickly as it came, the pressure on his chest is gone.

      Steve doesn’t panic as a general rule, and he’s not panicked now. Could there be something in the air making him hallucinate? He picks up his cell, says, “Tonya,” and gets the no-service message. He should have expected that, even if he wasn’t at basement level. There is a nuke threat; the FBI is going to block all cell phone signals in a wide radius to keep the nuke from being triggered remotely.

      Steve looks ahead. There is a poorly-lit stairwell with dark crumbling brick walls and stairs that are just bare metal mesh. The stairs lead down to the tunnel level. Steve goes forward and down, the metal mesh ringing under his feet.

      The tunnels were built in Chicago in 1903. They were originally designed for laying telephone lines but by 1914 were being used to haul coal and freight to downtown office buildings along miles of crisscrossing underground rail tracks. By the mid 1950’s, they were no longer being used for freight anymore and were mostly derelict until the silicon era when firms started using some of the tunnels for communication lines.

      The wire mesh stairway gives way to a concrete platform once used for receiving coal. This area actually belongs to the building he works in and is lit by emergency lighting. There’s a low drop of about 2 feet to the tunnel proper and nearly complete darkness. Steve doesn't notice any fiber optic junction boxes, or more importantly, any technicians. He is about to hop down when he notices a long feather, so black it’s almost blue, on the floor. Picking it up he looks around nervously. Slipping it in his pocket, he pulls out his keychain with attached maglight. He is about to turn it on when he glances south where the LaSalle tunnel intersects with the Jackson street tunnel. Where he stands the tunnel is only about 7.5 feet high by 6 feet wide, but beneath the Board of Trade is a “station,” a wide open space where many freight cars could park and men could gather to receive coal and load used ash. That is where a containment perimeter should be established. He sees light there and what looks like the shapes of men in hazmat suits, but they move so little they seem frozen in place.

      Steve looks quickly up the tunnel to the north. He sees no sign of fiber optic technicians—he should look for them, but... He puts his maglight away, pulls his pistol from his holster and goes as quickly and silently as he can southward, toward the light.

      Walking along the wall, he carefully avoids stepping on the metal tracks in the middle of the tunnel. The sound of his feet don’t betray him, but as he gets closer to the “station” below the Board of Trade, he thinks the loud beating of his heart might.

      There are men in hazmat suits on the station platform. And a bomb robot, too. They are all as still and silent as statues. In the middle of the Board of Trade platform is what looks like an exploded duffel bag and an exposed metal casing of some kind. In the casing is a sphere, about two hands wide, alternately pulsing with light and darkness. Pacing around the pulsating sphere is a Caucasian male, about fifty years old with a gray beard and an eyepatch. He’s dressed in armor that looks like renaissance fair meets SWAT. Circling around him are the two ravens.

      Oh. Shit.

      Steve finds himself frozen, too, not sure if he’s hallucinating. From just a few feet behind him he hears the sound of footfalls. Cursing himself for not paying attention, he turns, pistol upraised. And then he lets his arm fall.

      Two men are in the tunnel he just came down, one older, one younger. The old guy is holding up his Bureau badge, but Steve doesn’t need to see it to know they’re on the same team. The old guy oozes FBI, and he’s probably ex-military, too. He’s got the classic high and tight haircut, and a black suit on. The younger man has a mop of unruly brown hair, a rumpled suit and he looks like he just rolled out of bed. He’s carrying a large cylindrical case over his shoulder and something that looks almost like a Geiger counter.

      “Agent Rogers,” says the old guy. “I’m Assistant Director James Merryl and this is Agent Ericson,” he tilts his head at the young guy. The young guy nods and swallows. Putting his badge away, Merryl says, “We’re from the FBI Department of Anomalous Devices of Unknown Origin, also known as ADUO.”

      “What?” says Steve. He’s never heard of ADUO before in his life.

      From the platform comes the raucous rawk of the ravens, the beat of wings, and Steve spins again, pistol at the ready, to find the ravens flapping just a few meters in front of him. He looks past the birds, the motionless men in their hazmat suits, and the silent robot—the old guy by the sphere is paying Steve and his companions absolutely no attention.

      One of the ravens looks at Steve, follows his gaze to the old man, and then turning back to Steve starts to shriek. “What? What? You thought that Odin needed the staff Gungir to stop time, human? Well, you are wrong! Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! Gungir only concentrates and strengthens his powers! He doesn’t need it! It’s like Hoenir’s hut! Or Loki’s —”

      “Muninn, shut up!” squawks the other raven, landing on the ground.

      Beside him, Steve hears Ericson whisper. “Yep, this is definitely our department.”

      The raven on the ground rises into the air. “You think you can contain Odin, All Father, Agent Miles Ericson?” It cackles maniacally.

      Beside him, Steve hears Ericson swallow.

      “You tell him, Huginn,” cackles the other raven. “The World Seed will be his! His!”

      Steve looks past the ravens to the old man they call Odin, still hovering around the sphere. As Steve watches, Odin bends down and tries to lift the sphere. There is a bright flash of light, and then the space around the sphere goes absolutely pitch black and the man disappears. Steve’s ears pop, and he feels air rush from behind him. The two birds flap their wings, squawk and struggle not to be sucked backwards.

      Beside him he hears Ericson shout, “My readings are through the roof!”

      There is another bright flash of light, and Odin is standing there in front of the sphere again—but only for an instant. The sphere pulses, there is an electric sounding crackle, and then Odin is flying backwards through the air. With a loud thud he hits the far wall.

      The ravens shriek. The sphere hovers in the air about a foot off the ground. The robot inches forward, and the guys in the hazmat suits begin to move.

      “Go check on Odin, Agent Rogers,” says Merryl. “Ericson, you’re with me!”

      Pistol still out, Steve walks over to the old man in armor, now lying on the floor. The ravens dart around him, gibbering and rawking. It’s not English, but sounds eerily human. Behind him he hears the robot whirring. He picks up snatches of conversation from the guys in hazmat suits. “No radiation readings or biohazard signs... How did those guys get in here? What happened?”

      Steve prods the old man with a shoe. Odin, if that is his name, doesn’t move; his eyelids don’t even flutter. But his armor swirls with light.

      From behind him he hears someone say, “What are those guys doing?”

      Steve turns to see Ericson and Merryl erect a strange silvery wire fence woven in hexagonal patterns around the sphere. As they close the seam of the fence, it seems to melt and coalesce over and under the sphere, forming a sphere of its own about four feet in diameter. The glowing sphere thing hovers in midair in the center.

      “What the hell?” says a guy in a hazmat suit.

      Taking out his badge and holding it up, Merryl says, “Department of ADUO.”

      “I thought those guys were a joke,” someone else says.

      Next to Merryl, Miles bends over his Geiger counter thing, seemingly oblivious to everything. Shaking his head he says, “Readings are still off the charts.”

      Within the new mesh sphere, the first small sphere begins to pulse again with light and dark. Suddenly, prongs of a dark material shoot outward from the glowing sphere like spokes and twist around the hexagonal netting.

      “What the hell?” says someone.

      And then the outer shell begins to grow, the hexagonal pattern stretching and throbbing, black material from the glowing sphere’s spokes crawling and curling around the mesh.

      Miles and Merryl turn. “It’s never done that before!” Miles shouts as Merryl pulls him back.

      From beside Steve a deep male voice roars. “What have you done?”

      And then everything stops again. All the guys in hazmat suits are immobilized, as are Merryl and Ericson. The only things moving are the mesh sphere, pulsing outward, the silvery wire transforming to thick bars of black and silver, and for some reason, Steve and the robot, rolling towards the sphere. The robot is just a small three-by-three foot black metal body on tread wheels, with one long groping steel arm. As the arm hits the outer sphere, now composed of dark bars, sparks fly around the machine. There is blackness within the outer sphere. There is the rush of air again—this time it is so brusque some of the immobilized people by the sphere actually fall over, including Ericson and Merryl. Steve’s ears pop again, and then the robot just isn’t there.

      The darkness fades, and through the bars he sees the pulsing blue light of the sphere.

      “You will tell me where you got the technology for the outer sphere!”

      Steve turns. The old man with one eye, Odin, is standing beside him, his armor pulsing with the same blue light as the sphere. Steve hears the ravens’ wings, and far off a subway.

      Before he can process what is happening, Odin’s hand shoots to Steve’s neck. Steve tries to move—but he can’t. Below his neck his whole body feels numb.

      He doesn’t have the foggiest idea where the technology came from, or even really what the Department of ADUO is, but no way in hell will he tell this guy.

      Odin blinks. His one eye widens and then he smiles, and it does not make Steve happy.

      Still, with a smile of his own, Steve says, “Agent Steve Rogers, Identification number —”

      “You don’t know, but perhaps the Department of ADUO does,” the man hisses. “I hear you in my head, Agent Rogers.”

      Steve’s mouth drops open.

      One of the ravens lands on the man’s armor and whispers something in his ear.

      Leaning forward Odin whispers. “Steve Rogers, people I hear tend to be destined for greatness, the gallows, or both.” He pulls back. “Things will want the World Seed. Very bad things. Very bad people. You must keep it safe.”

      The other raven lands on Odin’s opposite side and says, “Claire! Claire!”

      Steve’s eyes go wide. He spits and hits the damn bird squarely between the eyes. With a squawk it rises into the air.

      Odin’s smile becomes almost grandfatherly. “Keep her safe, Steven.”

      The hand releases. Steve blinks and Odin and the birds are gone.

      From behind him he hears movement. He turns, and over the heads of Merryl, Ericson and some of the guys in hazmat suits he sees the sphere...the outer shell is nearly 8 feet by 8 feet now.

      Someone says, “What the hell happened?”

      Ericson, looking at his Geiger counter...or whatever it is, says, “It’s still growing, but it seems to have stabilized. Magic levels have dropped.”

      “Where’s the bomb ‘bot?” someone says.

      “Shit,” says someone else.

      That would be Steve’s assessment, too.

      A cell phone goes off. Dusting himself off and standing up, Merryl pulls his phone out of his jacket mumbling about a secure channel. And then he turns to his partner Ericson and says, “Just got a report of an eight-legged horse on the corner of Jackson and LaSalle.” He takes a breath, phone still at his ear. “And now it’s gone.”

      Saying something under his breath that sounds suspiciously like a curse, Merryl looks around the room. “Did anyone see what happened when we were immobilized?”

      “Immobilized?” says someone else.

      Stepping forward, Steve lifts a hand.

      With a nod, Merryl says, “Agent Rogers, you’re coming with us.”
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        * * *

      

      Amy Lewis stands across the desk from Agent Steve Rogers in the new downtown office of the Department of ADUO. The department used to be located in the main FBI office way out on west Roosevelt in kind of a sketchy neighborhood, but a few days ago they suddenly moved to a new office right across from the Board of Trade.

      She plays receptionist for ADUO. “Plays” is the operative word. All the calls that come in seem to be classified and bypass her completely. It gives her lots of time to read, though, and that gives her a chance to keep up with her studies and apply for financial aid for next year and reapply for her scholarship. Also, the pay is good, the hours regular.

      Steve is standing between piles of files in cardboard boxes, looking out the window, a huge black shadow in silhouette.

      “You called me in, Sir?” she says, wringing her hands. Steve hates her. She’s not exactly sure why.

      “Why were you an hour and a half late today?” Steve says turning around. His face is flat and unreadable.

      “Well, I was coming in at my usual time, and as I was walking down the alley a pigeon with a broken wing came running toward me...because obviously it couldn’t fly...and well, I tried to ignore it, because you know, there are feral cats in the neighborhood and they deserve to eat, too, but it climbed up onto my shoe. I think it imprinted on me, and you know once something thinks you’re its mother, you can’t abandon it.”

      Agent Rogers’ mouth opens slightly.

      Amy looks at the desk, “Which doesn’t exactly explain why I’m late. I’m late because I took it to the clinic. I left a message on Assistant Director Merryl’s voice mail —”

      “Assistant Director Merryl has been reassigned,” says Rogers. “I’m Acting Assistant Director for now.”

      Amy bites her lip. Oh. Shit.

      “Miss Lewis,” says Steve, “I haven’t gotten to your file yet,” he waves a hand at the desk, and Amy sees a stack of old-fashioned manila and red folders. “But I have to wonder, what are you doing here?”

      Amy’s mouth opens; but she’s uncertain what he means, and no sound comes out.

      “I mean, what are you doing at this job,” says Steve.

      Oh. Well then. “I’m here because Agent Merryl offered me a job after he interviewed me,” she says. Right after she found out Loki stole all her money, and her grandmother broke her hip and then had a stroke, Agent Merryl had shown up at the hospital. He interviewed her extensively about Loki’s time with her—and confiscated her and Beatrice’s Alfheim clothes, and their Subaru. All Amy’s got left of the trip is a hadrosaur feather and a few glowing hairpins Beatrice misplaced in the garage by her gardening tools.

      “Uh-huh,” says Steve. “I never see you actually answering the phone, Amy, or doing any typing or filing.”

      Amy blinks. “Well, no one ever really gives me anything to⁠—”

      “Do you realize how deep in debt our country is?” Steve says, sitting down and scowling up at her.

      That’s got to be a trick question. Amy tilts her head. “Doesn’t it change minute to minute with compounded interest?”

      Steve is quiet for a moment. And then he gives her a hard glare and says, “I love my country and I hate to see anyone taking advantage of it...even in small ways.”

      “Yes, Sir,” says Amy.

      “There is no I in the word team, Amy, and no deadweight either. Find work to do, or find another job.”

      Amy swallows. She can find a new job, but one that pays as well, and one she won’t have to relocate for, or force her to buy a car? Not in the months before she goes back to school. She’s promised the university one year off and nothing more. She’s found a great place to live, the upstairs is owned by a fellow vet tech and her doctor fiancé. And Amy gets to work at the vet clinic on nights and weekends and keep her skills up. She actually got to take part in a surgery last weekend. She can’t lose this job.

      “Um, Sir?” she says.

      “Yes, Miss Lewis?” says Steve looking down at a manilla folder with a bright red post-it attached on his desk.

      “Do you have anything you’d like me to do?” she asks.

      Steve looks up at her like he wishes she would spontaneously combust.

      And then he spins in his chair, gets up, grabs a large box of files marked, “Purchase Orders - Non-Classified” and nearly throws it at her. “Take this and organize them in reverse chronological order. Make sure anything on the same date is alphabetized, too.”

      Stumbling back a little bit under the weight of the box, Amy says, “Okay, yes, Sir,” and leaves the office with Steve already bent over one of the folders.

      Amy takes the box back to her desk and tries not to cry. Why did Agent Merryl have to leave? It turned out ADUO had been watching her house ever since she met Loki. Merryl was the same old guy with too square jaw she’d seen buying ice cream one day—and the Mexican ice cream guy? ADUO, too, Agent Hernandez. She likes Agent Merryl. He is steadying, calm, and kind.

      Now she is stuck with some patriotic hard-ass.

      Opening the box, she rifles through a few folders—this assignment makes her want to cry even more than Rogers yelling at her. The files already look like they are in order...which means she’s just verifying they are in order, which is worse than ordering them to begin with. There is a special room in Hell for file organization quality control. Swallowing back her tears she rifles through the files. She blinks. There is a red folder wedged beneath the purchase orders.

      Red almost always means classified.

      She should pick it up and take it to Rogers right now. She digs out the folder and is going to take it to the office, really, when she notices the words “Agent Steve Rogers” on the tab.

      Hum.

      She shouldn’t.

      She really shouldn’t. She looks at the red folder in her hands. She looks back at the box of filing. Her heart falls; just looking at the box bores her nearly to tears. She looks at the red folder again in her hands. This might be interesting. And she’ll just take a tiny peek. What harm can it do? And he’s got her file, and also her Alfheim dresses, and the Subaru so....

      She starts flipping through the folder. At first it is just his history. How he was born in rural Alabama to poor parents, and then moved up to Chicago when he was eight or so—where he remained poor. She’d kind of have sympathy except, he just yelled at her. There’s his bachelor's from Yale on scholarship, a stint with the Marines, and a master's degree in public policy from the University of Chicago. She tilts her head. So he’s an impressive ass; those are the worst type. She flips through a few more pages; his hobbies include Kumdo, whatever that is. And then she reads his recent history—marriage, birth of his daughter, promotion to Public Liaison for the FBI’s Chicago branch, divorce, and then...

      Uh-oh.

      Amy’s hands start to shake but she can’t put the folder down until she’s done reading.

      She swallows. Okay, she’ll just take it to him and pretend she just found it. No problem. Easy. Hopefully, he won’t notice her trembling.

      Taking a deep breath, Amy walks down the hall. It’s pretty empty in the building. Most of the agents seem to be elsewhere most of the time since they moved here. It’s a lot different from a few days ago when they were in the office on Roosevelt and all the ADUO agents seemed bored.

      The door to Steve ’s office is closed. She’s about to turn back when she hears a muffled, yet extremely familiar voice. Her eyes go wide and she’s suddenly too angry to even be afraid of Steve. Bursting into the room, she sees Agent Rogers behind his desk which is now on fire, aiming a gun at Loki.

      “You really should tell me where you got the technology,” Loki says quietly.

      There is the sound of the gun firing twice. Amy screams. There are two dull thuds in the wall next to her and Loki turns to her apparently unharmed.

      Loki’s wearing a light gray suit, or at least he’s pretending to wear a suit. No tie though. And he looks like he has lost a lot of weight. His hair is black now, which is weird.

      He blinks. “Amy,” he says. He blinks again. “I tried to wire you money, but apparently your bank account is no longer open?”

      Her nostrils flare up, she goes hot—and it has nothing to do with the blaze in the room. There’s a fire extinguisher on the floor. Picking it up, Amy pulls the pin and aims it at Steve’s desk and yells at Loki. “You steal all my money and then you come here. Are you trying to make me lose my job, too?” She’s finally got a new plan, and things are going to work out, and he’s going to ruin everything all over again.

      “You know him?” says Steve.

      Loki’s face goes livid. “I stole nothing! You offered it to me! You said to take as much as I needed.”

      “I didn’t mean to take it from my bank account!” Amy shouts. She can feel the veins in her neck popping.

      Raising his arms, Loki says, “What did you mean, then, pray tell?” His eyes widen. “You can’t have meant just the money in your change belt? How was that supposed to buy me an airline ticket to Europe?”

      “Ticket to Europe?” says Steve.

      “You gave me your oath you wouldn’t steal!” says Amy, throwing the spent fire extinguisher at Loki. Of course it just goes right through him. She rips off the heavy sweater she’s wearing—it’s Chicago and the temperature fell 40 degrees literally overnight. Dropping it on a flame that’s not quite out on the floor, she steps on it with her shoe since Steve seems to be in some sort of shock.

      “How did the fire extinguisher just pass right through him?” says Steve. “And why didn’t my bullets work?”

      Ignoring Steve, she narrows her eyes at Loki. “You walked into my bank as me and withdrew all my money! That’s stealing and probably a felony.”

      What is obviously an astral projection of Loki takes a step closer. Bending so his face is next to hers, he points a finger at her chest and says, “You told me I could take as much as I wanted. I thought your law was higher than any nation’s law!”

      Amy stands, breathing heavily. Loki looks down at her chest and smiles. Amy follows his gaze. The shirt she was wearing underneath the now ruined sweater isn’t really meant to be seen without an upper layer.

      She crosses her arms over her chest and gives him a dirty look. And then she closes her eyes. A tear falls out; she swallows and puts her hands to her face.

      “Oh, damn it,” she mutters. The thing is, she can totally see how this happened. She did say to take as much as he needed, and he had seen her bank account info, and he just doesn’t understand rules and morality the way humans do.

      For a moment there is no sound in the office but the click of the air conditioning that really should have been shut off when the heat wave ended. And then it’s like a dam that’s been building up for months finally breaks. Amy takes a heavy breath—and sobs. “After you left everything went to Hell! Beatrice broke her hip and had a stroke, I forfeited my scholarship because I didn’t have any money to pay for extras and because I was maybe in shock, and to take care of her, but then it didn’t matter because my mom came back and got durable power of attorney because I didn’t have a good lawyer, and she brought her creepy boyfriend, too, and I lost my home.”

      She wipes her face. And despite it all she was kind of worried about Loki, angry, hurt and confused—but worried, too. She’d desperately hoped that his draining her bank account was some horrible misunderstanding, that she wasn’t that stupid, that she hadn’t been so misled by him of the inappropriate comments yet surprising heroism. And now she knows it was a misunderstanding, and she’s relieved... and more worried than ever. He’s too skinny, he’s unshaven and, “Why is your hair black? Is that just your astral image or is it real?” she asks. It makes his pale skin look absolutely sickly.

      Loki’s just staring at her, his mouth slack. At her words he nervously runs his hands over his head. In the trail of his fingers the ginger color returns. “Oh, that —”

      “That’s a very sad story,” says Steve, outside of Amy’s line of vision.

      Loki gives him an angry look and then turns to Amy. “What is a stroke?”

      “Blockage in the brain,” says Amy with a sniff.

      Loki looks horrified. “Is it curable?” he whispers.

      Shaking her head, Amy wipes her nose. “She’s really old; her brain isn’t as plastic. She doesn’t remember me anymore or anything really.”

      “Why isn’t my phone working?” she hears Steve say, pacing around the room. “Or the fire alarms?”

      Loki’s eyes flit briefly to Steve and then he looks back to Amy. “I’m sorry. I would offer to try and help. But I really am hopeless when it comes to fixing things. I’m better at —”

      “Setting things on fire?” says Steve.

      Both Loki and Amy turn to Steve.

      “You pointed a gun at me,” Loki says.

      “But it wouldn’t have hurt you,” Amy says, brow furrowing. “You are in your astral form.”

      “You set my desk on fire,” says Steve, in the same sort of calm voice you might use to comment on the weather.

      Loki winces and turns to her. “You know how it is. Lately, when I’m excited...” He raises his hands. “Poof.”

      “Like the candles in the living room and the kitchen?” says Amy, remembering him setting them alight.

      “Yes,” says Loki, nodding earnestly. He looks down. “And those pictures in Malson’s portfolio.”

      “Oh,” says Amy, going cold. She couldn’t fault him for that. If she could burn the images from that psychopath’s collection from her brain she would. Amy glances at Steve, his eyes are narrowed, and he’s looking between the two of them, but he’s quiet.

      “It does happen when he’s upset,” says Amy.

      “Hmmmm....” says Steve. He doesn’t even look mad anymore. Or frightened. Which is creepy. Granted, he’s had a little experience with Norse so-called-god types himself, so maybe that’s why he’s so put together...although it seems unfair that he seems to have pulled himself together a lot faster than she did.

      Leaning in closer, Loki says, “There is something in the basement of the building down the street, Amy. Something very dangerous. Something very dangerous things will want.”

      Amy shivers and Loki looks at Steve. “It would be for the best if you let me help you get rid of it. But to get rid of it, I first have to break through that nasty outer containment field.”

      “The Promethean Sphere around the World Seed!” says Amy. She knows because it was mentioned in Steve’s file. Steve’s eyes flash to hers.

      Uh-oh.

      Loki smiles gently. “Is that what they’re calling the containment sphere around Cera? Do you know where they got the technology, Amy? It looks vaguely Vanir, but mutated. I need to understand it if I’m to...fix it.”

      The Promethean Sphere was just a side note in the file. Shaking her head vigorously, she looks at Steve.

      Narrowing his eyes at Loki he says, “You know, you could be one of those very bad things.”

      “He’s not really bad,” says Amy. “You should have met Thor. He was a creep. And Loki didn’t try to strangle you...” She stops herself just before she says, “like Odin.”

      Both Loki and Steve’s eyes slide to her. Steve looks angry. Loki looks bemused. “Your own intelligence says I’m the good guy,” says Loki, eyes sliding back to Steve.

      Steve’s brow furrows. “I don’t know anything about that.”

      Giving a twisted smile, Loki tilts his head. And then he looks back at Amy. “I never renege on my oaths, Amy.” He winks. And then he’s gone. No poof, or pop, or anything.

      Amy looks back at Steve and wrings her hands.

      “How did you know about the Promethean Sphere?” he says quietly.

      Amy looks at the red file she dropped on the ground. Steve follows her eyes. And then he looks back at his desk, covered under fire extinguisher foam. For the first time Amy notices the smell of burnt plastic in the air.

      She looks at Steve and swallows. Prepared for, “You’re fired, or you’re going to jail,” she nearly jumps when Steve says, “Do you have a jacket or anything at your desk?”

      “Uh...no,” says Amy. His eyes flit to her chest and the tight lacey undershirt she’s wearing. She crosses her arms again.

      Steve turns around, goes to a duffel and pulls out a large gray sweatshirt that says Marines in black letters. “You can wear this,” he says, carefully keeping his eyes on hers. She pulls it over her head. It smells like Tide and duffel bag vinyl. Walking past her, he says, “Let’s go find an office that isn’t filled with poisonous fumes.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in a conference room, Steve opens a laptop, turns it on, and checks the Promethean counter next to him. The beige device has a circular head the size of a petri dish attached to a handle. The head of the device has a flat circular screen. Right now the screen is slate gray. In the presence of dark energy, or as some of the tech guys around here scientifically call it, ‘magic,’ it glows blue. Steve had one at his desk. It had begun to glow just before the apparition calling itself Loki popped into the room.

      Across from him is Amy Lewis, the receptionist he had flagged as a classic example of government waste. She may have just saved his life. Though she seems to think Loki’s setting his desk on fire was an accident, Steve knows better. Loki started the fire on purpose. But Steve doesn’t disabuse her of the notion of his innocence. Something is tickling at the back of Steve’s mind, and he doesn’t want to give up any cards just yet.

      He glances up at Lewis, now wearing his sweatshirt. It is a very weird ending to a very weird day and a truly bizarre week.

      Merryl had drawn Steve into ADUO just days after the incident under CBOE. Merryl said Steve’s military experience and ‘people skills’ would be a great asset to a department that was largely techies and lawyers that the Bureau couldn’t place anywhere else.

      Steve has ambitions of leaving the Bureau and getting into politics someday; joining an obscure department like ADUO diverts those plans for a while, but he does have priorities. Seeing that the country's third largest metropolis doesn’t blow up is at the top of the list. He may not know exactly what the World Seed thing is, but he knows it isn’t good.

      And now there are the events in Wyoming.

      This morning Steve received a call at 0400 from Assistant Director James Merryl. The first words out of Merryl’s lips over the phone were, “Steve, there is an outbreak of trolls in Wyoming. I have to be out of the office this week. I’d like you to take over.”

      It was a bad idea. Steve’s not up to speed yet on anything. He’s been too busy helping to secure the perimeter around the World Seed and keeping the damn thing’s presence quiet. He’s barely familiar with the department staff. And he only knows a bit about the Promethean devices—the magic detectors and containment fields. The technology was given to ADUO by an operative code-named Prometheus. No one seems to know who he is or where he came from. Or if they do they’re not telling Steve.

      But considering it was 4 in the morning, it’s understandable that the first words out of Steve’s mouth weren’t something logical and coherent like, “Do you think that’s wise when I’m so new to the department,” or even, “Yes, Sir, thank you, sir.” Instead Steve said, “Trolls...on the internet?”

      Merryl’s response was, “No, Steve, more like the Incredible Hulk. You’ll be fine.” There was yelling in the background and then Merryl said, “The damn thing isn’t dead. I have to go.”

      So here he is playing catch up after nearly getting himself toasted by an entity that may or may not be a Norse god.

      Shaking his head, Steve hits a button on the laptop on the conference room table. Amy Lewis’ file opens. A few days ago Steve asked Merryl about Lewis and Merryl had said, “Read her file.” Steve assumed that meant the pretty receptionist without any security clearance reading a magazine during his tour wasn’t important enough to discuss.

      He skims through the first pages and puts his hand to his jaw. What was the adage? Never assume. It makes an ass of you and me. He sighs. He does feel like an ass. Merryl brought Amy into ADUO because having her work for him in the office meant he didn’t have to have a security detail stalking her 24/7. Steve’s boss had figured, correctly, Loki might come to call on her again.

      More than that, although Steve had taken the girl for an unambitious leech on the government payroll, she actually looks like a good kid from rough beginnings. Her dad, now in jail for fraud, split when she was little, and her mom has been married five times. Miss Lewis left home as soon as she was eighteen and moved in with her grandparents. She got her GED in Chicago, went to community college, earned straight A’s, and then went to the University of Illinois on scholarship where she earned a degree in biochemistry. She got a full ride to vet school from there.

      And then she met Loki during a run in with serial killer Ed Malson on a highway late at night. He taps a finger on the desk and scowls. “So this Loki character saved your life?” By beating Malson to death with a small log.

      She jumps in her chair and then says, “Yes. He heard me somehow—I think like Odin heard you...”

      She stops.

      Steve shrugs. “You were filing, you saw the red folder, you were so shocked when you pulled it out of the box it fell out of your hands, you couldn’t help but see certain details.”

      Lewis’s eyes go wide.

      Steve restrains a sigh. He gently prompts her. “Because that’s how it happened. Right?”

      “Okay,” says Lewis slowly, as though unsure.

      Steve nods. “What do you know about this ‘hearing’?” Because he’s pretty damn curious. Having his mind read is one of the most frustrating things he’s ever experienced.

      Lewis looks away again. “From what Loki told me they—Asgardians, and I guess Frost Giants—they hear people in their heads if it relates to their higher purpose somehow.”

      Steve leans back as much as he can in the conference room chair and taps his hand on the desk. “And what is that purpose, do you think?”

      Shrugging, Lewis still doesn’t look at him. “Odin is the king or chief of the gods. Loki is the trickster and god of mischief and lies. Loki brings about the end of the world—supposedly, in the myths.”

      “And you brought him home,” says Steve, rubbing his eyes. Just like an injured bird.

      Lewis looks sharply at him. “It wasn’t the brightest idea, I know. But he had nowhere to go, or I thought he didn’t, and he really isn’t that bad. And I don’t think he realized the consequences of his actions when he took all of my money, really. And he has set things on fire...accidentally.”

      Steve should put her in witness protection, right now. But...

      There is a large pulsing thing under the streets of Chicago that sucks anything that touches its shell, the Promethean Sphere, into never-never land. In a matter of weeks the top of the thing’s shell will come into contact with the bottom of the foundation of Chicago’s Board of Trade and no one knows what will happen. In Lewis’s little interaction with Loki, Steve’s picked up something that hasn’t been mentioned by anyone when the subject of the Promethean devices has come up.

      He taps his hand on the conference table. “So when he said that the technology looked Vanir...do you have any idea what that meant?”

      Looking up, she purses her lips. “The Vanir are one of the races of the Nine Realms. Not much is known about them, really. They had some big war with the Aesir —”

      “The Aesir?” says Steve.

      “Yes. Odin’s people.”

      “And Loki’s?” says Steve.

      She shakes her head. “No, he’s a Frost Giant.” She holds up her hands, as though she’s afraid Steve will react in some undesirable way. “But he knows it, not like in the movies where he goes crazy when he learns that he is actually not an Aesir.”

      Steve stares at her blankly. He seems to remember a movie a while back with Loki as the bad guy, some superhero flick. Steve hasn’t been interested in superhero flicks since he was a kid, though.

      She swallows. “But he does turn blue...like the movies, but he says Frost Giants aren’t blue....” Brow furrowing she whispers, “And when he turns blue he gets really self-conscious about it and grumpy.”

      “Uh-huh,” says Steve, wondering if this is relevant. He tilts his head. “You said higher purpose...and gods...do you think they’re gods?”

      Lewis makes a face like she’s just eaten something distasteful. “No. A god wouldn’t be so interested in my boobs.”

      Steve laughs, because it’s funny, but also because he’s relieved. She’s not that naive.

      Bowing her head, Lewis laughs, too. After a moment, she says, “So you aren’t going to fire me?”

      There is no way Steve is going to lose his connection to these...whatevers. He gives her his most calculated, charming smile. “Nope.”

      She scowls a tiny bit as though she’s studying him. Her lips purse. “May I go?”

      Steve looks back to the computer and all the material he has to read—he hates reading on the screen and silently curses Loki for charring his paper copies.

      “You can, for now,” he says. “I’ll call you in if I have any questions.”

      Amy gets up and practically scrambles to the door. But then she stops. “Also, you probably know this already…but Cera means power in Russian…according to my grandmother.”

      Steve stares blankly at her for a moment. Lewis ducks her chin. “Cera is what he called the World Seed…I think.”

      “I didn't know that,” Steve says. And it is giving him goosebumps for some reason. “Thank you,” he says. “You may go.”

      Without even a nod she scampers out the door.

      Steve turns back to the computer. He remains there long after Lewis goes home. He’s not just reading her file, but there is something in her file that keeps drawing him back.

      When Loki, under the alias of Thor Odinson, was released from police custody after slaying Ed Malson, it was due to the interference of ADUO. The department had intelligence that tagged Loki as “the good guy.” More specifically, that intelligence had come in the form of a phone call to ADUO’s directors in Washington.

      The phone call had come from Prometheus.
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