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      All things pertaining to the Norse God, as well as Norse Mythology, are spelled in the Norse or Olde Norse way.  You may notice a few words spelled differently in this series to align with the worldbuilding of the series.

      
        
          	
        Hel - Daughter of Loki, but also ruler of Helheim. Therefore, in this series, hell is known as hel.
      

      	
        Helborn - Those created by Hel to serve her.
      

      	
        Helmarked - Those who have died and now reside in Helheim.
      

      	
        Jötunn - A mythical Norse creature often known for being an ice or fire giant or troll. Used as a derogatory term.
      

      	
        Yggdrasil — The World Tree connecting the Nine Realms. It is now the gateway that pulls all different realms together since Ragnarok shattered the Bifrost and caused rifts across the realms.
      

      

      

      

      The Æsir (the main warrior-tribe of gods, who lived in Asgard)

      • Odin (Óðinn) — Allfather; god of wisdom, war, death, and divine frenzy. King of the gods.

      • Frigg — goddess of marriage, motherhood, the household, and prophecy. Queen of Asgard.

      • Thor (Þórr) — god of thunder, lightning, storms, strength, and the protection of mankind. Wields Mjölnir.

      • Tyr (Týr) — god of war, justice, law, oaths. Lost his hand binding Fenrir.

      • Baldur (Baldr) — god of light, beauty, joy, purity, and innocence. The most beloved of the gods.

      • Hödr (Höðr) — Baldr's blind brother; associated with winter and darkness. Tricked into killing Baldr by Loki.

      • Heimdall (Heimdallr) — watchman of the gods; guardian of the Bifröst. God of foresight, vigilance, and beginnings. 	• Vidarr (Víðarr) — god of vengeance, silence.

      • Vali (Váli) — god of vengeance; born specifically to avenge Baldr by killing Höðr.

      • Hermódr (Hermóðr) — messenger of the gods; rode to Helheim to try to ransom Baldr.

      • Loki — the trickster god, shape-shifter, sky-traveler, and mischief-maker. Of giant blood but counted among the Æsir.

      • Freyr — god of fertility, prosperity, sunshine, peace.

      • Freya (Freyja) — goddess of love, beauty, sex, fertility, gold, seiðr (magic).

      

      Loki's children:

      • Hel — goddess of death; rules the realm of  Hel.

      • Fenrir — monstrous wolf, prophesied to kill Odin at Ragnarök.

      • Jörmungandr (the Midgard Serpent) — sea-serpent that encircles the world.

      • Sleipnir — Odin's eight-legged horse son (born when Loki shape-shifted into a mare)

      

      Other Norse Immortals:

      • The Norns (Urðr, Verðandi, Skuld) — three fate-weavers who tend the well at the roots of Yggdrasil.

      • The Valkyries — Odin's army and those who carry fallen warriors to Valhalla.

      • The Einherjar — slain warriors who feast and train in Valhalla until Ragnarök.
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      "I can't believe I let you talk me into this."

      Loki rolled his eyes. "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 get roped into conversations with others looking for free legal advice."

      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."

      He wasn’t about to tell Thor that the conversation he’d had with Frigg had been prearranged to try to lure Thor into going to the masquerade. The morning before the conversation, Loki had been awakened by his cellphone. He hadn’t needed to look at it to know it was Frigg.

      He’d had a dream involving Thor, a woman, and the masquerade. And if he’d had a dream about Thor meeting a woman, there was absolutely no doubt Frigg had as well. So, he’d answered his phone and set up a time and place for the meeting where Frigg knew Thor would be. And here they were, one week later, Loki playing babysitter and making sure Thor went to the party like he was supposed to.

      Loki delved into Thor’s thoughts for a moment, listening to him grumble about it being a waste of time for him to go. 

      He set his hand on Thor's shoulder. "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.

      Loki checked his hair in the mirror. "I was going to say, now you’re boring."

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

      A permanent relationship was the last thing Loki wanted. He’d been married. And he’d had kids. Now he was content to sample all the Nine Realms had to offer.

      Loki flashed him a winning smile. "I don't need to. My bed is constantly filled with whomever 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 stairs down to his shop floor, two at a time. Bikes lined the walls of the solid brick structure. Thor stopped by one of the bikes.

      "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.”

      Thor headed over and picked up Mjölnir.

      "My car is out front." Loki pulled his key fob from his pocket and 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.

      Loki shook his head. What was the fun of being in Helheim if you stuck to doing things the way you always had?

      Loki exited the building and smiled at his metallic lime green Lamborghini. He owned over a dozen cars, but the Lambo was for sure his favorite. And when he took it down to the demon street races, he couldn’t help but win. Which was exactly what he intended to do right after he got Frigg’s most recent refugees their papers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Val scanned the beautiful, expansive grounds of the mansion, where people milled about.

      "Are you sure this is where Lady Frigg said we were to meet Loki?" Elle asked.

      Yup. 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 ornate metal gates.

      Val sighed. What was Loki up to? Or Frigg, for that matter? A party? Really?

      "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 marble fountain to the 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.

      Val assessed him as they approached and flexed her wrists, making sure her wrist blades still worked. Not that they wouldn’t. She always needed to check, though, just in case…

      She strode up the cream marble steps toward the entrance, and the scent morphed into something spicy and warm. Cinnamon mixed with cognac. It made her relax a fraction as she breathed it in, before she tensed and growled.

      Great. Frigg put something in the air to make people relax. Well, to hel with that. Not happening. Not for her. Not here.

      Though they’d been out of Surtr’s realm for a month, Val had yet to let her guard down. Armed from the shoulders downward, she didn’t allow herself to slack off for a moment. She spent close to 3 hours every night continuing her training before bed. And the first thing she did when she awoke each day was walk to Sutrelle’s apartment door and make sure the princess remained safe.

      “Stay close,” said Val

      A young woman with long golden braids and bright eyes glided over to them and smiled. "Hello. I'm Fulla. You must be new here."

      Val recognized Frigg’s handmaiden. How many Asgardians now lived in Helheim?

      "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."

      The hairs raised on Val’s neck. Something was definitely off about this meeting. 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, I can get you ladies a table."

      Val looked from Elle to Fulla. Being in Helheim made Val twitchy. Too many prying eyes. Too many loose lips. And too many oversized ears itching for any piece of gossip to get them a leg up. Even though Helheim was its own realm within the Underworld and no one was allowed to cross the borders from other realms unless Hel said they could, it still didn't make the world safe.

      Val opened her mouth to decline the masks, but Elle stepped forward.

      "Thank you, Fulla." Elle 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 get a table to talk to Loki?"

      "Maybe it’s a game? Or maybe it’s 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.

      Val wanted to object, but as she looked around. If she played along, they were less likely to be recognized in the sea of masked faces.

      She walked to a table strategically set so she could keep an eye on the ballroom.

      Val’s back itched between her shoulder blades, and she fought against scratching. She knew what the itch meant, and it’d been getting worse and worse lately, particularly when in Helheim.

      Val glanced over to where Elle stood picking out a plate of food from the long table.

      Sutrelle’s body language relaxed as she perused the delicacies. But the instant she relaxed, Val became even more alert. Because the moment Sutrelle began to relax was the moment Val needed to be more vigilant than ever. Running from her Surtr meant Sutrelle's death if she was caught, but Val had experienced what Surtr did to those he deemed a traitor – and death was the last thing Surtr would do to them if he caught them.

      A moment passed, and Val glanced around for a bar, but it stood all the way on the other side of the expansive ballroom. Damn.

      The growing crowd of people made her twitchy. She wanted to get the documents she needed and get Sutrelle back to their apartments above Frigg’s bar.

      Lady Frigg had taken them in and offered them shelter after running from Muspelheim, and Loki finally had the human paperwork needed to change their identities, bringing them one step closer to freedom. It irritated Val how many different pieces of identification humans needed to live on Midgard. Birth certificate, Social Security Number, Real ID? As if Midgard was afraid they’d lose people, or worse, they wanted to keep tabs on their every movement- much like Surtr had.

      Living on Midgard for the last month had been… strange. The sights, smells, and noise of Los Angeles were nothing like what she was used to. And the people, especially the men, left something to be desired. On dozens of occasions, she'd been hit on, flirted with, and flat-out objectified by the human men. And in every instance, she had made each of them a bet. If they beat her in an arm-wrestling contest, she would have a drink with them. But if they lost, they would have to give her the money they would have spent on the two drinks instead. So far, she’d won over a thousand Midgardian dollars.

      A hand jutted in front of Val’s face, holding a flute of champagne. She tensed and looked up.

      A tall, crimson-skinned man with broad, minotaur-like horns and a golden elephant mask smiled at her, revealing sharp teeth.

      "Are you new here?" he asked in a deep voice tinged with an accent she couldn't place.

      Val stared at the champagne but didn’t take it. “New would infer I had any desire to be here, which I don’t. So, no, I’m not new here, I’m stopping by to pick something up.”

      His head cocked to the side, and he chuckled. “Okay.”

      She got the distinct impression he had no idea what she’d said. “Is this your first time here?”

      He shook his heavy head. “Nope. Been coming for more years than I can count. Just hoping tonight will finally be the night.”

      “The night for what?” she asked.

      He smiled again. “For me to find the one I am meant to be with.”

      And that was her cue. “Well, I hope you find her. Or him. Or… whomever.”

      The male continued to stand for several seconds, hand still outstretched, but when she didn’t move, he snorted and walked away.

      What the hel was that? Were they at a mating party?

      "Hello, Val.” Lady Frigg smiled and handed Val a mug of something heady. “Thank you for coming.”

      Val swigged the drink, the sweet taste gliding across her tongue, but making her teeth ache.

      “Was this your doing or his?” Val set the mug on the table.

      Frigg continued to smile. “I thought this would be a place to meet since you can be in disguise, and plus, there's food and drink. I thought it might be easier for you to relax in such an atmosphere.”

      Val studied Frigg. Frigg's beauty remained unaffected by age. Long strawberry waves cascaded over her shoulders and down to her waist like it always had. Beautiful emerald eyes stuck out from under thick dark lashes. She possessed a natural beauty that no makeup could enhance and a grace that Val found herself jealous of, but only as a warrior. Her genuine compassion and kindness only endeared people to her all the more. But Val was no fool. Frigg also held the mischievousness of a mother trying to get what she wanted for her family.

      Val swigged her drink and looked around again. “So is he going to show up or…”

      Frigg chuckled. “Loki always likes to make an entrance. He should be here any minute.”

      Val snorted. "Yeah... He's always been an attention whore."

      Frigg cocked her head. "You know him?"

      She knew him all right. She knew all about him from her Valkyrie sisters, who had taken a tumble or two in his bed. She would call him a manwhore- but there were more Norse gods who had bedded as many women as Loki than there were those who hadn’t. So, how could she judge? Just because she’d never given it up to the god of mischief didn’t mean she was a saint.

      "I've seen him. And let's say I had a lot of sisters who... spent time with him. His reputation precedes him even larger than his ego."

      Frigg burst into a tinkle of laughter, so contagious that Val almost smiled herself.

      Frigg winked at Val and squeezed her shoulder. “I’m so glad you came. You really are quite perfect.”

      Before Val could ask her what she meant, Frigg swept away and headed toward another table.
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      Sigh… she had no idea what Frigg had gotten them into, but so far, she didn’t like it.

      As Loki strode up the steps of Frigg’s mansion, several of the females waved to greet him. He smiled and continued on through the door. Thor walked straight to Loki and shoved a mask into his chest.

      "What's this?" Loki inspected the mask and scowled. "You didn't."

      "If I have to, you have to."

      "Why? Frigg's not my mother. I didn't promise her anything."

      "Payback."

      "For what?" Thor opened his mouth, but Loki held up his hand. "Never mind. Fine. But I'm only doing this because if I don't, Frigg will have my balls for earrings. But don't think this is the end, cousin."

      Thor snorted. They may both be Norse Gods, but they were far from being any kind of blood relation. The closest relation to Loki besides his children was Thor's adoptive mother, Frigg.

      Loki sighed before affixing the lion mask to his face and looking around the tables for the person he’d come to meet. Long blonde hair and a straight ramrod spine caught his gaze. She sat at a table, perfectly positioned for defense and for a swift exit if necessary. It was the exact table he would have chosen, so it had to be her. A shiver skittered over his skin, making him want to turn around and run out the door.

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared,” asked a light voice.

      Loki glanced at Frigg who held a glint in her eye. She was up to something, but it didn’t matter. Whatever she had up her sleeve wouldn’t work. He was more than happy with his life, and he intended to keep it that way.

      Instead, he inclined his head, smiled, and strode for the table.
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      Val eyed every person at the masquerade and calculated their danger factor. The helborn, she could easily take on her own. The shifters would be doable as long as they didn’t fight together. Vampires, meh. But the other immortals were her biggest challenge. She calculated the odds, and at worst, she should be able to hold off the entire room long enough for Elle to run.

      As she scanned the beings starting to look her way, a tall figure, with hair as dark as a starless night, moved like a shadow into view and strode toward her with the air of a man who knew everyone watched him, but was above them all. And there was only one being she knew of who could possibly be that arrogant. 

      In one seamless motion, he slid out the chair opposite her and took a seat. His gaze, sharp and bright like a flash of lightning, stayed locked on her face the entire time. A playful grin curled his lips into a smile promising pleasure and mischief. He wore a deep navy suit, paired with an open white shirt showing enough to flirt with formality. The golden snake mask twisted around his features in a seductive dance. The ideal emblem for Loki, God of Mischief.

      “Valkyrie?”

      Val glanced around to see if anyone heard him, but everyone appeared otherwise occupied.

      She nodded. 

      He studied her, his gaze raking over her face and body as if imagining what she looked like under her clothes.

      She forced her breathing to stay even under his scrutiny and took in every nuance of his expression, which told her he appreciated what he saw.

      After a minute, he waved his fingers and a bottle of wine, along with two full glasses, appeared on the table. He reached for his glass, pulled the deep burgundy liquid to his lips, and sipped it- still watching her, as if trying to decide whether to bed her- or bed her.

      “Do you have the papers?” she finally asked. 

      His eyes widened. He snapped his fingers, and a thick envelope appeared in his hand. He pushed it across the table and set down his glass of wine.

      Val grabbed the envelope, opened it, and thumbed through the documents inside. She had no idea what she was looking for or whether they were correct, but she checked them out anyway.

      “They’re all there,” said Loki.

      She nodded and continued to inspect the documents.

      “You know, Val really is a silly name. You should be more careful.”

      She looked up at him. “Thanks for your concern, but I can take care of myself.”

      “Elle for Sutrelle. Val. Valkyrie. Kind of on the nose, don’t you think?”

      She shoved the documents back in the envelope. “It’s my name. It’s been my name for a thousand years.” That part was true. Valkyrie had been her nickname for a thousand years. But that didn’t mean it had always been her name. She had another name. One given to her by her mother before being taken as a child to serve as a Valkyrie. But she wasn’t about to let anyone know or use that name. It was hers and hers alone. The last piece of herself that hadn’t been stripped away by the Norse gods, or by Surtr’s torture.

      “I simply mean, if you want to recreate yourself, don’t you think a new name would help?” He twirled his glass through nimble fingers, but never let his gaze leave her face.

      “Calling me by something different wouldn’t change who I am, so why bother?”

      He let out a silky throaty laugh, and her gut clenched as a shot of something warmed her nether regions.

      No way. Absolutely not. She was not going to let the Loki, Norse god of mischief and trickery, get to her. No matter how beautiful his chiseled face. No matter how smooth the timber of his voice. No matter how much she wanted to see what he looked like underneath his crisp suit and white button-up.

      “Is that it?” she asked.

      Loki nodded and then cocked his head to the side, letting his long, black hair fall over his shoulder. “Have we met before?”

      “In person? No.”

      He chuckled. “I just wonder what it is I’ve done in the past to make you loathe me so intensely. If we’ve never met, then surely I couldn’t have spurned you.”

      Val’s grip tightened on the envelope. “I don’t loathe you. I don’t think a thing of you.”

      Loki’s eyes flashed for a second, and then he pressed her glass of wine across the table toward her. “It’s the most expensive wine in the world. Won’t you try some?”

      Val pushed the glass back toward him. “I don’t drink wine. Especially pretentious, excessively priced wine.”

      “Then how about some ridiculously cheap wine from a discount store?”

      She glared at him, unable to form a response.

      Loki's cool fingers brushed against hers, and an unexpected surge of longing coursed through her, heating her from within and threatening to unravel her. A sudden wave of desire settled deep between her legs, making her fear she might lose control right at the table.

      Man, it had been a long, long time since she’d been laid.

      Their gazes locked, sparking something electric between them. A whirlwind filled her mind as if she'd downed too much ale; suddenly, Loki seemed like the center of all things in existence. His breathing slowed, and his fingers traced lazy circles over hers.

      Loki’s gaze locked on hers, and her entire body buzzed. A scent surrounded her. Fruity and musky at the same time. Warm like a gentle caress. A whisper of breath tickled her neck, sending goosebumps up her skin.

      Seconds passed as her body thrummed with desire, and a moan caught in her throat. Something scratched at the back of her mind as her brain screamed at her to wake up. Cold water splashed over her, and using every ounce of willpower she possessed, she ripped her hand from his grasp dropping the envelope of documents to the floor in the process. Every sense crashed back down around her. The music of the orchestra, the scent of food and drink, and people. The bright candlelight bounced off the red and pink decorations once more.

      She whipped a dagger from her boot. Rage flowed through her like the lava of Muspelheim. Her breathing came out heavy, and her heart pounded like the drums of the rock giants of Giantland.

      Loki sat back in his seat, dragging her glass of wine with him and bringing it to his lips.

      “Don’t you ever use your illusions on me again,” Val ground out between her clenched jaw. Every inch of her body went into fight or flight mode, and she fought against the urge to attack him.

      Loki didn’t say anything for a moment and then held up the glass in front of him. “You know, I do believe you are right. This Screaming Eagle Cabernet 1992 really isn’t worth $500,000 a bottle.” He waved his hand, and the wine disappeared, and two flagons of ale appeared in the wine’s place. “I believe this is more to your liking. I get it straight from Valhalla. You’ll enjoy it.”

      The way he ignored her words infuriated her. As if he was dismissing her.

      “Did you hear me? Or did you want to lose something important to you?”

      Loki smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I understand why you don’t like me. Back on Asgard, I probably wouldn’t have liked myself either. But I’m not like that anymore… well… mostly. Now, at least, I no longer lie to women about my intentions to get them in my bed. They are all well aware I want no strings attached. But you should never date a man like me.”

      Val kept her mouth from falling open. How in the world could a person be so irritating? “I don’t need dating advice from you. I’m more than capable of making decisions for myself, and they are not made purely with what's in my underwear.”

      Loki chuckled. “I can too, but it’s not nearly as fun. By the way, I don't wear underwear.”

      He was unbelievable. She’d heard about Loki the manwhore. Loki the betrayer. Loki the trickster. But seeing him in the flesh explained so much. His good looks and charm, all mixed together with a wicked tongue and absolutely no shame. If he had been any other man, any other man, she might have considered allowing him to bring her pleasure. Sadly, he was so arrogant he probably couldn’t see beyond his own pleasure to think of anyone else.

      A deep-skinned man, who would have reminded Val of a fire giant had he not been so short and thin, approached the table and looked at Loki for less than a second before bowing and apologizing.

      Bowing? Really? What the hel entitled Loki, a fallen Norse god, to be bowed to?

      “Come now,” said Loki. “Try the ale. Tell me more about yourself.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Val spotted Elle rise from her table and rush out. 

      Val snatched up the envelope from the floor and threw him a snide smile. “I’d rather drink the wine.”
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      The ashen-skinned man moved out of her way as she bumped the table with her hip, being sure the mug of ale tipped Loki’s direction.

      Loki leapt from his chair to keep his one-of-a-kind Tom Ford suit from being destroyed, but at the last second, he bumped into the male who had approached the table and caught several droplets of ale on his shirt.

      Damn. Imported silk was not meant to be splashed with ale.

      “I’m so sorry,” the Helmarked said. He dabbed at Loki’s shirt with a napkin, but Loki smiled and pulled away.

      “Totally my fault. Think nothing of it. Please, enjoy your evening.” He headed after Val without looking backward.

      She looked as fantastic from behind as she did from the front. In tight black jeans and boots, she sported a perfectly round backside with strong, shapely legs from years of fighting and training. Her golden ponytail bounced as she headed for the exit, and Loki couldn’t keep from following her.

      Her beauty had been undeniable the moment her photo had landed on his desk. But in person, her sharp, daggered sapphire eyes had made him unable to look away. He’d met thousands of Valkyrie in his lifetime. And all of them beautiful. But this one… the last one still alive… she was something he’d never experienced before. The passion and fierceness radiating off her rivaled that of even him. He knew self-preservation when he saw it. And self-preservation had been carved into every single line of her body. Most intense of all, she'd smelled of wind and wildflowers. The kind he'd only smelled in the rolling gardens of Asgard.

      But surprisingly had been how his body responded when he’d touched her hand. He’d been so stunned, not only by seeing glimpses of what her life had held, but also by how she’d somehow called to him. Not her, but something deeper, the real Valkyrie inside the tough exterior. The one she’d locked away and never let anyone see. The creative, loving yet fierce one that he’d seen ripped from her mother’s arms at a young age to start her training.

      She glanced over her shoulder as she reached the exit, pulling off her mask and dropping it. His heart stopped when he caught sight of her face in person. The face of an angel with the lips of a sinner waiting for him to worship.

      His pants tightened around his erection as he imagined those lips on his skin.

      She spotted him, rolled her eyes, and exited.

      How could she look so sexy when she wanted nothing to do with him? Dominant women had never been his style, but damn if she couldn’t melt his frost giant heart.

      Loki raced for the door, but didn’t have to look far to find Val with her blade pointed at Thor of all people. He’d not even thought about Thor after being handed his mask.

      Loki removed his mask and tossed it away as Val pulled Elle from Thor's grip.

      "Hey," Thor protested. "Now wait a minute. Who are you?"

      "Val," Loki interjected, strolling down the steps.

      Val glowered at him, making him smile. She was good at that.

      "I am more than capable of taking care of myself, thank you,” she growled.

      "So you've told me. Twice already," Loki replied, flashing her his best smile.

      Val rolled her eyes again.

      How in the world was she so immune to his charms? He’d never once given a woman that smile before, only to receive an eyeroll in return. Usually, the response involved melting, fluttering, flushing, and sometimes even throwing themselves at him. But never an eyeroll. He wondered how often she’d practiced rolling her eyes because she’d damn near perfected it.

      "We should go," Val said.

      "Wait." Thor grabbed Elle's hand again.

      Val pulled his hand from Elle's. "No. No waiting, Odin's son. We are leaving."

      Loki took a step forward, ready to defend Val if necessary. Not that she needed defending. Honestly, she might actually stab Loki for trying.

      "Thank you for your kindness, Thor Odinson," said Elle.

      Now that was the kind of woman Loki would have gone for in the past. Soft spoken and eager to please. But the way Elle’s eyes remained downcast, and the timid way she stood, was nothing compared to the way Val’s fiery spirit called to him.

      Interesting...

      Val tugged Elle away and headed down the street. Loki took a step to follow them, but as if knowing his intention, Val turned to him and brandished her wristblade as if flipping him off. He couldn’t help but laugh. What would it be like to get her in his bed?

      He held his hands up before putting them in his pockets. Didn’t matter, he’d find her whether he followed them or not.

      "When do you work next?" Thor called without thinking.

      Elle turned over her shoulder. "I work every day."

      Val said something to her, and Elle continued down the cobblestone street and into the mists beyond.

      Thor stared at the spot Elle had stood moments before and rubbed his fingers together.

      Oh Odin! Thor had it bad. Frigg had been right in her prediction to send Thor tonight.

      Loki chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. "Has the mighty Thor finally found a match?"

      Thor eyed him. "And what about you? You seemed in unusually banterous form with Elle’s friend."

      Loki gritted his teeth and focused on the direction the women had gone. He didn’t like that his intentions had been read by Thor. He didn’t need word getting around that there was something going on between him and Val that wasn’t. Or did he? If others thought Val was his, they would leave her alone. Maybe then he'd have a real shot with her.

      Damn, where had that come from? He didn’t want Val to be his. Did he?

      "Business nothing more," he finally said.

      Thor snorted and pulled Mjölnir from his jacket pocket. "You keep telling yourself that, cousin. Are you fighting tonight?"

      "Yes," said Loki. "I promised Baldur a rematch. Again."

      Thor nodded. "Then I'll see you at the Throne." He raised his arm to the sky and jumped.

      Loki watched Thor disappear and then looked back at the darkened street. His body yearned to go after Val. To press her against the giant windows in his house overlooking the city, and take her. To feel the length of her strong body cocooned against his. Her legs wrapped around him. Her mouth on his.

      Loki shook his head. What was that? Had she bewitched him? 

      No. He was immune to that sort of trickery. He was trickery. 

      Loki growled. He didn't like the feelings bubbling inside him. Feelings of... of what he didn't quite know. All he knew was he didn't like them, and he needed to get his head right before he did something he'd regret. 

      Since being with Val wasn’t going to happen, he’d do the next best thing to sex. The one other thing he excelled at.

      He waved his hand, and his clothes changed from his suit to a kilt and a white tank top. All he wanted now was to take all his pent-up tension and confusion over Val out on Baldur.

      He wondered if Baldur would ever get tired of losing to him. Didn’t matter, tonight Loki wasn’t going to take it easy on him. And when he was done, he was going to try something he’d not done in a thousand years. He was going to try to dreamwalk into Val’s dreams.

      

      Loki clapped Baldur on the back as he pulled him to his feet. “This makes what? The two thousandth time you’ve tried to pay me back for what happened so long ago, I don’t even remember?”

      “You tricked my brother Hödr into killing me.”

      Loki chuckled. “Oh yeah. That’s what it was. What does it matter now, though? We’re all here in Helheim together.”

      Baldur growled. “Exactly.”

      Loki handed Baldur a towel for his bloody nose and walked him to the edge of the ring. “Come on, Baldur. You were the favorite. Everyone loved you. You were so damned annoying. And it was a joke gone wrong. I really didn’t think Hödr could make that shot, you know, being blind and all.”

      “A joke? I died.” Baldur’s eyes flickered with anger.

      Loki sighed. “Yes, you did. And every time we step into the cage, and you try to make me pay for what I did, you are the one who is really paying. Reliving it all over again. I don’t see Hödr in here trying to kick my ass every month. Why don’t you let it go? Move on. Find a woman. Settle down. Have chubby, cute babies and just… live?”

      Baldur stared at Loki, and for a minute, Loki thought he might take the advice. Instead, Baldur shoved the towel into Loki’s chest and stormed off. Loki shook his head. He knew how it was to live in the past. To remember the old slights and quarrels, but in Helheim, all of that seemed so trivial. Thor hating Surtr. Baldur hating him. Val hating him…

      He jumped to the floor and wiped the sweat from his face. Val… In the old days, whether fighting or screwing, both had given him the same high. But somehow, having gone a few rounds with Baldur barely scratched the surface of what stirred inside him for Val.

      Loki grumbled and headed for one of the backrooms.

      As he turned down the long stone hallway. A voice sounded behind him.

      “Are you ever going to let him win?”

      Loki turned to find Odin walking toward him. White hair pulled back in a ponytail. Piercing blue eyes, a leather jacket, and a ringed hand, he looked completely different from the Norse god who had once punished him by tying him to a rock and letting acid drip on him. But the aura of power still exuded from him like a golden bubble.

      “What would be the point of letting him win?” Loki asked. “If I did, he would accuse me of letting him win, and then he’d get even angrier. The object is to give him a fair chance to beat me, and I always do.”

      Odin nodded and held out a wad of cash to Loki. Loki took the thick stack of money and folded it into his hand. “People still think he’s gonna beat me after all this time?”

      Odin shrugged. “You can’t win every time, Loki.”

      Loki smiled. “Says who?”

      

      Loki rolled his car past the ten-foot gates and into his chic, modern sanctuary of sleek white surfaces and expansive glass panels that framed a dazzling view of Los Angeles. The glow from the skyline merged with the dusky night, casting a soft, ethereal light on the driveway. He emerged from his car and flicked on his car alarm; a mere formality given the fortress-like security encasing his property: cameras surveilling every angle, imposing fencing guarding the perimeter, and ever-present, there was Loki himself.

      As he ascended the broad glass staircase bordered by vibrant greenery, a gentle soundscape of trickling water from nearby fountains filled the air. Each step was flanked by planters overflowing with meticulously cared-for botanicals- white roses blushed in moonlight contrast beside ivory gardenias exhaling their delicate fragrance into the night; plush peonies stood stately among emerald carpets of ground cover. Everything appeared as it should: sharp lines intersecting with organic forms. Neatness and precision reigned supreme-how Loki preferred it.

      The cool touch of polished steel railings under his fingers steadied him as he approached his personal realm. A space painted in stark monochromes and subtle hues, with its minimalistic surface. In this curated world, order wasn’t merely aesthetic; it was an extension of identity, a mirror reflecting the inner harmony he craved, muting out the chaos once known only too well.

      With a simple wave of his hand, the massive cream-colored front door swung open effortlessly, bypassing the need for any fingerprint scan. As he stepped inside, the tranquil notes of classical music filled the air from discreetly installed speakers in the ceiling, creating an atmosphere of elegant serenity. The coolness of the white marble foyer was tangible beneath his feet as he made his way toward the stairs, where each step on the plush cream carpeting absorbed his footfalls.

      

      He pushed open the French doors leading to his bedroom and took in the familiar sight—a room immaculately arranged thanks to his housekeeper’s meticulous touch. Everything was in its place within this realm of austerity and orderliness. Transitioning fluidly from there into his expansive bathroom: a vast walk-in shower encased in glimmering tiles and a sunken tub that invited indulgence with its promise of accommodating four people comfortably.

      Reaching out, he turned the gold-plated shower handle with an ease born from habit. He peeled off his clothes, savoring every moment. Part of an unhurried ritual he’d cherished over decades. A ritual tied intimately not just to routine but also to soothing comfort at day’s end.

      

      The hot water hit his skin like a baptism of steam and heat, and he stood under the pressure of it until the tension in his shoulders finally began to loosen. He braced both hands against the cool marble wall and let his head drop forward, water cascading down the back of his neck, over the sharp ridges of his spine.

      She was still in his head.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face and turned the water off. Wrapped a towel around his hips and padded across the heated floor to the decanter on the sideboard. He poured two fingers of a single malt Scotch- one of the finer things the century had produced- and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the city below.

      Los Angeles glittered. Neon and shadow. Vintage stone dressed in electric light. And out there, in one of the cramped apartments above the Raven Weaver, Val was- what? Sharpening her blades? Checking locks on the doors and windows? Standing over Elle and watching her sleep with that fierce, quiet vigilance she wore like second armor?

      He gulped his drink.

      The towel dropped when he turned from the window, and he didn’t bother to retrieve it. He moved to the edge of the enormous white bed. Pristine. Every pillow and fold of linen immaculate, because he rarely slept in it. He didn’t need much sleep. But as he stood looking, he found his imagination doing something entirely without his permission.

      He saw her there.

      Val. Stretched across the white sheets like a warrior goddess who had finally let her guard down. Golden hair spilled across the pillow. That long body bare and luminous against the white, every line of her—supple and strong and achingly real. Those sharp sapphire eyes, half-lidded and dark with wanting, fixed on him. Her lips parted. Her voice low and stripped of all its practiced indifference as she called his name.

      Loki.

      He exhaled through his nose and growled.

      He’d imagined women before. Thousands of them over thousands of years. It had never felt like this. Like a hook behind the sternum. Like something that mattered beyond the mechanics of desire.

      What infuriated him most- and he was self-aware enough to admit it- was that she was immune to him. Completely. Wholly. Infuriatingly. He had turned his smile on her, the one that had unraveled queens and shieldmaidens and sorceresses alike, and she had rolled her eyes. Rolled them. As though he were a tedious inconvenience rather than the most dangerous and compelling creature she was ever likely to meet.

      Was she awake?

      He tried to picture it. Val standing, bare feet on cold floorboards, blade in hand, running through forms in the dark, the way soldiers did when sleep wouldn’t come. Or maybe she was already in bed, flat on her back in the way of someone who had learned to sleep still, economical, ready to move in an instant.

      Was she dreaming?

      And if she was- was it of him?

      He almost laughed at himself. Almost.

      The empty glass dissolved from his fingers.

      He lay back against the white linens and stared at the ceiling. The city hummed below, distant and inconsequential. He hadn’t dreamwalked in what? A thousand years, give or take a century. He hadn’t had reason to. Hadn’t wanted to. The last time he’d slipped through the membrane of someone else’s dreaming mind, it had been a different age, a different world.

      But Val remained rooted in his head, and he wanted to know why, because she had no business being there in the first place.

      He closed his eyes.

      He let the city noise fall away, layer by layer, the way one peeled bark from a birch. The distant thrum of bass from some club. The honk of a horn miles away. The hiss of the air conditioner. He let it all go until nothing remained but the dark behind his eyelids and the slow, deliberate rhythm of his own breath.

      Her face.

      He built it carefully. The architecture of her. Those cutting sapphire eyes, sharp as a blade’s first edge, the kind of eyes that looked at a man and saw straight through to the part of him he kept bricked up and mortared. The line of her jaw. Strong and clean. The slight flare of her nose when she was angry, which had been- he smiled faintly- essentially the entire time he’d known her. The full, wicked curve of her mouth that said things her words never did.

      Her voice. Low and unhurried and without deference.

      I would never think of you.

      Liar. He smiled again. Of course, she would think of him. Whether she wanted to or not, he would make sure of it.

      Her lips.

      He lingered longer than necessary, but he was nothing if not thorough.

      The breath moved out of him in one long, slow release, and he stopped fighting the pull and let himself go under.

      The twilight between waking and sleeping was a place that had no color of its own. It shifted and morphed and smelled different every time. It was nothing and everything all at the same time. Tonight it smelled of cold stone and something faintly floral- wildflowers, he realized, and his chest tightened with recognition. He moved through the grey membrane of it the way he walked through water, not swimming, more like being carried by a current that knew where it was going even when he didn’t.

      He had forgotten how strange and uncomfortable it was to give up complete control and let the world take him where he needed to be.

      The panic hit him before the light did. It was the helplessness of it. The not knowing. The being carried somewhere unknown rather than choosing. He nearly wrenched himself back by sheer instinct alone. His chest seized. Every muscle in his body went taut with the need to grab control of something, anything, and he had to force himself to breathe through it the way he’d once forced himself to breathe through the acid. Through the chains. Through every moment in his long and complicated life, when he’d been at the mercy of something larger than himself.
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