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        When science meets Chaos, what could go wrong?

      

      

      Bohdi Patel is keeping the revelation that he is Chaos incarnate a secret, and handling the revelation about as well as one would expect. He’s in a downward spiral: losing his lease, totaling his car, and trying to keep everyone he cares about at arm's length.

      Veterinarian Amy Lewis is wondering what happened to the funny, flirty, curious Bohdi she knew in the land of the Norns. He’s become moody and sometimes cruel. She is definitely glad she didn’t become romantically entangled with him ... most of the time.

      When tragedy strikes Amy’s beloved mutt Fenrir, and Odin strikes Bohdi’s best friend Steve, they have to work together again. Amy’s knowledge of science, Bohdi’s talents for theft, and both of their survival skills are put to the test. But more than Steve and Fenrir’s lives are at stake. Amy and Bohdi may unlock the key that saves mankind from the gods … or bring about the apocalypse.
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      Bohdi Patel fucked up. Again. From where he sits in the passenger seat his eyes slide to the driver’s side. Amy is sitting at the wheel. Eyes locked straight ahead, she is biting her bottom lip so hard it’s turned white. She doesn’t look angry as much as in shock. He doesn’t know why he just snapped at her.

      Causing pain is in your nature, a tiny voice in his head whispers. His hand tightens on the armrest. The steam on the car windows obscures the Chicago streets. It’s April, four months after Bohdi’s ill-fated quest to Nornheim to find his parents. He failed that quest. It’s Chaos’s nature to fail—and in Nornheim Bohdi discovered he is the incarnation of Chaos.

      The windshield wipers screech against the windshield. The sound of rain and blast of the defroster are too loud; the lull in conversation is oppressive.

      He slides his hand to the door latch and pulls. The door doesn’t open. His stomach sinks, his breath catches. “Let me out,” he says, skin heating.

      Through the car’s speakers, a radio news announcer says, “North Korea now recognizes the Asgardian outpost at Chernobyl as an official territory of the Asgardian Empire.”

      Bohdi’s hands tighten on the latch. He’d had a chance to kill Odin during a spidermouse venom-induced nap. Bohdi hadn’t been able to kill him. Now Odin’s slowly taking over Earth. Bohdi bites the inside of his lip so hard he tastes blood. In Asgard, Bohdi had killed a perfectly nice Einherjar warrior by accident. Chaos can’t get anything right.

      “Are you sure?” Amy says.

      Not looking at her, he says, “Yes, I’m sure. Let me out.” It comes out nearly a growl.

      He swears he can hear her lip tremble. “Okay, just let me pull over…” She steers the car to the curb, just behind a line of idling cabs.

      “I’ll meet you there,” Bohdi says, still not looking at her. Jumping from the car, he slams the door.

      He doesn’t look back. He knows what he’ll see. She’ll look hurt and confused, and he’ll feel worse than he already does. Pulling up his collar, he shoves his hands into his pockets and bows his head to the frigid rain. He’s just a little to the east of the Gold Coast, about four blocks from the hotel where the reception-thingy is. By the time Amy parks, he may even get there before her.

      “Have a light?” says a man with a heavy accent Bohdi can’t identify.

      Bohdi stops and turns. He finds himself face to face with a short, dark man most likely of East Asian descent. A cigarette is dangling from the man’s mouth and he’s wearing clothes that scream Salvation Army. Standing beneath the awning of a dingy looking little restaurant advertising Pakistani and Indian cuisine, he is passing a pack of cigarettes between weathered hands.

      Bohdi suddenly needs a smoke like he needs oxygen. Raising an eyebrow at the box, Bohdi says, “I’ll give you a light if you share one of those.” If your destiny is to die in flame, at least it can be at the sweet end of a cigarette.

      The man narrows one eye and draws back.

      Bohdi shrugs. “My girlfriend’s trying to make me quit.” He gives what he hopes is a what-can-you-do smile.

      The man’s frame softens and he nods. Taking out his lighter, Bohdi gives the guy a light. Taking a drag, the man hands Bohdi the pack.

      As Bohdi takes out a cancer stick, the guy gestures with his head in the direction Amy’s car went. “The blondie your girlfriend?”

      Amy’s hair is light brown, but Bohdi supposes if you were fresh off the boat, you might classify her as blonde.

      Lighting his own cigarette, Bohdi says, “Yeah.”

      It’s a lie. Amy Lewis is not, and never has been, his girlfriend. Not in this life anyway. He messed up that chance royally months ago. And it’s probably a good thing. Odin’s voice rings in his mind, “He destroys everything and everyone he loves …” Not that Bohdi’s in love. Any feelings for her are probably just bits of Loki rattling around in his brain.

      The door to the restaurant opens and three more guys join them under the awning. They start talking to Bohdi’s new friend in a language he doesn’t know. They laugh and the first man turns back to Bohdi. Pointing at his own crotch with his cigarette, the man says, “Is she a blondie below, too?”

      Red shadows move at the edges Bohdi’s vision. Taking a long drag, Bohdi quirks his eyebrows at the little man. The guy and his friends laugh.

      Exhaling, Bohdi flicks the ash off the end of his cigarette. He puts the cigarette back into his mouth and grins. His hands curl into fists.
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      Where is Bohdi?

      Amy scans the hotel ballroom. There are rows of chairs and long tables covered with pristine white cloths facing a stage. An empty podium sits on the stage, an enormous screen behind it. The tables are set with icy pitchers of water. In front of every chair are folders emblazoned with the logo “Chicago Technomagic Initiative.” Ironically, it’s some group Steve, Mr. Non-Science, had a hand in beginning.

      The show hasn’t begun yet, and the lights in the ballroom are all on, the attendees milling about. They are scientists and press primarily. Here and there a flash goes off. The meeting is supposed to be about revealing some great big technomagic breakthrough that Steve said Bohdi and Amy will love. When they pressed him for details he’d waved a hand and said, “You know I don’t do science. Wait and see.”

      She expects Steve will be officially announcing his intention to run for mayor tonight, too. He’s in the lead even though he isn’t even on the ticket.

      Squinting, she scans the crowd. Where could Bohdi be? She looks to the side. There is free food. Bohdi loves science. And free food. Not necessarily in that order.

      She can’t see him anywhere. She scowls. He’s such a drama queen. It’s a good thing that Agent Marion Martinez staked her claim as soon as they got back from Asgard—if she hadn’t, Amy might have gotten romantically attached to another guy who obviously wasn’t ready for romantic attachments.

      She stamps her foot, bites her lip, and lets out a breath of frustration. The trouble is, despite her annoyance, she’s worried about him. He is so touchy since their return to Earth. Sometimes she sees glimpses of the Bohdi she knew in Nornheim and Asgard. The Bohdi who was interested in the pre-frontal cortexes of magical creatures and made jokes in the face of death. Every time she sees a glimpse of that Bohdi, she thinks maybe they can at least be friends again. But then something happens and he becomes moody and withdrawn.

      Today is a case in point. She’d offered to drive him from the office to this meeting because it was raining, and his car had been totaled recently. Everything had been going well. In the car, NPR confirmed the sightings of Sleipnir, eight-legged horse and child of one of Loki’s incarnations, roaming free in Grant Park with a herd of unicorns. NPR’s validation of the rumors had been a vindication of sorts. Bohdi, Steve, and Amy had helped engineer the horse’s freedom.

      Bohdi had laughed and smiled at the speakers. “Sleipnir’s got some honeys.”

      Amy smiled back. “Yeah…” It had felt so good to see him smile. That’s when she noticed he was wearing a pink shirt. “Hey, that shirt looks familiar,” she said.

      Bohdi’s frame had stiffened. Frowning, he snapped. “Yes, I wore it yesterday… I spent the night at some chick’s house and didn’t get home to change.”

      If he had said it with a wink and a smile she probably would have rolled her eyes and laughed. But he sounded so angry and she didn’t know what she’d done wrong. “Oh,” she said, trying to cover her shock. “I was going to say it looks like the shirt you wore when we went to Nornheim.”

      For a few moments he’d been very quiet, and then he’d said abruptly. “Let me out.”

      In the ballroom, Amy sighs and stands on her tip toes. And where is her grandmother? Beatrice had worked from home today to meet a plumber; but she said she’d be here.

      Amy turns just in time to see Steve enter through a side door behind the podium. As always, he’s impeccably groomed. But whereas usually he’d be in a black suit, today he’s a little flashier—in a gray suit. It contrasts smartly with his dark skin.

      He smiles and waves at someone and then sees Amy. His brows draw together and she can read the question in his eyes. A moment later he’s at her side. Before he asks, Amy says, “I don’t know where Bohdi is. He demanded to be let out of my car a few blocks away.”

      Steve snorts. “Most likely getting a smoke. You haven’t been able to convince him to give up that habit?”

      Amy blinks up at her probably-soon-to-be-not-boss. Towering over her at nearly six foot five inches, his dark eyes are scanning the crowd. Steve navigates social situations with an ease she’s never possessed. Usually, she thinks he’s sensitive to interpersonal matters. Turning back to the crowd, she says, “I think you overestimate my influence over Bohdi.”

      “Hmmmm … ” Steve replies.

      Her eyes flick back to him. He’s looking down at her, his face unreadable. Lifting his head again, Steve puts his hands behind his back. “So do you like that book I loaned you?”

      Amy’s mouth drops a little. “Yes … yes, I do.” Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China is the true story of three women’s lives during later imperial, revolutionary, and then Communist China. It is surprisingly good. Surprisingly because Amy isn’t normally interested in biographies … also because Steve lent it to her. She just wouldn’t think he’d be the type to read a book like that, though Bohdi insists Steve tears through all sorts of biographies and oddly, books on Buddhism.

      Steve nods and smiles, eyes still on the crowd.

      Amy tilts her head. Lately, Steve has seemed to take an extra effort to be nice, lending her the book, inviting her and Beatrice on team-building outings, and sending her with Bohdi to the TED talk on magic. It’s not that Steve wasn’t nice to her before, but he had use for her before. Now that he’s leaving the FBI and going to City Hall, she’s not sure why he’s continuing to be solicitous.

      “Oh,” he says, “thank you for showing Claire those baku kits. She can’t stop talking about them.”

      Amy straightens at mention of the bakus, the adorable little creatures with elephant trunks and lynx-like bodies. Bohdi had found the mother just after she’d been shot. Amy hadn’t been able to save her—the poor thing had died in Bohdi’s arms, thoroughly traumatizing him—but she had been able to save the kits. She’d thought Steve’s daughter Claire would get a kick out of them. “She’s welcome to come see them any time.”

      Steve graces her with a smile that’s wide and looks genuine. “Thank you,” he says.

      Amy can’t help but smile back. She likes Steve’s kid. Claire is fun, cute, and doesn’t wince when she sees blood. And it’s hard not to be moved by the plight of a little girl whose mother was killed by Odin.

      Lifting his head and scanning the crowd again, Steve says, “I worry about her … hanging around you, she’s decided she might want to be a veterinarian. I’m glad she’s excited about something positive.”

      Amy rolls on her feet, her face flushing. If Steve is using her for Claire’s sake, she doesn’t mind.

      Steve’s phone starts playing a Bollywood tune. He pulls it from his pocket and says, “Where are you, Bohdi?” And then he snaps, “Your timing is great. Yeah, yeah, I will. But you can cool your heels in there for a while.”

      “Where is he?” Amy asks.

      Turning off his phone and sliding it into his pocket, Steve growls, “Jail.”

      Amy’s eyes go wide. Before she gets a word out, Steve shakes his head and rolls his eyes. “I’ll bail him out. But he can wait a few hours.”

      Before Amy can think of something to say, a woman’s voice rings out in the crowd. “Amy!”

      Amy looks up and then bounces on her feet. Her face splits into a wide smile. Walking quickly toward her is her friend Katherine, arms upraised. Katherine is a neuroscientist who’d relocated to D.C. shortly after Amy went back to veterinary school. Amy hasn’t seen her since Loki.

      Katherine catches Amy in an oxygen-stealing hug. “I haven’t seen you in so long!” Katherine says.

      Hugging her back, Amy says, “What are you doing here? I thought you were in D.C.?”

      Pulling away, Katherine says, “Our research group just moved back to Chicago—so much is happening here!”

      Beside Amy, Steve says, “Dr. Swanson, I didn’t know your group was coming back to Chicago.”

      Katherine looks up to Amy’s boss. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you …”

      Amy’s lips part; if Katherine doesn’t know Steve then how—

      Holding out a hand, Steve gives Katharine his most charming smile. “Steve Rogers, I work with Dr. Lewis at the FBI.”

      At just that moment, a throng of press swarms around them with the usual Steve-are-you-or-aren’t-you-gonna-run-for-mayor questions.

      Giving Katherine a little grimace, Amy pulls her away.

      As they sneak past the mob, Katherine says, “So he of the unfortunate-name, he isn’t with you?”

      It takes Amy a moment, but then she pieces it together. Katherine is referring to Loki.

      Amy sucks in a breath. Just before Loki tore up the city, Amy and Loki had attended a talk Katherine had given on REM sleep. After the talk, Amy, Loki, Katherine, and her husband James had met up with some other science buddies for beers in a pub. Katherine didn’t know she’d met the real Loki that night—all the pictures of Loki when he tore up Chicago were grainy, and he’d been wearing a ridiculous horned helmet. Amy swallows. Or Katherine can’t believe she met the real Loki. Loki had fit in so well with all their friends …

      Amy gives what she hopes is a please-don’t-ask smile. “No, he’s not.” Trying to change the subject she says, “So I don’t think I know exactly what your research is?”

      Katherine turns to her. “You know … you work for the FBI now … I think I’m allowed to tell you.” She looks around them quickly and then leans very close. “I was hired to try and find out what proteins cause neural stem cells to become magic matter in the developing embryo.”

      Amy gapes, and then she smiles. Putting her hands to her mouth, she shakes her head. “Wow! That is such an honor …” And something Amy would really like to know. Amy carries all of Loki’s memories, and has tried to use them to sort what made magical creatures develop magic neural matter, but Loki’s understanding of biology was pitifully small. Remembering to breathe, she says, “How is it going?”

      Katherine beams. “We found it, we found the exact protein that triggers the differentiation.”

      Amy grabs her hand. “Wow. Wow …just … Wow! That is amazing, Katherine! I can’t wait to read about it.” Winking conspiratorially, she nudges Katherine with an elbow. “Really, I can’t. Where did you get the stem cells from a magical creature? A troll?” Stem cells are developing cells that haven’t been told what to be. They are most plentiful in embryos. They exist in adults, but in miniscule quantities. Still it wouldn’t be impossible to harvest them from an adult troll.

      Katherine shrugs. “We were given access to embryonic cells.”

      Amy feels a cold tingle at the base of her spine. Could they have gotten those ethically? “What kind of embryo?” she says.

      Katherine looks away. When she speaks her voice is more subdued. “As near as we can tell, they are a from a Frost Giant-human hybrid.”

      For a moment the world stops … Amy doesn’t blink. She doesn’t think her heart beats and she feels like there is no air in her lungs. She knows exactly where they could have gotten Frost Giant-human hybrid stem cells. From her miscarriage.

      “Amy, are you all right?” Katherine says.

      “It can’t be ethical,” Amy says, the words coming out before she can stop them. This was done without her consent, without her oversight. Amy’s legs feel weak … in her mind she sees Eisa, her little girl, staring at her from within the magical column on Nornheim. What they could do if they cloned her little girl, what they could do to her little girl ...

      “You don’t know that,” Katherine says, and it’s only then that Amy realizes that she’s spoken aloud. Amy meets Katherine’s eyes. Of course, her friend wouldn’t do anything unethical.

      Katherine shakes her head. “No one knows where they came from.” She bites her lip. “They wouldn’t …” she doesn’t look like she believes her own words. An uncomfortable silence hangs in the air. Looking away, Katherine pulls out her phone. “Would you like to see some pictures of Lucas?” she says, referring to her toddler.

      Amy’s eyes start to blur. Steve had known who Katherine was without an introduction … and he knew about her miscarriage. He was part of this, she knows it.

      Trying to smile, Amy pats Katherine’s arm. “My phone is buzzing, I think it is my grandmother … I have to go.”

      And then she spins on her heels toward Steve. Her fists clench at her side, her teeth grind. She’s going to kill him.
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      From across the room and over the reporters’ heads, Steve sees the exact moment Lewis knows. Her jaw falls and then her eyes flash in his direction. For just a moment, a few loud beats of his heart, he thinks maybe she’ll confront him privately.

      But then she abruptly turns from where she is talking to Dr. Swanson and strides in Steve’s direction, hands fisted at her sides. And what did he expect? She once called Thor the So-Called God of Blunder and shouted at Steve’s boss in a meeting. Going into damage control mode, he scans the room. The side door he came through is guarded by two security guards. They’ll let him through, and probably Lewis, but not the press.

      Smiling at the reporters he pulls out his phone. “Sorry, guys—and ladies—I have to take this, but I’ll be right back to answer your questions.” Before Lewis is close enough to confront him, he spins and walks purposefully to the door, the reporters’ questions ringing in his ears. Holding his silent phone to his ear, feigning deep concentration, he glances back into the ballroom one last time. Lewis has stopped, she has her phone pressed to her ear, her eyes are wide, her lips not moving. Has she just finished telling someone what he’s done? He can’t face her in front of the press. He pushes on through the door.

      The hallway he enters isn’t the main thoroughfare and is nearly empty. At one end, he sees a few Chicago police officers by the fire exit. In the same direction he sees a vaguely familiar, too-tan serving woman with bobbed blonde hair going in a swinging door. He hears the clatter of a kitchen beyond that. Looking the other way, he sees the intersection with a larger foyer. A few more of Chicago’s police department are standing there.

      He rubs his head. He can’t miss this conference. This confrontation with Lewis is happening here and now. He looks back to the door he just came through. Backing away a few steps, he waits for the doctor to barrel through.

      It takes too long. He wipes his face. Maybe she ran into the press. Maybe she’s telling them. Steve’s heart sinks, and he feels all his ambitions begin to unravel.

      He takes a step forward. The door swings open, almost hitting him in the face, and there is Lewis, phone out and lit up in her hand. Tears are streaming down her cheeks—and that makes Steve wilt a little—even if he should have expected it. Once Lewis had told him he was a good dad. Would he have done to his kin what he did to hers?

      Holding his hands toward her, he says, “Let me explain—”

      Lewis’s voice comes out in a strangled sob. “Fuck you, Steve! You hid it from me, and I would ruin you—” she wipes the tears from her eyes and waves her phone at him, “—if Fenrir hadn’t just hit a car!”

      Steve blinks, and Lewis spins toward the main foyer. Uttering a loud “Arrrggghhhh!” she breaks into a run, nearly toppling over a woman coming down the hallway as she does.

      The strange woman’s eyes meet Steve’s. But he doesn’t really see her. Will Lewis talk to the media? He puts a hand to his face and rubs his jaw.

      The woman comes forward. “What was that all about?”

      Steve’s attention snaps to her, and he almost does a double take. The woman he is looking at is of African descent, nearly six feet tall and athletic. Her hair is hanging down her back in loose black ringlets. She’s gorgeous.

      Steve’s mouth goes dry, but he manages to say, “She works for me … Her dog was hit by a car.” Amy had said a car was hit by Fenrir, but that can’t have been right. “She’s upset.”

      The woman’s brows draw together. “How sad … ”

      Steve finds himself holding his breath.

      She looks at the door he just came from and then back to Steve. Putting her hands together, she winces. “So it might be a bad time to ask … but will that door take me to the Technomagic Initiative meeting? I’m not invited … but I was thinking of crashing the party.”

      Steve’s breathing starts to return to normal. His mind spins at her question. Space at the meeting is very limited. He should be suspicious, but he’s grateful for the change in subject, and finds himself wanting to help her. Still, old habits die hard. “Are you press—or a scientist?”

      She looks at the ceiling and bites her lip. “Neither, I’m actually a pediatrician. I was in the hotel for a meeting—learning to identify the physical manifestations of psychological trauma in children—and helping children recover.” Her lips turn down. “As doctors, we’re often on the front lines of such things ...”

      Steve swallows, thinking of Claire. Recently she’s been prone to outbursts, anger, and tears. He wishes it was puberty; but nights when she wakes up screaming for her mother say otherwise. He meets the woman’s gaze and feels as though a haze is disappearing from his eyes. Where a moment ago he thought she looked beautiful, now he sees … or maybe feels … something more. Steve doesn’t believe in love, and yet his heart is starting to beat fast and his suit is beginning to feel too warm.

      She smiles and shrugs. Meeting his eyes, she says, “I just find magic fascinating.”

      And maybe there isn’t such a thing as love, but there is loyalty, and there is need. His eyes scan her fingers for rings, and he feels a rush of victory when he sees none. “There’s guards behind these doors,” he says.

      Her shoulders fall. Behind him he hears a door swing, footsteps, and the sound of serving ware clinking.

      Steve leans toward the woman. “But I may be able to help with that.”

      The woman beams at him, bright white teeth showing between full burgundy lips. Steve smiles back and moves toward the door. The woman steps close, her hand going to his arm ...

      Behind him he hears a gasp. And then a woman’s voice that sounds slightly Scandinavian rises in the hall. “Stay away from him!”

      Steve and the woman turn. Down the hallway, pushing a serving cart, is the same familiar-looking blonde staff worker he saw earlier. There’s something about her too expensive tan …

      “Who are you?” says the woman beside him.

      “I know who you are, Freyja!” says the blonde woman, pulling something from the smock she wears.

      A cold jolt goes down Steve’s spine—Freyja, goddess of love and beauty, capable of being anyone’s ideal. Steve pulls away from the woman on his arm. Turning to him, she meets his eyes. “This woman is obviously unstable—”

      The woman by the cart comes running in their direction, a blur of something gray and sharp in her hand. Steve’s about to intercept her, but the woman next to him is faster. Stepping forward, she catches the gray blur the other woman holds between her hands.

      “Stop!” screams the blonde, her chest heaving.

      The mouth of Steve’s beautiful companion drops. Her eyes go wide, and she seems to freeze in place. And then her face appears to melt … and Steve is staring at a very different woman. She is not African—or any discernible race, really. Her hair is dark brown and straight, her lips are thinner, her skin is olive, and her eyes that had just been nearly black are a light brown. She’s still tall. Still beautiful. But in a way that is generic.

      He looks at the blonde woman. Her eyes are over the shoulder of Steve’s companion. “Einherjar!” she says.

      Steve turns. Eight police officers are coming down the hall—they’re a very mixed ethnic group—a few Chinese—but very tall, a few of African-descent, even someone who looks Native American. Steve’s mind spins, and a chill runs up his spine. On this beat, the police are almost exclusively white.

      “Can you trust me?” says the blonde woman.

      Meeting her eyes, Steve says, “I don’t think I have a choice.” He blinks, suddenly recognizing her. She was his waitress months ago in the restaurant the day Claire’s mother was killed. “Cindy!” he says.

      Nodding, she wraps her hand around his wrist. Steve’s eyes snap to the movement … and he sees nothing. His heart rate jumps. He looks down at his body and sees the carpeting beneath his feet. He glances toward Cindy and sees only empty air. Steve’s gaze goes back to the woman who must be Freyja. In her hands, she appears to have caught the sharp blade of a spear. The spear point winks from existence, and Freyja starts to move, immediately uttering a loud curse. Her appearance changes again—her ears begin to grow, her frame shrinks, and he’s staring at a delicately-boned blonde elf.

      He feels a tug on his wrist, pressure on his shoulder, and a gentle gust of air by his ear. Cindy whispers, “The police at the fire exit are hers … to the kitchen, quickly.” She gives another tug to his wrist. Turning, Steve jogs with Cindy toward the kitchen door. Steve feels like he’s floating, and like he’s not really in control of his limbs. He collides with something soft, and hears Cindy mutter “Oomf,” in the space he thought was only air.

      “Sorry,” he whispers. He tries to find her arm and instead his hand connects with the back of her head. “Sorry,” he says again.

      “I’m alright,” says Cindy, but she sounds breathless, and she isn’t moving.

      From behind him he hears a click. Turning his head, he sees Freyja has pulled out a semi-automatic handgun. Instinctively Steve reaches for his Glock. He raises it and realizes he can’t see his own weapon or even his hand—he can’t aim. Beyond Freyja and her men there are other guests in the foyer. Someone says, “Is there a problem, officers?”

      Cindy starts to pull him toward the kitchen again. They’re only steps away. Freyja utters something that might be a curse, and the police officers answer in kind. One of the officers by the fire exit begins to charge toward the kitchen door. It swings open in front of Steve, and he’s yanked through.

      Shouts erupt from the other side of the door and from within the kitchen. Letting himself be led by Cindy, Steve keeps his face turned toward the door and his Glock raised. He hears kitchen staff around him, the bang of pans, the rush of water. A police officer comes through the door, handgun raised, screaming in Steve’s direction in a language that isn’t English. Suddenly Steve sees himself flickering into view. In a heartbeat he readjusts his aim. Pulling the trigger he feels the shock of recoil, hears the cartridge fire, and then Cindy is yanking him to the left. The man falls, but the door swings open. “Down!” shouts Cindy, and Steve drops and finds himself sheltered by a stainless steel counter, just as shots ring through the kitchen.

      Cindy has a phone in one hand. Pressing it to her ear, she’s shouting in a language that sounds a lot like the one he just heard. Steve saves his questions for later, just keeps down and fires a few rounds at the imposter police officers crouching in the door frame. He hears a groan and sees blood running to a drain in the kitchen floor. Bullets fly overhead. Someone left water running somewhere, and it’s pouring out onto the floor.

      “Come on,” Cindy says, grabbing Steve’s arm. “Help is coming.”

      Nodding, Steve follows her through the kitchen, crouching low to stay behind the islands. In front of them is an emergency exit. Steve hears the door behind them swing open, and the sound of many feet.

      Cindy grabs his arm, and they’re invisible again. “Run!” she screams, pulling him to the door and Steve doesn’t look back. He stumbles with her to the exit; they plunge through the fire door and into an alley filled with puddles. Cold rain pelts them from above.

      Cindy flickers into sight and points toward the street. “This way,” she pants. Taking a step forward, she suddenly bends over and looks like she’s about to fall. Steve grabs her shoulder and helps her stand. The door they came through bangs open. Steve aims his weapon, and then Cindy and he flicker out of sight again.

      Cindy’s disembodied voice comes in a low, stammered whisper. “Get to the wall. Then get to the street.” Beneath his arm, she trembles. Steve looks back. A man, gun raised, is peering through the door. Steve pulls Cindy toward the wall and looks toward the street. A group of policemen is coming toward them. Are they real cops or …

      “Norns!” says Cindy.

      From the door behind them come shouts in a foreign language. The cops at the intersection to the street respond in kind, raise their guns, and begin to slowly walk forward.

      “Just a few more minutes … just a few more minutes … ” Cindy stammers. And then she and Steve flicker into view. Gunfire erupts around them. Steve hears a bullet hit the brick wall above his head and feels bits of brick rain down on him. Raising his Glock, he fires at the man in the door. With his back pressed against the wall, his stance is shit, even for a one-handed aim. He still hits the man in the door—but another man is suddenly there to take his place. The guys at the entrance to the alleyway are shouting.

      Steve spins toward the front of the alley—and he and Cindy are invisible again. He pushes her to the ground as bullets fire and the wall where they’d been standing erupts in a waterfall of falling brick. “Stay down,” he whispers. He wraps one hand around her shoulder, and they crawl awkwardly down the alley, the frigid water of the puddles seeping through Steve’s clothes. Bullets are still whizzing overhead. He hears sirens and prays they’re real cops. He looks up and sees a beat-up sedan pull onto the sidewalk and into the alley, knocking over several imposter police officers as it does.

      “They’re here,” Cindy whispers. Maybe. Steve can barely hear anything over the sound of gunfire.

      And then he feels a burning sensation on the back side of his neck. He tells his body to crawl, but he can’t. His single arm and legs give out beneath him, he falls to the ground, and one side of his face hits the wet pavement of the alley. Something warm oozes toward his hairline.

      He hears a car screech to a halt. Gunfire sounds overhead, a wind comes from somewhere, and he’s buffeted by rain so hard it stings. He hears screams and louder sirens.

      Steve blinks rain out of his eyes and wills himself to get up. But he doesn’t move.

      He sees Cindy above him out of the corner of his eyes. Staring down at him wide eyed, she stammers. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m not so good at magic as my …”

      And suddenly there is a man standing above her. He is holding a sword in one hand, and an AK-47 in the other. His wet hair looks darker, and his skin is tanner than Steve remembers, but it’s not a face Steve will ever forget.

      Steve’s eyes go wide. “Loki,” he whispers. And then everything goes black.
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      Bohdi sits with his back against the prison cell wall. The concrete floor is cold on his bare feet—they took his shoes and his socks.

      He scowls across the cell at the bed hugging the opposite wall. Bohdi lost his lease during his adventures off world; he’s been house sitting for a too-tidy, very nice, but never-around Japanese businesswoman since his return. The woman’s place is too sterile, and too cold, but the jail bed makes him nostalgic for the too-hard mattress. Are those little black dots swirling across the mattress bed bugs?

      Lip curling in disgust, he looks at the bars to his right. A few cells away someone is fighting—again. Bohdi taps his feet on the floor. He almost wishes he’d been put in a cell with other people. He’s so angry, he’d love it if someone gave him a reason to punch them.

      It feels like it’s been hours. Where is Steve? Why hasn’t he come to get him?

      Bohdi wipes his face with his hands. Has he finally gone too far? His skin heats. But that isn’t fair! Steve told him that after what happened to Bohdi on Nornheim and in Asgard anyone would suffer some PTSD, and that a little slip here and there was to be expected. Of course, Steve didn’t really know all that had happened to Bohdi—all that he’d learned. If he did ...

      Bohdi runs his hands through his hair. Would he cast Bohdi out if he knew Bohdi was the most recent incarnation of Chaos? Turn him over to the Feds? Let the researchers, that Bohdi’s heard whispered about, dissect his brain? Bohdi doesn’t have any magic to speak of, but they might want to check for themselves. Bohdi swallows and drops his hands to his knees.

      Technically, Bohdi isn’t a U.S. citizen. Or a citizen of anywhere. No one knows where he came from, or even his real name. Bohdi doesn’t have a country; he has Steve. Steve put his neck out and kept Bohdi from being shipped off to Gitmo a couple of times. Bohdi rubs the back of his neck and gives a bitter laugh. And now Bohdi’s expecting the guy to bail him out? Steve is going to run for mayor. He won’t even be working for ADUO anymore, he doesn’t need Bohdi, and working for the FBI was how Bohdi was paying the Feds back for his unauthorized tampering with their systems.

      He hears the sound of footsteps outside his cell. Lifting his head he sees some police officers go running through the aisle to halt the fighting down the hall. Bohdi watches them go by, and then sits up straighter when the last two men stop by his door.

      Slipping a key into the lock, one of the officer grunts. “Come on, someone paid your bail.”

      As Bohdi climbs to his feet, both of the officers scowl, and he knows Steve isn’t the one bailing him out. Steve is famous in Chicago and popular with cops. If it was Steve, the officers would be falling over themselves to apologize.

      “Well? What are you waiting for?” says the other officer.

      Bohdi gives them a tight smile and walks out. His mind spins. Who is here? He only got one phone call, so Steve must have told someone. He winces. Can’t be Agent Hernandez …the guy is still convinced Bohdi’s a member of Al Qaeda. Brett or Bryant maybe? Maybe Amy? She’d be nice enough to do it ... but he doesn’t want her seeing him like this.

      They reach the heavy metal door that separates the holding area from the station proper. A buzzer sounds and the door swings open. Bohdi’s led through to the booking area. His eyes widen. Beatrice, Amy’s 80-something-year old grandmother, is standing there, hands on her hips, her ridiculous pink flower-print umbrella swinging on her wrist.

      Nearly two years ago, Loki, so-called God of Chaos, wiped out Bohdi’s memory and handed him the baton of Chaos Incarnate—without bequeathing him any significant magic. According to ADUO’s rumor mill, Beatrice’s run in with the so-called deity had been quite different. Loki had snatched her from a nursing home where she’d been almost a vegetable, healed her mind, and left her with the reflexes of a kung-fu master. She’s the best shot in the department, and a force to be reckoned with in the gym. Steve calls her “Amy’s rootin’ tootin’ grandma.”

      The FBI isn’t exactly filled with dewy-eyed romantics, but some people in the office say Loki saved Beatrice for Amy. At the same time Loki fixed up Beatrice he also healed wounds Amy had gotten in an ill-advised SWAT team raid. Neither women remember any of it, but Amy says it wasn’t Loki. Considering Amy is carrying all of Loki’s memories, he’d be inclined to believe her. But she also says Loki didn’t love her—some sort of weird low self-image thing—and Bohdi doesn’t buy it.

      “You’re a mess,” Beatrice says, snapping Bohdi from his musings.

      Beatrice doesn’t trust him. He’s not sure why. Giving her a smirk, he says, “Here to bust me out?”

      “No, I’m here to pay your bail,” says Beatrice flatly, tone sucking the levity right out of him.

      The guy behind the bailiff counter says, “Over here,” and starts laying out Bohdi’s possessions. Bohdi goes over and collects his belonging. As he checks his wallet, Beatrice says, “You showed them your FBI ID and they didn’t let you go?”

      Bohdi clears his throat. They probably would have. But when the police had pulled him away from Scrawny and his three friends, Bohdi had spat in their faces. It hadn’t gone over well. “Errr …no,” Bohdi says.

      The guy behind the counter snorts and lays out the the pack of cigarettes Bohdi managed to snag off Scrawny during their little dance … and then the police officer lays out a Snapple, a snack size bag of baby carrots, and another bag of sliced apples. Bohdi freezes.

      “What are those?” says Beatrice.

      Snapping up the fruit and veggies, and then the cigarettes and Snapple, Bohdi says, “I’m an adult. I’m allowed to give myself lung cancer.”

      “I meant the apples and the carrots,” says Beatrice.

      Bohdi turns to her and feigns his best look of shock. Putting his hand to his chest, he says, “I like healthy snacks, Beatrice.” Actually, they’re for Sleipnir—and so is the Snapple. The couple of times he’s ridden his bike home through Grant Park, the eight-legged horse has said hello.

      He expects a snort of disbelief, or a poke in his stomach with her umbrella. Instead Beatrice just sighs and looks down in an uncharacteristically unfiesty way.

      Grabbing his non-regulation black sneakers and socks, he says, “Beatrice, why are you picking me up?”

      Beatrice sighs again. “Amy’s with Fenrir. Silly dog caught a car and broke her back.”

      Pulling on his socks, Bohdi frowns, he likes Fenrir, and that’s terrible, but … “Why isn’t Steve here?”

      Beatrice pulls her umbrella to her chest. “You don’t know, do you?”

      A shiver snakes up his spine.

      Turning away, Beatrice, says, “I don’t know his latest condition. It would be best if they filled you in at the hospital.”

      Bohdi’s entire body goes cold.

      Beatrice starts walking toward the door. Bohdi follows her out into the early morning light without bothering to tie his shoes.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      The sun is rising when Amy pulls out of the parking lot below ADUO. In the little duffle-bag carrier on the passenger seat, Fenrir rests in a painkiller induced stupor. Anchored to a line of spider silk, Mr. Squeakers sits on top of the kennel, eight long spider legs tucked beneath his tiny mouse body. It may be Amy’s imagination, but he looks forlorn.

      The clouds from yesterday have disappeared, which feels wrong, like heaven is mocking her pain by being cheery. She looks down at her little patient through the mesh at the front of the kennel.

      Fenrir sustained massive spinal cord injuries and has lost control of her back legs and what little tail she has. That wouldn’t be so bad … Amy’s seen lots of puppies, cats, and even the occasional hamster who’s lived happily with the help of an animal wheelchair. But Fenrir’s either lost control of her bowels or is in too much pain to move. That sort of lack of control makes some animals depressed and anti-social. Amy bites her lip. When has Fenrir not been anti-social? She sniffs … but if her little girl is in pain …

      In her sleep Fenrir whines and moans, and Amy sucks a breath through her teeth. Pain is her real fear for her little dog. Sometimes after spinal cord injury, pain is felt below the injury site; doctors aren’t really sure why. Thumping her hands on the steering wheel, she exhales slowly. Her eyes feel hot.

      Two years ago when Amy was attacked by a serial killer, Fenrir had jumped to her rescue. Her little dog got kicked for her efforts, suffered a dislocated hip, and still tried to defend Amy.

      Tears threaten to spill from her eyes. She has to think of something else, or she’s going to crash her car. She turns on the radio, and the local NPR station comes on. “ … triumph for Steve Rogers.”

      Amy grits her teeth at mention of her soon-to-be ex-boss. She almost changes the station, but then the announcer says, “The popular mayoral hopeful has been working these past few months on a public-private initiative aimed at turning Chicago into the Silicon Valley of magic.”

      Amy snorts. Good luck with that. No one really knows what magic is, and no human can harness it. She stops the car at a stoplight. Of course with what Katherine had told her … and what Steve had stolen …

      “And last night’s reveal of magical materials found at World Gate sites that are being used to convert nuclear waste into energy—and less-harmful half-life materials—has assured that Director Rogers will at least have that legacy.”

      What? Amy blinks. There have been no magical materials found at World Gate sites.

      “That’s right, Terry. Apparently, the magical energy associated with the opening and closing of the gates left a magical charge on surrounding objects. Scientists at the University of Chicago, with the help of some private R&D companies, have collected and harnessed their power …”

      Amy stares at the radio. Her vision blurs. She is transported into one of Loki’s childhood memories …

      As Loki splashed in a stream, Mimir said, “Everything is magical, Loki.”

      “Even this river stone?” He was enjoying their picnic in Midgard, the realm of humans. They’d seen a few; they looked like the other two-legged races of the realms, but tinier than the elves, without the solid bulk of dwarves, and missing teeth. Worst of all, they had no discernible magic; it made him sad for them.

      Sitting on a boulder, Hoenir, holding Mimir’s head beneath his arm, nodded. Mimir’s head spoke. “Yes. Everything has energy proportional to its matter. But some objects are made disproportionately powerful by the will of a magical creature. The maker can give the object a function—”

      Loki jumped in the stream. “Yes, they bind magic and function to the object! And then even a non-magical creature can use its power!” He looked at the river stone.

      “Yes,” Mimir said. “Or a magical creature could simply use it as a sort of stock-pile of energy, to be drawn upon with much less effort than harnessing wild magic.” The head’s voice turned somber. “However, it is important to remember … a magical object picks up the essence of its maker, and that will affect its function.”

      Loki tilted his head and squinted at the stone. Maybe he could imbue the rock with his magic and leave it for a poor unmagical human to find? He blinked. What was his essence? Odin had declared him “God of Mischief.” How would mischief manifest itself in a stone? Would the bearer of the stone become more clever? Holding the stone up before his eyes, Loki concentrated and felt the dull, little rock beneath his fingers turn warm.

      Hoenir coughed, and Mimir said, “Yes, I’m getting to that, Hoenir. That is how the ring Andvaranaut became so dangerous … its maker wished that the ring would bring death and destruction and bad luck to all that held it. It was lost long ago in the realm of the Black Dwarves, and some say, that is the reason why the Black Dwarves’lands are so prone to famine, flood, and disaster.”

      The rock beneath Loki’s fingers became almost unbearably hot. “I’m imbuing this rock with my magical essence!” Loki said.

      “Loki, no!” Mimir shouted. Loki was vaguely aware of Hoenir jumping off the boulder and running toward him—but then the rock in his hand exploded and he was blinded by the tiny pebbles and dust.

      Around Amy horns honk, shaking her from Loki’s memory. Her hands tighten on the steering wheel and the shift knob, anger making her skin go hot. Materials can only become magical with the will of a magical being. She almost snarls. Steve Rogers is not just a thief; he’s a liar.

      Putting the car in gear, she tears out of the intersection. She’s really going to kill him.

      On the radio one announcer says, “Steve Rogers has certainly assured that he has a powerful legacy.”

      “Yes, Terry, he has that. Now with the shooting, however, it’s almost assured that he isn’t going to run for mayor.”

      Shooting? Amy’s eyes go to the speakers.

      “I thought details of his condition weren’t being released,” says the announcer, who must be Terry.

      “That’s true … ” The announcer pauses. Amy hears him swallow. “ … but some reliable sources saw him being transported to Northwestern Memorial Hospital and overheard the paramedics … and … Director Rogers’ condition is very serious.”

      Terry’s voice fills the car again. “Have the Dark Elves who attacked him and the First District Police precinct been apprehended, yet?”

      “No, Terry.”

      Amy looks from side to side, and for the first time realizes the streets are relatively empty. Instead of turning toward Ukrainian Village and home, Amy guns the engine and heads to Northwestern Memorial.

      When she pulls into the hospital parking lot, Fenrir whimpers. Unhooking her seatbelt, Amy pauses. She can’t leave Fenrir here. Quickly unlatching Fenrir’s carrier, she picks it up and slides it over her shoulder. As Mr. Squeakers climbs into her coat pocket, she looks down at the empty passenger seat. The journal she was reading earlier is lying there. The cover features an electron microscope shot of HIV attacking a cancer cell. The caption reads, “HIV crosses the blood brain barrier—inoperable brain tumors can no longer hide.” It’s the research of Katherine’s husband, James.

      Something tugs at the back of her mind. Shaking her head, she adjusts the strap of the carrier more securely and gets out of the car.
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      Beatrice and Bohdi get off the hospital elevator at the intensive care unit. The hallway is cold and smells like disinfectant. They walk through some swinging doors with a sign that says, “No one under 18 admitted.” Just beyond the doors is a desk with one nurse and several FBI agents. When Bohdi and Beatrice approach, the agents pass magic detectors over their bodies before they allow them to check in.

      They walk down another hallway painted cream and blue. Nurses and doctors pass quietly without making eye contact. Agents Brett and Bryant McDowell stand with two other agents outside a door to a room.

      Bohdi hasn’t seen the brothers in a while—Steve said they were working on a super-secret project for him. Bohdi lets out a breath of relief. Brett and Bryant don’t hate him, maybe because they work with hardware, and he’s more a software guy. They won’t try to keep him out of Steve’s room. He eyes the other two agents apprehensively; he doesn’t know their names, but their mouths are set into frowns and they’re scowling at him.

      He doesn’t have the cheek to smirk back. His eyes fall to the McDowell brothers’ hands. They are holding magic detectors, and the other two agents are openly holding rifles. All the extra security makes Bohdi’s shoulders sink. Neither Brett nor Bryant jokes about Bohdi’s night in jail, or even make eye contact. Which makes Bohdi’s heart sink.

      Bohdi holds out his arms, and the brothers start running magic detectors over Beatrice and him again. Brett’s gives a little half-hearted tick when it passes over Beatrice’s umbrella. Brett taps it, and Bryant says, “You set the sensitivity on this too high, Brett.”

      Brett just grunts.

      Bohdi looks through the window set into the door to Steve’s room; it is lined with Promethean wire. The wire blocks the room from the eyes of Heimdall and prevents any magic from working within. Promethean wire has been hard to come by lately—something about their source drying up. That they saw fit to use so much of the precious stuff securing Steve’s room is not good. Through the gaps in the mesh, he can see Ruth and Henry, Steve’s parents. They’re sitting on some generic-looking furniture, eyes focused beyond what Bohdi can see. Their dark skin looks ashen in the harsh fluorescent lighting.

      Bryant runs the magic detector over Bohdi’s and Beatrice’s feet, and then he says, “You’re both clear.”

      From where she is sitting, Ruth glances at the door. Her gaze meets Bohdi’s and her eyes go wide. A moment later, she is rushing into the hall and catching Bohdi in a hug. He stands stock still as she drops her head on his shoulder. Bohdi feels rather than hears a sob. He’d lived with Ruth and Henry after Loki’s attack on Chicago, they treated him like family, and helped him get established in his adopted country. Trying to keep from shaking, Bohdi puts his arms around her.

      “They say it was dark elves, but we know better,” she whispers cryptically. And then another sob wracks through her, and she proceeds to tell him about the extent of Steve’s injuries. The words flow over Bohdi in a jumble, but he picks up that a bullet shattered one of Steve’s vertebra and all but severed his spinal cord. His muscles tense. Steve may never walk again or have control of anything below the neck.

      Ruth pulls back and looks up at Bohdi. Her face is shining with tears. “But we won’t give up on a miracle.”

      Managing to pat her back, Bohdi averts his gaze. He can’t look at her. His mind is starting to fill with what Odin said was the destiny for any incarnation of Chaos. He destroys everything and everyone he loves …

      Ruth pats him on the shoulder. “He goes in and out of consciousness, but he was asking for you.”

      Bohdi feels the air rush out of him. He feels like he’s the one without control of his limbs, like he’s the one who’s paralyzed; and he knows how pathetic that is. Ruth’s standing very close. Through his bangs he can see her red-rimmed eyes. She’s looking at him like somehow having him here makes things better. How many times has she called him “her other son”?

      Stepping away, Ruth pushes him in the direction of the door. “Go.”

      Bohdi does. Not because he wants to, but because he can’t bear to let Ruth down.

      He steps into Steve’s room. The walls, floor, ceiling, and windows are lined with Promethean wire. It makes the room feel like a prison. In his seat, Henry doesn’t looks at Bohdi.

      Bohdi follows Henry’s gaze. At 6’5” Steve’s too big for the bed, his toes are hanging over the edge, and his shoulders are so broad it looks like, if he could roll, he’d roll right off. Yet for the first time since Bohdi’s known him Steve looks small. Some weird contraption like a too-tall white scarf with pins and metal is wrapped around his neck. A tube is attached to his nose. A bag of something that might be water is hanging on a trolley thing beside him. The only sound is something beeping, and the whir of electronics. Steve is so quiet. Bohdi expects him to open his mouth at any moment and say, “Why the hell were you in jail?” Because that’s how their relationship goes: Bohdi does shit, Steve gives him shit, and then they go get beer and commiserate over all the other shit.

      This is so backwards, and wrong; it makes Bohdi want to bolt. The hospital’s cream and blue walls feel surreal, and maybe they are surreal—maybe if he just runs fast enough he’ll wake up and this will all be a horrible dream.

      “Bohdi?” Steve says. Steve’s eyes are closed. How does he see him?

      Bohdi lets out a breath. Henry looks up at him. Steve’s father’s eyes are too shiny, and Bohdi swears his hair has gone grayer overnight. He nods his head at Bohdi, as though urging him to speak.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, Bohdi steps close to the bed. “I’m here.”

      Steve takes a breath. Not opening his eyes, he rasps. “Dad, can you leave us?”

      Henry visibly trembles, but he gets up slowly from his chair and heads to the door. As soon as it closes Steve lets out another breath. His eyes are still mostly closed. “You were right,” he says. “Freyja was after me.”

      Bohdi blinks. When he and Amy had come back from Asgard they’d half seriously warned Steve that he might be Freyja’s next target. Odin used her to seduce men, control them, and sometimes kill them.

      Odin … Bohdi remembers Odin’s torso sprawled out on the banquet hall table after Mr. Squeakers bit him. Bodhi’d thought about killing him then, but he hadn’t—he hadn’t felt like he could, or should, he’s not sure.

      Bohdi’s legs go to jelly, and he doesn’t so much sit as fall into the chair abandoned by Henry. He puts his head in hands. “I didn’t kill Odin … I didn’t kill Odin … This is all my fault.”

      Steve coughs. “No, Bohdi … ”

      “It is,” Bohdi says. “It is. And Odin said … ”

      “Odin said what?” says Steve.

      I destroy everything. But he didn’t kill Odin. Because he is a failure even at being the incarnation of chaos and destruction. He doesn’t like killing people, or spiders even—he’s just good at it. His breathing is ragged in his ears. He can’t look at Steve.

      “It’s my fault,” Steve says, every inch of his body completely still. “I didn’t come get you from jail.”

      Bohdi shakes his head, “No, no, I was so stupid … It was so stupid of me to get into a fight … I’m …. I’m … ” Bohdi’s breath comes fast and heavy. It’s too cold in the room. His fingers feel numb.

      “You’re what?” says Steve.

      He’s being over dramatic. But he’s not, magic is real, and he’s part of it somehow, even if he’s about as magical as a doorknob. He squeezes his eyes shut. What had the Norns said? “I’m trouble … ” he murmurs.

      Even the Norns, three of the most powerful beings in the universe, didn’t want to keep him around. He’s tainted Steve just by being here. And when has he ever done anything for Steve except cause him paperwork nightmares? And now … He looks at his friend’s body laid out on the bed, so still he might be dead. Bohdi is very good at killing things, except when it counts … He thinks of Odin and feels his face crumple and his shoulders sink.

      “I … I … I should go …” he stammers, running his hands through his bangs. Maybe just by being here he’s jinxing the machines that are pulsing and whirling around them?

      “No,” says Steve.

      But Bohdi’s already getting up and going to the door. His hand is on the knob when Steve rasps out. “I know who you are.”

      Every muscle in Bohdi’s body seizes up. Hand drifting from the doorknob, Bohdi turns. “You know my real name?” He thinks of the photo of his maybe baby self and two doting probably parents that he’d had in his wallet after Loki’s attack. It was his only connection to his former life. He’d gone to Nornheim to find them. Things hadn’t gone as planned. The Norns tried to make a bargain with him he couldn’t fulfill—and he damaged that one precious photo during the trip. Now the picture only exists on his phone.

      “No,” Steve says, and Bohdi’s shoulders fall.

      “Sorry,” Steve murmurs. His eyelids sink a little. “I know what you are.”

      Bohdi’s heart beats faster. “What I am?”

      Steve wheezes. “Heard … you talking … to Thor in the conference room.” Steve wheezes again. “You’re the incarnation … of … Chaos … ”

      Exhaling, Bohdi closes his eyes. Thor is the only other person besides the Norns, and maybe Odin’s wife Frigga, who knows who Bohdi is. Thor could have sold him out to Odin … but he hadn’t. Bohdi’s still not sure why. In his pocket his fingers wrap around his lighter. It doesn’t matter. “That’s why I should leave. I’m Chaos, somehow this is all my fault.” He feels torn between relief and shame. Steve knew, and he hadn’t sent him to Gitmo, or some scary scientific lab, but being around Bohdi had condemned him to a life of pain and suffering.

      Steve grunts. “Don’t … be an idiot.”

      Bohdi’s eyes snap open. “Odin said I destroy everything! And he was telling the truth! I know—knowing when people are lying is the only magic I have!”

      Steve’s eyelids finally lift. He looks up at Bohdi. “Why do you think Odin wants you so much if you destroy everything?”

      Bohdi blinks.

      Steve’s eyes slide shut. “The team with Chaos always wins …” He swallows. “That’s what Ratatoskr told me.”

      Bohdi’s jaw goes hard at the mention of the Norn’s magical world-walking squirrel minion. “Ratatoskr is a liar.”

      Steve sighs. “No, it makes sense. Philosophically … Army … with superior technology … wins. Society … that allows change … more stable … long term. And I think … ” He lets out a breath. “You’re wrong. You have … other magic.”

      Bohdi smiles bitterly. “No, I don’t. I wish I did. It would have made surviving giant spiders, dragons, archeo-winged dinos, and adze a lot easier.”

      Steve’s eyes open again, and his gaze slides to Bohdi. “Yes. You should have died … but you didn’t … because Chaos rearranges the odds.”

      Bohdi exhales a long breath, and he looks away from Steve. The Norns said they weren’t sure he could be Chaos’ incarnation because he was a non-magical human. So they’d tested him with the adze, spiders, and others—but he’d survived. And that’s how they knew for certain.

      “Bohdi …” Steve whispers. “I hurt. I’m so tired. And docs say … I won’t … I won’t … walk again … or …” His eyes slide shut. But he really doesn’t have to say the rest. “I need you on my team, Bohdi.”

      Bohdi’s limbs feel like they may collapse beneath him again. He feels weary, and like he’s been standing outside in winter without a coat, chilled to the bone. He thumbs the wheel on his lighter. “Steve, I can’t fix things, I break things. The reason I survived Nornheim and escaped Asgard was because I had Amy … ”

      He lifts his head, his heart beat quickening. Amy has Loki’s memories! “Steve, Amy knows everything magical. She can fix you, or she’ll know how someone magical can.”

      “I don’t think …” Steve starts to say.

      Fumbling for his phone, Bohdi says, “Will using this in here affect the equipment? ”

      “No,” says Steve, eyes opening.

      But Bohdi goes to the door anyway. “Just in case, I’ll call from the hall. I’ll be right back!”

      “Bohdi,” Steve says, but Bohdi’s already out of the door, nodding to Brett and Bryant as he puts his phone to his ear. He’s vaguely aware of the door swinging shut behind him. Before he’s even dialed Amy’s number, he hears her voice. “I need to talk to Steve.”

      Spinning, he sees her down the hall. His body relaxes and he feels the cold that gripped him start to lift. She’s facing his direction, but her eyes are on Ruth and Henry. Beatrice is beside her.

      Ruth stands with her back to Bohdi, Henry’s arm around her shoulders. “Honey, right now Bohdi is talking to him, I don’t think—”

      “No,” Bohdi calls, running down the hall. “No, Ruth, Amy needs to see him, right now.”

      Amy’s head jerks up quickly, and she holds her chin high. She looks angry, and that’s out of place in this situation, and on Amy’s face. Amy cares about everyone and everything. He runs his hands through his bangs. Why shouldn’t she be angry? Steve’s been shot.

      Slowing his steps, he says, “She’s a doctor.”

      “Is that a dog kennel?” says a passing MD, a tall white guy with a paunch. He points toward Amy. It’s only at that moment that Bohdi realizes she’s got a small black duffel bag over her shoulder.

      “Errr … No, of course not,” says Amy. “That would be inappropriate.”

      Bohdi’s nose tickles, but he doesn’t sneeze.

      The doctor takes a step forward. From the duffel bag comes an audible growl.

      “It’s a dog carrier,” says Amy, putting a hand on her chest.

      “Get that thing out of here!” says the doc, stepping closer still.

      From the carrier comes a furious sounding snuffle, and another growl.

      Amy passes the duffel-bag-doggie-carrier to Beatrice. “Grandma, take her home. I’ll be there soon.” Pulling a small prescription bottle out of her pocket and handing it to her grandmother, she adds. “Give her two of those in an hour if she seems uncomfortable.”

      “I’m going to call security,” says the doctor.

      “Come on,” says Bohdi, taking Amy’s arm.

      “Bohdi,” says Ruth, “Steve asked for you. I don’t know if he’s ready for other visitors—”

      Steering Amy down the hall, Bohdi says over his shoulder, “Amy can help Steve, I know it!” He’s not sure if he’s trying to give Ruth or himself.

      Amy turns to him, eyes wide, mouth open. “I don’t even know his condition—”

      “Freyja shot him,” says Bohdi, as Brett and Bryant run their magic detectors over them. “The bullet shattered a vertebra and mostly severed his spinal cord. He has no feeling or control of anything from the neck down.”

      Bohdi pulls her to the door and into the room. As soon as they’re in, he looks at her expectantly. “There’s a magical cure, right?”

      The door shuts. She just stares at him.

      Across the room, Steve whispers. “You wanted to ruin me, Lewis … Is this close enough?”

      Bohdi’s head jerks in Steve’s direction, and then his eyes slide back to Amy.

      She takes a few steps toward the bed. She frowns, and for a few long heartbeats she says nothing. When she speaks, it’s through gritted teeth. “You stole my baby, Steve.”

      Bohdi’s mouth drops. Steve’s eyes go to Bohdi, as though he’s trying to gauge Bohdi’s reaction. Stumbling back a step, Bohdi looks to Amy. “What are you talking about?”

      She meets his eyes, looking like she might cry, or snarl, or both. “He stole my baby when I miscarried, so that their scientists could discover why Frost Giants are magical and humans aren’t. So they could isolate the proteins and the receptors and the gene markers—”

      “No.” Steve rasps. “I … took custody … of a fetus that wasn’t viable … that was already dead.”

      Bohdi pushes his bangs back from his eyes. He remembers waiting in the hospital after Amy’s miscarriage. Steve had come, bringing a small army of agents with him.

      “You did not ask!” Amy says. “You took her without my permission. You harvested her stem cells and you’re growing them in test tubes!”

      “Yes, stem cells…” Steve says, his breathing wheezy and labored. A device somewhere chirps. “I know the journals you read! You don’t disapprove of stem-cell research.”

      Amy’s voice rises until its almost a shout. “And can you guarantee that’s all they would do, Steve? Can you guarantee that they wouldn’t try to clone her?”

      Bohdi’s gut churns. He remembers Amy’s baby—they’d seen her in Nornheim—or a version of her from another universe. She played peekaboo with them through a magic mirror. She looked exactly like a tiny Amy, but with red hair. His hand goes to his lighter.

      “If they did … I would oppose it,” Steve says.

      Amy crosses her arms over her chest. And then her hands immediately fly out again, like startled birds. “Would you even know about it? You’re leaving the office to be mayor.”

      Steve doesn’t respond. Not looking at where he’s going, Bohdi steps sideways and hits a blinking electronic thing mounted on wheels.

      Amy begins to pace. “And that’s not all you’ve been lying about, Steven. I know about the technomagical breakthrough you were about to announce last night—about the magical materials that are appearing near World Gates!”

      Bohdi blinks and turns back to Steve. Steve’s mouth is open, his eyes are hooded. He’s taking quick, shallow breaths.

      Pacing to the end of Steve’s bed, Amy says, “Magical materials don’t just happen, Steve. Giving an object magical charge takes will.”

      Bohdi’s fingers tighten around his lighter.

      “Dark elves,” Steve says, his voice crackling. “I … got … their help.”

      Flame bites Bohdi’s thumb. The Dark Elves attacked Chicago, right before Loki went on his rampage. Steve aligned himself with them—when it could bring Asgard down on them, just like had happened in Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia?

      Amy leans down and rests her hands on the bottom of the bed. “You’re trading weapons with them in exchange for magical objects? Are you putting the whole city at risk just so you can tout something that assures you’ll be mayor?”

      “No,” Steve says, closing his eyes, his head seeming to sink deeper into his pillow.

      “No, what?” says Amy.

      Steve’s eyes open. “I offer them asylum.”

      Amy’s face goes slack. Hand drifting to her throat, she says, “Asylum?”

      Steve’s eyelids drop. “Dark Elves and Light Elves are at war. Dark Elves send families with young children here.” He takes a wheezy breath. “I look the other way…” He sighs. “They work with scientists. They get paid in U.S. dollars. They might buy weapons with it,” Steve croaks. “I hope they do.”

      Bohdi stiffens. Loose U.S. gun laws could give a Dark Elf with cash and a fake social security number access to some pretty decent firepower. But why would Steve want that?

      Sinking into the chair Ruth had been in earlier, Amy wipes her face with her hands and bows her head.
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      In the Delta of Sorrows, cold fetid water sloshes over the tops of Loki’s boots and seeps through the chinks in his armor. A sound to his left makes him duck down into a crouch. He looks into the dark and twisted trees that rise from the swamp but sees nothing.

      At his side, his son Valli whispers, “Did you hear something?”

      “Father?” his son Nari whispers.

      Beyond them he hears grumblings from their escort. The queen of the light elves sent her armed guard to help Loki and his sons dispose of Andvaranaut, the cursed ring that Loki wears on a silver chain around his neck.

      Holding up his hand for silence, Loki grits his teeth. Concentrating, he tries to send an invisible projection into the gloom. Instead, he conjures a glimmering man-shaped beam of light. The failed projection blinks back at Loki and then dissipates.

      Loki curses and glares down at the water swirling around his legs. Black and pearlescent, it oozes the magic of expired potions and misenchanted objects that the Light Elves dump upstream. It’s interfering with his magic.

      He looks up over the tops of the trees. Loki is charged with destroying Andvaranaut, by throwing it into the Mountain of Darkness, an active volcano in the land of the Dark Elves. His hand goes to his chest where the ring is strung on a silver chain. Odin said that Loki’s magic will cancel out the magic of the curse, but if the ooze around him is warping his magic, will that make his magic ineffective against the ring? Or will it also cancel out the ring’s magic as well?

      He gives the chain a slight tug, nervously testing its strength. The dwarf craftsman who made the chain said it was unbreakable. Closing his eyes, Loki remembers the dwarf stringing the ring on the cord. The craftsman’s eyes had shone, and his hands had shaken. He’d offered Loki all of his treasure stores for the ring … and later set a gang of thugs after Loki to try and steal the damnable thing.

      Another twig cracks in the trees, this time to the right. Loki’s head snaps in the direction of the sound.

      One of the elves says, “It is the Dark Elves. They want the ring.” Loki’s eyes flick to the elf. None of the Light Elves they’ve encountered has craved the ring’s magic. They tell him it is because “Elves are perfect.” Sadly, they don’t wish to carry the cursed thing either.

      “Could be an animal,” Nari suggests.

      Valli hisses.

      Loki begins picking his way through the muck again. On his chest, the ring hums with power that begs to be used … Loki’s sure if he tapped into its magic he’d have enough power to set the whole, wet, stinking swamp ablaze, magic garbage be damned.

      And yet … even Odin fears Andvaranaut. Odin may be many things but he’s no fool. Loki tugs again on the chain. It’s become a bit of a nervous habit.

      A shrill hoot comes from the left, and Loki halts. He tugs the chain again and feels it bite into his neck. A creature with four bat-like wings bolts from the trees and disappears into the soot-filled sky. Nari and Valli pull their swords.

      Loki plays with the silver cord, fingers just grazing Andvaranaut. He takes a careful step forward. Water sloshes and the mud beneath him releases his heel with a long suck.

      Around them there is the low buzz of insects. Another branch cracks, and Loki ducks as another bat-thing flies from the trees. The creature shrieks. Valli draws his sword, someone loosens an arrow, and Loki yanks on the chain …

      The chain gives on his neck and Andvaranaut flies through though the air, landing with a plop near Loki’s feet.

      “The ring!” Loki shouts. Bending over, he begins scouring the bottom of the swamp where he thinks the ring landed. Nari rushes forward and begins searching in the muck with him. Valli stands above them. “Hurry,” he snarls. “I don’t like this.”

      Beside Loki, Nari shouts, “I found it!” Straightening, Nari holds the ring in front of his eyes.

      “Give it to me,” Loki says, holding out his hand. He should dart forward and snatch it, but something about the way Nari’s eyes are riveted to the ring makes his heart beat loud in his ears.

      Nari doesn’t move. Loki feels his muscles tighten and a cold rush of fear.

      Flexing his hand, Loki wills his heart to stop racing. Looking at Nari or Valli is like looking at a more beautiful, purer reflection of himself. Valli and Nari are idealistic to a fault. Nari will hand the ring over. “Nari,” Loki says, keeping his voice patient and calm. “Hand it over.”

      “Father, I don’t think I should … ” The words strike Loki like a blow to the heart.

      From Loki’s left comes a whistling noise. Loki instinctively dives toward Nari, pushes him into the water, and then hunches over him. “Valli, get down!” Loki screams. Nari sputters beneath him, and Valli drops obediently into the muck beside them. Loki frantically begins scanning the dark forest for a place to hide.

      Slipping the ring onto a finger, Nari starts mumbling, “The ring, the ring, it can amplify my essence … ”

      One of the elves shouts, “To the right! Take shelter in the trees!” But then another whistle comes from that direction. A crossbow shaft pierces the armor of one of the elves. The victim’s eyes go wide and his mouth drops just before he falls backwards into the slime. Someone shouts, “The water! It’s interfering with our armor’s magic!” And someone else shouts, “We’re surrounded! Get into formation!”

      Before the startled elves can move, Valli stands up with a roar, sword upraised. Loki’s heart sinks further in his chest. He’s been so focused on Nari he forgot about Valli and Kusanagi, the magical blade he’s wielding. “Valli, no!” Loki screams.

      But it’s too late. Valli swings Kusanagi in a circle.The sword has the power to summon enough wind to knock over full grown men. Under ordinary circumstances, it would be the ideal defense. But the magic of the Delta of Sorrows twists the winds back toward the party. Before Loki can blink or move, Nari, Valli, Loki, their elven escort, and the black waters of the delta are being lifted off the ground by a wild tornado. For a few minutes that stretch on and on, Loki is hurtled through the air like a leaf. He sees nothing and hears only the roar of wind and muted screams.

      And then he’s falling. He lands with a belly flop, cold water entering his mouth and nose and piercing his armor like tiny needles. He stands up. The world spins, and for a moment he thinks he’s still in the whirlwind. And then he throws up, acid and water spilling from his mouth. Squatting in the water, he closes his eyes and wills the world to stop spinning. Around him he hears moans, other people retching, and the slosh of water. He wants to puke empty his guts again.

      And then another sound rises in the swamp. A hunter’s horn, perhaps two hundred paces away. Loki stands up fast. “Nari! Valli!”

      “Over here!” Loki turns his head, and the world tilts sideways … they aren’t where they were before. He closes his eyes. Swallowing his bile, he opens his eyes to see Valli underneath a tree, jumping upward. Loki’s eyes rise to the tree. Hanging in the branches like a discarded scarf is Nari. His neck is bent at a strange angle.

      Loki’s mouth gapes. No. Nari wears the scabbard of Excalibur … it should protect him from any injury. He blinks again and sees the scabbard hanging in a branch an arm’s length away from his son.

      Loki runs through the water. “Is he alive?” he shouts. If his vertebra shot up into his brain, it could mean instant death.

      In the tree Nari moans, some branches giving beneath him, and he falls a few hands lower. Loki quickens his steps.

      “The ring!” says Valli, reaching toward Nari’s hand.

      “Is cursed!” Loki shouts, knocking his son out of the way. He pulls the ring from Nari’s finger and slips it on his own.

      “Help me get him from the tree!” Loki shouts, ignoring the humming power on his hand.

      From behind him comes the whiz and thunk of arrows, and then the screams of the elven guard.

      Loki jumps. Nari is still too high to reach.

      “Father,” says Valli. “Father … ”

      Loki’s just coiling his muscles for another jump when a voice rings through the forest. “Stop, Skywalker! If you want you and your sons to live.”

      Loki freezes in place. Skywalker is one of the least offensive names that has stuck to him over the years.

      In the tree, Nari groans. “Father … I cannot feel my legs.”

      “If you want your son to recover, you will turn around, slowly,” the voice commands.

      Loki starts to turn. “Hands up!” the voice shouts.

      Raising his hands, Loki turns. He finds himself staring at a semi-circle of Dark Elves, their cross bows aimed at the throats of the now kneeling and bound Light Elven guard—and Loki and his sons.

      The “Dark Elves” earned their names because of the lands they occupy; their complexions span the usual gamut of the elven people. Some are as pale as Loki, others as dark as Fire Giants. But where Light Elves are so perfect in build and face they are nearly painful to behold, the Dark Elves features are almost … human. Many do not possess the perfect symmetry of Elven faces. Others are scarred. Some are missing teeth. Some look old. They wear simple, unmagical, leather armor. Their crossbows are not magical either. Even their magical auras are faint … except for one.

      Among them, flickering with magic, is an elderly elf with long gray hair and a stringy beard. Where the others carry crossbows, he carries a staff. Picking his way through the muck, he approaches Loki.

      In the air, Loki’s hand tightens on the ring. He’ll take the ring … and as much as Loki would love to be rid of it, he has given his oath to dispose of the thing. The old elf’s eyes follow the movement. “Have you come to poison our lands with more garbage?”

      On his knees, one of the Light Elves mutters, “Not that you’d notice.”

      He is promptly shot with a crossbow bolt.

      Ignoring the splash of the elf’s body in the water, the elderly man hisses, “Well, Skywalker?”

      “I’ve come to dispose of it in your volcano, Old Elf,” Loki hisses. “If you want its power—”

      With speed belying his age, the old elf knocks the side of Loki’s head with his staff.
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