

  [image: book cover]




  

    Also by Adam Shaughnessy




    The Unbelievable FIB 1: The Trickster’s Tale


  




  

    2




    The Unbelievable FIB




    OVER THE UNDERWORLD




    by




    ADAM SHAUGHNESSY




    [image: ]




    Algonquin Young Readers 2017


  




  

    For my mother, always.




    And for Jane, forevermore.


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    The old man sat in his chair and watched the fire with his one good eye. Two ravens perched nearby, Thought and Memory. He ignored them the way one ignores familiar companions or unwanted guests.




    Sometimes he wondered which they were.




    As he gazed into the fire before him, he imagined he could see images of gods, giants, and mortals in the dancing flames. They acted out the events of their lives like performers in a show, each playing her or his role.




    Now events were occurring that forced him to think about the performance’s conclusion.




    Sitting there, alone, the old man thought about the days to come.




    He thought about the future.




    So far, it was going just the way he remembered it.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    “Mister Fox is a jerk!”




    ABE looked around to see if anybody was close enough to have heard Pru’s shout. Fortunately, he and Pru stood in a remote section of Middleton Cemetery. The only bodies nearby lay six feet under the ground and probably weren’t very interested in Pru’s frustration with their former mentor. They stayed quiet.




    ABE did, too.




    He’d learned that there were two things you didn’t talk to Pru about when she was in this kind of mood: One, Mister Fox. Two, everything else.




    It was best to just let her work through things on her own.




    “He said we’d see him again,” Pru complained.




    “Well, technically, he said it was true we wouldn’t see him.” The words were out before ABE could stop them. So much for staying quiet.




    Pru put her hands on her hips. “You know, ABE, one of these days I’m going to teach you that honesty isn’t always the best policy.”




    “Sorry.”




    “It’s okay,” Pru said, letting her arms fall to her sides. She sat down on a tree stump and flashed ABE a smile. “It’s not you I’m mad at. Not really. Seriously, though. Didn’t you think we’d see him again?”




    “Yeah, I did. I mean, especially since you thought we would. You always understood him better than I did. Well, except for the time you thought he was Loki and tried to set fire to his house . . .”




    “Not helping, ABE. Don’t make me change my mind about not being mad at you.”




    “Right.”




    Pru sighed. “It’s been almost a year.”




    “Almost,” ABE agreed. Mister Fox had arrived in Middleton in his magical Henhouse, headquarters of the Fantasy Investigation Bureau—or, as Mister Fox called it, the Unbelievable FIB—in October of the year before. He’d come to investigate an invasion of gods and giants from Norse mythology.




    That’s what Mister Fox did. He investigated mysteries that involved magic and myth. But he didn’t do it alone. He couldn’t. He needed the help of kids. They had a talent for seeing magic where others couldn’t. So Mister Fox had recruited ABE and Pru to become Fibbers, junior members of his detective agency. Together, they’d vanquished giants and foiled the attempts of Loki, the Norse trickster, to recover a magical artifact called the Eye of Odin.




    But that had all happened last year. Now it was the end of August and school was about to start. Pru and ABE had spent the better part of a year waiting for Mister Fox’s return, hiking the wooded trails around Middleton at least once a week. Pru called it patrolling and insisted they do it just to be on the safe side. Their patrols almost always ended in the cemetery, where they could check to see if the Henhouse had returned.




    It never had.




    Neither had Ratatosk the Insult Squirrel. That’s what Pru called him, anyway. Really, Ratatosk was the messenger of the Norse gods. But since so many of the messages he carried were insults, he had developed a rather . . . unique . . . way of speaking to people. Despite that, Ratatosk had become their friend, and ABE missed his company as much as Pru did.




    In fact, all the Mythics (Mister Fox’s term for beings from Worlds of Myth) who had been in Middleton had left after their battle over the Eye. Even the town patriarch, Old Man Grimnir, who was really Odin in disguise, had left. According to the people who ran the museum wing of his mansion, he’d “gone traveling.” No one knew when he’d be back.




    “Mister Fox could still show up,” ABE said, slipping his looking glass, a gift from the detective, back into his belt.




    The looking glass resembled a normal magnifying glass. It had a wooden handle with a brass raven’s head at its base and a brass frame around the glass itself. But the device was anything but normal. One side of the glass was actually a mirror that had the power to banish Mythics back to their own world. The other side functioned like a regular magnifying glass, except it could also identify and track Mythics that appeared on Earth.




    “I know he could still show up. But will he?” Pru glanced at ABE out of the corner of her eye. “I still think we should try my idea to catch his attention in case the Henhouse goes by overhead.”




    “Pru . . . I figured it out. It would take about fifty-two fallen trees to spell out Mister Fox, come back. And that’s assuming all the logs were the same size. I’m not sure we could cut down that many trees. I definitely don’t think we should be setting dozens of dead trees on fire.”




    “Fine.” Pru stuck her tongue out. “I’ll come up with a new plan.”




    Pru stood up on the tree stump and pulled her own looking glass from her messenger bag. It looked a lot like ABE’s, only it had a squirrel’s head at the base of its handle. She held the glass to her eye and spun in a slow circle. When she’d completed one rotation, she sighed again and slipped her glass back into her bag.




    “What if this is it, ABE? What if he doesn’t come back and this is it? Just this . . . every day, forever?”




    ABE didn’t know what to say. A part of him did want to see Mister Fox again. Another part of him wasn’t sure. He still had nightmares about when Loki and his chief frost giant, Gristling, had abducted him and taken him to Asgard, the world of the Norse gods.




    Silence filled the space between them as the late afternoon sun warmed their skin. Finally, Pru glanced at her watch. “I guess we should be getting back. Tonight’s the open house. I can’t believe it’s time to go back to school already.”




    “Yeah,” ABE agreed. He found himself thinking of fresh school supplies and crisp new textbooks with spines that crackled when you opened them for the first time.




    “What do you look so happy about?” Pru asked, eying him suspiciously.




    “Me? Oh, nothing.” Pru was coming out of her mood about Mister Fox. ABE didn’t want to push her buttons by admitting that he was actually excited about the start of a new school year.




    “I was just looking at the bright side of school starting,” he said instead.




    “Which is?”




    “Well, we may have to go back to school. But at least you—we—won’t have to see Mrs. Edleman anymore.”


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    As he and his dad drove to the school that night, ABE wondered if he had been too optimistic earlier.




    It was true that, as seventh graders, he and Pru wouldn’t be in Mrs. Edleman’s class—or Cell Block E, as Pru called it—anymore. Unfortunately, Middleton was so small that the junior high school was just an addition to the elementary school. It didn’t even have its own entrance. So while he and Pru would no longer have to endure Mrs. Edleman’s tyrannical approach to public education, they were still likely to see their former teacher every once in a while.




    “So,” his dad said, “I bet you’re disappointed about school starting, huh?”




    “Me? Oh . . . yeah.” ABE folded up the class schedule he’d been studying and stuffed it in his pocket.




    “Right? I know I always hated the end of summer vacation when I was a kid. No more pickup games of Wiffle ball or touch football . . .”




    ABE fiddled with his seat belt as his dad’s voice trailed off. He tried to think of something he and his dad had in common that they could talk about to fill the sudden quiet. He was still thinking when they pulled into the school’s parking lot.




    “Well, here we are,” his dad said. “And look, there’s Pru and her mom.”




    “ABE, over here!” Pru said, waving, as he and his dad got out of the car. “Hey, Mr. Evans. Catch the game last night?”




    “Sure did, sport!”




    ABE walked around the back of the car and greeted Pru’s mom. “Hi, Mrs. Potts.”




    “Hi, ABE.” She ruffled his hair. She kind of had a fascination with his curly hair. He didn’t mind. “Hi, Gavin. No Maddie tonight?”




    “Working, unfortunately.”




    “That’s too bad. Well, shall we head inside?” Pru’s mom said. “Ready for a new year, Pru?”




    “If I say no can I have another month of summer vacation?”




    “Nice try, kiddo.”




    They joined the flow of people walking from the parking lot to the school buildings. The first fallen leaves of the season blew across the pavement in front of them as they approached the entrance.




    “What room are we looking for?” Pru’s mom asked as they stepped inside.




    “Thirteen,” Pru answered. “I can’t believe our homeroom is number thirteen. Like that’s not an omen.”




    “There are no such things as omens,” Pru’s mother said. “Don’t read anything into a room number. There’s no predicting the future.”




    Pru looked back at ABE and raised her eyebrows dramatically. He hid a grin.




    “Looks like this is us,” ABE’s dad said when they found the right room.




    ABE let Pru, her mom, and his dad go in first. He followed them but stopped short just inside the doorway, surprised by the appearance of their new homeroom.




    Mrs. Edleman’s classroom had been set up with neat rows of desks all facing the front of the room. The walls had been covered with rules.




    The desks in this new classroom had been clustered together into makeshift tables with four or five chairs around each. Posters of book covers and pictures of authors lined the walls. ABE beamed when he saw his favorite book, The Phantom Tollbooth, among them.




    He pulled out his folded schedule. It said what his classes were, and when. It also listed his teachers. He hadn’t paid too much attention to his teachers at first—he hadn’t recognized any of their names. Now he looked more closely and saw that he had the same teacher for homeroom and language arts, Mr. Jeffries.




    “Hey. Who’s that?” Pru asked as the four of them settled into seats around a table near the back and a young man with neatly trimmed stubble stepped to the front of the room.




    “The adult standing at the front of your homeroom?” Pru’s mother asked. “Well, if I was going to go out on a limb, I would guess that’s your homeroom teacher. Said the mother to her would-be-detective daughter.”




    “Funny, mom. Seriously, though. You think? But he’s wearing sneakers. Do teachers wear sneakers? Do they even own them? Weird. Imagine Mrs. Edleman in sneakers.” Pru shivered in her seat. “Ouch. I think I just broke my brain.”




    “Shush,” her mom said, giving Pru a playful nudge with her elbow. “You’ll get me in trouble. There’s no talking in class.”




    ABE smiled. Pru had said she and her mom hadn’t always gotten along so well. But they seemed to have a great relationship from what ABE had seen over the past year. He glanced at his dad, who directed a glassy-eyed stare to the front of the room.




    “Hi, everyone, and welcome to Middleton Junior High School,” the man with the stubble and sneakers said. He gestured to a poster on the wall beside the whiteboard. “One of my favorite poets, Jean Inglelow, once wrote:




    Children, ay, forsooth,




    They bring their own love with them when they come,




    But if they come not there is peace and rest . . .




    “Since you’ve all been good enough to show up tonight, I suppose I can say good-bye to peace and rest.”




    Chuckles and snorts of laughter filled the room. ABE was surprised that some of the laughter came from Pru.




    Not everyone was amused, though. A boy at the table next to theirs whispered to his friend, “Forsooth? Who says that? What does it even mean?”




    “Actually,” ABE said, turning in his seat, “sooth is another word for truth, so forsooth basically means ‘in truth.’ It’s an old English word and—”




    Beside him, Pru groaned. ABE turned back to look at her and saw his dad studying the table, red-faced.




    “I did the whole ABE-the-walking-dictionary thing again, didn’t I?” he whispered to Pru. She nodded. ABE heard snorts of laughter from the table next to theirs. He sank into his chair as his teacher continued speaking.




    “I’m kidding, of course. I’m thrilled to see everyone here tonight. I’m Mr. Jeffries. Everyone who’s too young to drive a car, I’m going to be your homeroom teacher and your language arts teacher. For everyone else in the room, I’m one of the people your child will likely be complaining about for the next nine months or so. Sorry for that.”




    More laughter.




    “Careful, kiddo,” Pru’s mother said, leaning in to whisper to Pru. “Someone might actually think you’re enjoying yourself at school.”




    Mr. Jeffries kept them a little longer. He explained the school’s website and gave out his e-mail address. Then he invited all the students (and their families) to walk around and meet the rest of their teachers in other classrooms.




    “Well, I guess that wasn’t too painful,” Pru admitted to ABE later in the evening as they left the gym. She’d checked first to make sure their parents were out of earshot behind them.




    “Yeah. Mr. Jeffries seems nice. And funny.”




    “A little, I guess. He’s an improvement over you-know-who at least.” Pru stopped short, her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Oh, man. Speak of the devil.”




    ABE followed Pru’s gaze. Mr. Jeffries was walking down the hall toward them, but he wasn’t alone. Mrs. Edleman walked by his side.




    “Abe,” Mrs. Edleman said, looking down over her glasses as they approached. “How nice to see you. And Prudence, of course.”




    “Hi, Mrs. Edleman,” ABE said.




    “Mrs. Edleman,” Pru said. ABE imagined he could hear western showdown music in the background.




    “Are these former students of yours, Mrs. Edleman?” Mr. Jeffries said. “How nice! I believe I have the pleasure of having them both in my homeroom. ABE and Prudence, isn’t it? Sorry. I’m still learning names.”




    “It’s Pru.”




    ABE didn’t think Pru realized how snappish she sounded. Mrs. Edleman sort of had that effect on her.




    “So, um, did you have a nice summer, Mrs. Edleman?” he said to change the subject.




    “I did, Abraham, thank you for asking.”




    “It’s . . . uh . . . I’m not . . .” That wasn’t his name. ABE was an acronym, a nickname made from the initials of his real name, Aloysius Bartholomew Evans. Should he correct Mrs. Edleman? Before he could decide if it was okay to correct a teacher, his dad and Pru’s mom stepped up behind them.




    “Mrs. Edleman,” Pru’s mom said with a nod as she placed a hand on Pru’s shoulder. Mrs. Edleman returned the nod.




    “Mrs. Potts. Mr. Evans. A pleasure to see you both. Did you enjoy the open house?”




    “We did,” Pru’s mom said. “In fact, we’d just finished up and were about to go get some ice cream. Gavin and ABE, would you like to join us?”




    “Sounds good,” ABE’s dad said.




    “Yeah,” ABE agreed, admiring how quickly Pru’s mom had managed to get them out of the chance encounter with Mrs. Edleman.




    It just wasn’t quick enough.




    “Prudence,” Mrs. Edleman said before they could make their escape, “just remember, this is a new year. That means a fresh start. I’m sure you will make the most of it. There’s no need to repeat past mistakes and problem behaviors.”




    Pru’s face turned bright red. ABE followed her gaze from Mrs. Edleman to Mr. Jeffries, and he saw their new teacher watching the exchange with raised eyebrows.




    Pru was about to lose it. ABE needed to say something to distract her. What? He could ask Mr. Jeffries how he liked Middleton, since he was new to the school. Or was that a weird question to ask a teacher? He needed to say something.




    “Let’s go, Pru,” her mother said, instead, rescuing Pru (and ABE).




    ABE breathed a sigh of relief. Realizing that he was shifting his weight from foot to foot, he forced himself to stop. His mom always laughed when he did that, but in a nice way. She said it reminded her of when he was a toddler and just learning to walk. She said he would walk in place, like he couldn’t decide which way to go.




    “Mom, did you hear her?” Pru said when they’d walked a little way down the hall. “That was so embarrassing.”




    “I heard, honey. And I don’t like it, either. But there’s nothing to be done about it now. I’m sure it will blow over once the year starts.”




    Pru didn’t say anything. She just looked back. ABE did, too. Mr. Jeffries and Mrs. Edleman were standing close together, talking. He saw Mrs. Edleman point in their direction—he was sure she had pointed at Pru. Mr. Jeffries frowned.




    When ABE looked back at Pru, her face was still as red as her hair. He sighed.




    Cell Block E might not be as easy to escape as they had hoped.
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    The air outside the ice-cream parlor smelled of a delicious combination of pine trees and the shop’s special homemade hot fudge. ABE, his dad, and Pru’s mom settled into a picnic table behind the store. Pru had gone back inside for napkins.




    ABE looked up at the colored pennants that lined the picnic area. They flapped in the evening breeze. Gazing beyond the flags, ABE was disappointed to see clouds rolling in. He had hoped for a view of the stars.




    “Why does the air always seem to smell so much better in the summer?” Pru’s mother asked, inhaling deeply.




    “Actually, it doesn’t just seem to,” ABE said. “It really does. I read an article about how odor molecules don’t travel so well when it’s cold, so there’s not as much to smell.”




    “ABE, you are a marvel!” Pru’s mother pointed her spoon at him. “You have so much knowledge floating around in that head of yours. Gavin, you must be so proud.”




    ABE looked at his dad, who blinked. “Yeah, he’s a smart kid all right. Certainly doesn’t get it from me. When I was his age all I cared about were sports and cars.”




    “He’s been a good influence on Pru, that’s for sure. I think she read more this summer than she has in the past . . . well, eleven years. Who’d have guessed she’d like mythology so much? Speaking of Pru . . .” Her mother paused to look around. “Where’s she gotten to? How hard is it to find napkins?”




    “I’m sure she’ll be right out,” ABE said.




    “Yeah. It’s an ice-cream parlor. How much trouble could she get into?” Pru’s mother’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “Then again, this is Pru we’re talking about. We might want to have the National Guard standing by.”




    She and his dad laughed. Even ABE smiled.




    “Maybe I should go check on her,” Pru’s mom said, setting her cup of ice cream on the table.




    “I’ll go,” ABE said, glancing at his dad. “I, uh, want to use the bathroom anyway.”




    As he walked around the building to the front entrance, he wondered if he should he have said restroom instead. Was the word bathroom impolite? What was proper etiquette when it came to lavatory terminology? Lavatory! Maybe he should have said that.




    He was so lost in thought that he nearly walked right into Pru as she barreled around the corner.




    “ABE,” she said, pulling him aside. “You’ll never guess what I just overheard! I was eavesdropping on a couple of teenagers—”




    “You were eavesdropping on teenagers?”




    Pru rolled her eyes. “Fine. I wasn’t actually eavesdropping. I was just interested in what they were talking about, so I stood someplace where I could be sure to accidentally overhear what they said. Okay?”




    ABE wanted to point out that he hadn’t been objecting to eavesdropping. He’d just been surprised. But Pru seemed excited, so he stayed quiet.




    “The point is, one of the teenagers has been working at Winterhaven House this summer. He was saying how crazy today had been up at the mansion because . . .”




    Pru took a deep breath. She gripped his shoulders.




    “Because they’re getting ready for Old Man Grimnir’s return tomorrow. ABE, Odin is coming back!”


  




  

    CHAPTER 4




    ABE woke up the next day to a sky the color of mourning. The book he’d been reading when he fell asleep—a collection of Norse myths—lay closed on his bedside table. He guessed that his mom had placed it there after she came home. She always checked in on him when she worked a late shift.




    He dressed and paused outside his parents’ room on his way downstairs, wondering if they were up and if he had time to say hi to his mom before going to meet Pru. He was about to knock when he heard his father’s voice on the other side of the door.




    “It was fine, I guess. A little dull. What can you expect? It’s school. But I’ll tell you, Maddie, I’m worried about the boy. Last night, one kid laughed at him and his old teacher called him the wrong name. ABE didn’t say or do anything. It’s like the kid doesn’t even know how to stand up for himself. It was painful to watch.”




    ABE pulled his hand back from the door. It hung in the air a moment before he lowered it to his side and went downstairs. He’d leave them a note. They were used to him and Pru spending the day together.




    As ABE passed the front door, he heard an urgent rapping that announced Pru’s early arrival.




    “Are you ready?” she asked when he opened the door.




    “Just about.” He sat on the bottom step of the staircase and wiggled one foot into a sneaker, pulling on the heel flap when it got squished into the shoe. He had new sneakers in a box in his bedroom. But those were for the first day of school. He didn’t feel right about wearing them before then.




    Pru paced back and forth outside the screen door. She rubbed her hands together with glee.




    “Can you believe it, ABE? Odin is here in Middleton again! I wonder what brought him back.”




    “You don’t think he wants the Eye of Odin back, do you? It was his actual eye, after all. Maybe he’s mad we hid it.”




    Pru paused. She chewed her lower lip. It was a new habit. Her hair had grown in the past year. It no longer fell in a bob around her chin, so it wasn’t as easily accessible for chewing.




    “No,” she said, resuming her pacing. “He went centuries without his eye. I bet he doesn’t even miss it anymore. And besides, we didn’t hide the Eye. Mister Fox did. If Odin wants to be mad at Mister Fox, then that’s fine with me. He can get in line.”




    After a quick dash to grab a granola bar from the kitchen, ABE opened the door to join Pru on the porch. Glancing at the leaden sky, he went back in to grab an umbrella.




    “Anything else you want to do before we go?” Pru asked.




    “Ah, no. I’m good,” he said, following Pru as she set off. He tried to match her brisk pace. “Um, Pru, what do you think is going to happen when we get there? I mean, it’s exciting that Odin is back. But we don’t even know if he’ll want to see us.”




    Pru didn’t say anything at first. Instead, she chewed her lip again.




    “I know,” she said. “But at least his being back is something. You know? He has to see us.”




    Pru quickened their pace even more as the sky began a slow leak. ABE opened his umbrella. Around them, tear-shaped drops of rain fell from the clouds above, completing ABE’s sense of foreboding about what they might find when they finally reached Winterhaven House.
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    They needn’t have worried about getting in to see Odin. Two sights greeted them at the mansion’s iron gates. The first was a sign announcing that the building and grounds were temporarily closed while the museum underwent renovations.




    That might have presented a problem if not for the second sight. A broad-shouldered woman with a long blonde braid stood on the other side of the gate. She appeared to be waiting for them, unbothered by the rain.




    “Hilde!” Pru called as she broke into a run.




    Odin’s assistant reached down and unlocked the gate. She swung it open to admit Pru and ABE.




    “Hello, children.”




    “Hi, Hilde,” ABE said, catching up and holding his umbrella up higher to try to cover everyone. “Why are you standing out in the rain?”




    “I’m waiting for you, of course.” A hint of a smile showed on Hilde’s usually stern face.




    “Waiting for us?” Pru repeated. “Why? How? Wait! Don’t tell me. Is ‘Mr. Grimnir’ expecting us again?”




    Hilde’s smile slipped from her face as though washed off by the falling rain.




    “This is not a time for jokes, children. Come with me. Odin is expecting you. But he does not wait with good news.”




    “What’s wrong?” ABE asked.




    “That is for Odin to say.”




    They walked in silence across the gravel drive and through Winterhaven’s halls, where ABE’s eyes followed the frozen march of the Viking warriors carved into the towering stone walls of the mansion. He watched them disappear down corridors not taken.




    Hilde led them to the same room where they’d had their first audience with Odin. It was empty this time, though. Hilde said she would return with “the others” shortly and left them with instructions to wait as she exited through a different door.




    Pru threw her arms out wide as soon as Hilde had closed the door behind her. “We’re back!” she exclaimed, clearly not fazed by Hilde’s somber mood.




    “Six chairs,” ABE said, walking around the long table that ran the length of the room.




    “What?” Pru asked.




    “There are six chairs.” ABE gestured to the setup. He recognized one of the chairs, a high-backed and intricately carved wooden seat at the head of the table. It was the chair Odin had sat in on their last visit.




    “There’s the two of us plus Odin and Hilde,” Pru said, considering. “That’s four.”




    “Hilde said she’d be back with ‘the others.’ I wonder who the last two chairs are for.”




    “Maybe Thor’s back, too.”




    “Maybe. I kind of hope not, though.”




    “What? Are you crazy? Thor’s awesome!”




    “No, I know. It’s not that I don’t want to see him. I do. Thor saved our lives. He’s great!”




    “Then what’s wrong?”




    ABE turned to one of the narrow windows that lined the wall. “It’s the rain. Last night, I noticed that clouds had rolled in. I didn’t think anything of it at first. Then you found out Odin was back.”




    “And you wondered if maybe Thor was back, too.” Pru frowned. She’d been practically dancing through the room. Now she slowed down. ABE guessed she was arriving at the same conclusion he’d reached.




    “We know that the weather can reflect Thor’s mood, right?” he said. “We got all those clouds last year because Thor was mad about being locked up. But, even with everything that happened then, it never rained. The clouds today remind me of the clouds last time. With the rain, though, and Hilde’s mood . . . everything seems . . . I don’t know. Sad.”




    Pru opened her mouth as if to argue. But she closed it again without saying anything and joined ABE at the window. A chill filled the room, despite the fire that burned in the hearth and the flaming torches that lined the walls.




    ABE had wondered about the torches last time. Now, knowing what he did about Mythics and their incompatibility with technology, he supposed that torches made sense for a room where gods gathered and held council.




    “What do you think has happened?” Pru asked. She drew her finger across the glass of the window. Beads of moisture gathered on her fingertip.




    “I don’t know . . . but I think we might be about to find out,” he said as Thor’s booming voice reached them from behind the door through which Hilde had left.




    “And so they must carry the weight of our inaction?” Thor demanded of someone.




    The door burst open and the god of thunder stormed into the room. His presence charged the air with a current of anger and tension that raised the hairs on ABE’s arms.




    “Thor!” Pru exclaimed, taking a step toward him. She stopped in her tracks as Thor turned his fierce glare in their direction.




    Seeing them, the god’s brow smoothed a bit.




    “Children, forgive me. Hilde mentioned you had arrived. It is good to see you again.” Thor’s mustache and beard parted in what looked like an attempt at a smile. He took a deep breath. The atmosphere in the room lightened a little, but Thor’s clenched fists and the corded muscles of his arms betrayed his tense emotion.




    “What’s wrong?” Pru asked.




    “A great many things.” Thor glanced back at the door. The wood along the upper hinge had splintered, and the door hung limply in its frame. Thor closed his eyes and took another deep breath. “All of which we shall discuss, and soon. First, though, I have yet to greet the brave lad who recovered the Eye of Odin from the field of battle during our last meeting.”




    Thor approached ABE and gripped his shoulder. ABE’s eyes widened and he clenched his jaw shut to keep from crying out. Thor’s grip was iron! Why did he even bother carrying a hammer around? His pinkie could probably drive a railroad stake through the ground!




    “Yup. He’s the brave lad, all right,” Pru said, her eyes dancing. Thor’s arrival had restored at least some of her good humor. “Did you know his name—Aloysius—means ‘famous warrior’?”




    “A fine name for such a . . . strapping young lad!”




    ABE looked down at his scrawny frame. “That’s, ah, very nice, sir. But ABE’s fine. Really.”




    “But your true name has such strong meaning, lad! And it fits someone with the courage to charge into a field of frost giants. You should embrace your fierce nature!”




    Pru started nodding vigorously.




    “Yes. Yes, ABE, that is exactly what you should be doing. I am always telling him to embrace his fierce nature,” she confided to Thor.




    ABE cast a sidelong glance at Pru. She responded with a look of innocence. At least ABE assumed she was trying to look innocent. Not having had a lot of practice actually being innocent, she wasn’t pulling it off too well.




    “Blustering oaf,” a voice muttered, interrupting the exchange.




    A bent old man entered the room, carefully navigating through the damaged door. ABE turned to Pru in amazement when he recognized the newcomer. Her dropped jaw reflected the surprise he knew must show on his own face.




    Odin, Allfather of the gods of the North, god of wisdom and war, shuffled into the room. He leaned heavily on a long wooden walking stick. A blue cloak lay across his stooped shoulders. Every few steps, Odin reached out with one hand to gather the cloak at his neck as if it were a shawl. The wide, broad-brimmed hat atop his head bobbed up and down as unsteady steps carried him across the room.




    “Go, children,” Thor whispered. “Stand behind your seats. Sit after he does. Speak when addressed and do not test my father’s patience. I have already lost my temper with him once this morning and I should not have done so. These are troubled times.”




    ABE followed Thor’s directions. Odin hadn’t seemed this weak and old the last time he and Pru saw him. What had happened?




    The Allfather made his way to the seat at the head of the table, and Thor moved to stand behind the chair to his father’s right. Hilde returned to the room and stood across from ABE and next to Thor. ABE glanced at the empty seat at the foot of the table.




    Odin’s chair slid across the floor and the god dropped into it, muttering. He removed his hat and hung it off the back of his throne-like seat.




    ABE, Pru, and the others also sat.




    “We are here because of betrayal,” Odin wheezed, looking at everyone around the table. “We are here because of trickery! We are here . . . because of death.”




    ABE’s stomach sank with dread.




    “My son is dead!” Odin’s declaration came in a hoarse gasp. “Baldur, the best of us, is dead.”




    ABE clutched the table to steady himself. The room swayed in the flickering torchlight. Everything seemed suddenly less stable and less sure.




    “Oh no!” Pru said. “I’m so sorry.”




    ABE heard empathy in her voice, the empathy of someone who had also lost a loved one. But she didn’t really understand. She hadn’t read and reread the Norse myths like he had. If she had, she wouldn’t be sad.




    She’d be terrified.




    “That’s it, then?” ABE said, forgetting Thor’s instructions not to speak. “It’s started?”




    “What’s started?” Pru asked.




    “Ragnarok,” ABE said, looking at her. “Ragnarok has started, Pru. It’s the end of the world.”
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