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			PRELUDE

			In the days of the old gods, the Worlds were very different. Magic was in everything. Demons and giants walked the land. And in the sky was a citadel, linked to our World by a rainbow bridge, in which the Æsir of Asgard dwelt, and shaped the Worlds to their purpose.

			In those days, stories and fairy-tales were perfectly Lawful and nothing to fear, and even dreaming was considered to be safe and natural. Then came Tribulation: the war that some called Ragnarók; when the Sun grew dark, and the Moon filled with blood, and the old gods and their citadel fell into the darkness. For a long time, confusion and violence reigned. The Worlds went back to fire and ice. Brother slew brother, blood rain fell, and evil creatures preyed on mankind. 

			Then from the University of Immutable Truths in the great City of World’s End, came the Order of Learned Historians, chroniclers of the Last Days. From Tribulation they brought the Worlds, and gave them a new religion, bringing Order from Chaos and new Laws out of anarchy. Their god was Nameless; supremely wise; and he gave them the mystic powers of Communion and of the Word. Thus armed, and on his orders, they began the Cleansing of the Worlds, to bring them back to the righteous ways and to rid the Folk of their evil past. All mention of the old gods was forbidden, their works erased, and even their names were forgotten, except in those parts of the Good Book to which only the Order had access. The Æsir became the Seer-Folk; the University became the Universal City. Magic and runes were declared a crime punishable by death. Reading and writing were limited to those whom the Order deemed worthy. Even stories were outlawed, for fear that through Dream, the old gods might return, and bring the Worlds into Chaos.

			But in the North, a rebellion had already started to ferment. It began in a village called Malbry, by an ancient site called Red Horse Hill. Strange forces had been sleeping there, but they were awoken by Maddy Smith, a girl whose reputation for being too imaginative would already have been bad enough, without the runemark on her hand. With the help of her dubious friends, the Outlander One-Eye and Lucky the Trickster, (both of uncertain origin, bearing broken runemarks and all the signs of depravity) and a goblin creature from World Below, Maddy retrieved an ancient glam, awakened the Seven Sleepers, and travelled into the Netherworld – with the help of her friends, Ethel Parson, Dorian Scattergood and Black Nell, a rather unusual pig – to rescue the old gods of Asgard, prisoners since Ragnarók. One-Eye and Lucky were revealed to be Odin, chief of the Æsir, and Loki, his erstwhile Captain, while Maddy was something even worse. For Maddy was Modi, child of Thor: one of the new gods whose birth was foretold years ago, by the Oracle. The Nameless, too, knew of her, and feared her, and sent the Order to challenge the gods, armed with the holy fire of the Word.

			On the dusty plains of Hel, the gods met with ten thousand warriors. Odin fought with the Nameless; named at last as Mimir the Wise, Odin’s former counsellor. Odin fell with his enemy; both of them swept away into Dream. The Order, too was completely wiped out in an event the Folk now call the Bliss. But victory was hard-won: Odin had fallen, Hel’s gate had been breached, and the gods of the Æsir had been reborn into most unexpected Aspects. 

			Thor the Thunderer had taken the Aspect of pig farmer Dorian Scattergood; the cowardly goblin Sugar-and-Sack was serving as host for the war god Tyr; Ethelberta Parson had assumed the form of Frigg, the Seeress, and Sif, the goddess of grace and plenty, was currently incarnate as Fat Lizzy, a pot-bellied pig. 

			Since then, three more years have passed. The Folk have begun to recover from the fall of the Order. The Universal City is once more a place for trade and industry. But a breach in Hel’s gate, however small, is not without serious consequences. During the few seconds of that breach, who knows what might have escaped into Dream, and thus into the world of the Folk? And where are the rest of the new gods, bearers of the new runes foretold long ago by the Oracle, of which Maddy Smith is only one?

		

	
		
			 

			MAP OF THE NINE WORLDS
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			CHARACTERS

			GODS (ÆSIR)

			Thor, the Thunderer, son of Odin, aka Dorian Scattergood, ex-pig farmer, rebel and acting leader of the Æsir

			Ethel, the Seeress, his mother, aka Frigg, Ethelberta Parson, Oracle and merry widow

			Sif, Thor’s wife, the goddess of plenty, aka Fat Lizzy, a pot-bellied pig 

			Tyr, the Warrior, aka Sugar-and-Sack, an erstwhile goblin reluctantly turned god of war

			Maddy, who ought to have been born Modi, son of Thor, but who for complicated reasons turned out to be his daughter instead

			Odin, the General, still dead, but working on a solution

			 

			GODS (VANIR)

			Heimdall, Watchman of the Golden Teeth

			Skadi, the Snowshoe Huntress, daughter of the Ice People and still not sure which side she’s on

			Idun, the Healer, goddess of youth

			Bragi, the Poet, god of wine and song

			Freyja, goddess of desire

			Frey, the Reaper, her twin brother

			Njörd, Skadi’s estranged husband, the Old Man of the Sea

			 

			OTHERS

			Loki, blood-brother of Odin, known as the Trickster, fitting into neither camp but grudgingly tolerated – at least for the present – on account of how he saved the Worlds

			Jormungand, his monstrous son, aka the World Serpent 

			Sigyn, Loki’s late ex-wife

			Hel, his daughter, Ruler of the Dead

			Fenris, his other son, Devourer and demon wolf

			Skól and Haiti, aka Skull and Big H, friends of Fenris, Demon Wolves, Devourers of the Sun and Moon, and dedicated followers of World’s End fashion

			Jolly – just don’t call him ‘short’

			Hughie and Mandy, aka Hugin and Munin, ravens with a sweet tooth 

			Angrboda, one of Loki’s more dangerous liaisons, aka the

			Temptress; hag of Ironwood, mother of Hel, Fenris and

			Jormungand – and person of Chaotic origin 

			Maggie Rede, a daughter of the Order, and more 

			Adam Scattergood, a young man with a dream 

			Crazy Nan Fey, a crone of unruly ambition 

			Captain Chaos, an entertainer

			Sleipnir, an eight-legged Horse and harbinger of the Apocalypse 

			Mimir the Wise, aka the Whisperer, a disembodied entity with revenge on its mind

			The Old Man, see above

			Perth, an entrepreneur and dealer in other people’s property

			Surt, a Lord of Chaos

		

	
		
			 

			RUNES OF THE ELDER SCRIPT

			[image: R01.tiff]	Fé: wealth; cattle; property; success

			[image: R02.tiff]	Úr: strength; the Mighty Ox

			[image: R03.tiff]	Thúris: Thor’s rune; the Thorny One; victory

			[image: R04.tiff]	Ós: the Seer-folk; the Æsir

			[image: R05.tiff]	Raedo: the Journeyman; the Outlands

			[image: R06.tiff]	Kaen: wildfire; Chaos; World Beyond

			[image: R07.tiff]	Hagall: hail; the Destroyer; Netherworld

			[image: R08.tiff]	Naudr: the Binder; need; distress; the Underworld; Death

			[image: R09.tiff]	Isa: ice

			[image: R10.tiff]	Ár: plenty; fruitfulness

			[image: R11.tiff]	Yr: the Protector; the Fundament

			[image: R12.tiff]	Sól: summer; the sun

			[image: R13.tiff]	Tyr: the Warrior

			[image: R14.tiff]	Bjarkán: revelation; truth; vision; dream

			[image: R15.tiff]	Madr: mankind; the Middle Worlds; the Folk

			[image: R16.tiff]	Logr: water; the One Sea

		

	
		
			 

			RUNES OF THE NEW SCRIPT

			[image: R18.tiff]	Ethel: the Homeland; motherhood

			[image: R17.tiff]	Aesk: the Ash Tree; Creation

			[image: nr03.tif]	Ác: the Oak Tree; strength; determination 

			[image: nr04.tif]	Daeg: day; the Thunderbolt

			[image: nr05.tif]	Iar: the Builder; industry

			[image: nr06.tif]	Perth: a game; hazard; chance

			[image: nr07.tif]	Wyn: gain; winnings; temptation; gambling

			[image: nr08.tif]	Eh: Wedlock; loyalty; a bond

			[image: nr09.tif]	Ea: the tides; Eternity; Death and beyond

			[image: n10.tif]	Gabe: a gift; a sacrifice

		

	
		
			 

			BOOK ONE

			World’s End

			The river Dream runs through Nine Worlds, and Death is only one of them.

			Old proverb

		

	
		
			 

			1

			FIve past midnight in World’s End, three years after the End of the World, and, as usual, there was nothing to be seen or heard in the catacombs of the Universal City – except, of course, for the rats and (if you believed in them) the ghosts of the dead.

			Maggie Rede had no fear of either. A tall, slim girl with straight dark brows and eyes of a curious amber-grey, wearing a white headscarf of the type World’s Enders called the bergha and a scarlet tunic over leggings and boots, she was the only remaining custodian of those abandoned catacombs, and rats were her especial prey. With crossbow or sling she could hit a rat at three hundred paces without missing a step; the rats knew her very well by now, and kept their peace when Maggie Rede was on the prowl.

			As for ghosts, Maggie had been walking the secret passageways every night for almost three years, and she had never yet seen a glimpse of one. There were still tales of a terrible battle here, with ten thousand of the Order wiped out in a single day. But there were no signs of them, nor of the enemy they had fought. Not even the ghosts were telling that tale.

			Outside, of course, tales were rife, but Maggie Rede mistrusted such tales, and even more the folk who told them, and she ignored them just as she did the ghosts, concentrating instead on what she could see, and keeping the rats from the catacombs.

			The Good Book, of course, had its own version of events. According to the Book of Apocalypse, the ten thousand had all been lost to the Bliss, a time predicted since the birth of the New Age, when the Nameless would call the faithful to arms, and they would shrug off their mortal flesh and be reborn into their perfect bodies upon the shores of the First World.

			Maggie believed in the Good Book. Like her father and her brothers before her, she had been a true follower of the Order, and if she had been a boy she too would have known the Bliss by now, and would have been taken up into the Celestial City, instead of being left to deal with the mess at World’s End.

			Part of the problem, Maggie thought, was that although there had been much discussion on the subject of the Bliss and the precise nature of the delights in store for the faithful when the happy day arrived, no one had ever been entirely clear on what was to happen  afterwards. She had imagined a kind of celestial spring cleaning, whereupon the bodies would be miraculously tidied away, but when it had finally come round, with ten thousand members of the Order suddenly vacating their earthly bodies (including Professors, Magisters, prentices and Examiners in the field), the results had been catastrophic.

			It had taken six months to dispose of the corpses. Part of this was because no one in World’s End wanted to take responsibility. The cleanup was the Order’s business, or so the sanitary services maintained, and ought to be dealt with (and paid for) by official representatives of the Order.

			The grim truth remained, however, that there were no representatives of the Order, either official or unofficial. And so the corpses festered and stank until, many meetings and committees later, they were declared a public health hazard and carted away and burned.

			That had been three years ago. Maggie had been fourteen that year, and just before the plague broke out she had been sent to stay with her great-aunt Reenie in the Ridings, while her mother searched among the gruesome remains for the three Examiners who had been her sons.

			Officially, of course, an Examiner of the Order has no family. The first thing a prentice has to do before taking his place as a son of the faith is to turn his back on his parents, to give up his name and to accept a number in its stead. Maggie’s father respected this. The brother of an Examiner recently honoured with the gift of the Word, he knew better than to shame his sons with his interference. The younger son of a Ridings wool merchant, he had longed to enter the Order himself, but his father could only afford to lose one of his sons, and so his brother Elias had won the chance, while Donal had learned his father’s trade.

			Years later, himself a father, he had moved to the Universal City, swearing to give his own sons the opportunity he had been denied and, when the time came, to disown them entirely, as was right and proper according to the rules of the Order. But Maggie’s mother had made no such vow. Many were the mothers like her, who defied the Law and sneaked into the University buildings at night, risking arrest – and sometimes worse – for the chance to offer a decent burial to their lost menfolk.

			Susan Rede had paid dearly for that chance. A haemorrhagic fever, caught on one of her night trips among the remains, had put an end to her searching and to her life, though not before she had passed on the sickness to her husband, the nurse, the grocer, his cousin, all his customers and the fellow who came to collect the dead.

			By the time Maggie came home, a hundred thousand people were dead of the plague; World’s End was out of quarantine; the bodies had been cleared away; and the University of Immutable Truths was nothing but a hollow shell, its wealth looted, its libraries abandoned, its great halls and amphitheatres empty of everything but dust.

			She could have stayed with her aunt, she supposed. Nothing remained of her previous life. But Reenie had children of her own, and a job milking cows at a neighbouring farm, and Maggie was unused to the ways of Ridings people, who seemed to her almost disorderly, with their country customs and casual attitude towards going to church and holy days; who laughed at the way she dressed and at her World’s End accent and at what they called her ‘city ways’.

			And so, with no family, no home and no friends, Maggie went back to World’s End. She found herself a job in a tavern close to the old University, which offered her board and lodging and a penny a day for expenses. She didn’t like the customers, who were often rude and drank too much; but the tavern was called The Communion, which had led her at first to think that maybe it was somehow connected with the Order. The landlady was a Mrs Blackmore, a prude with a widow’s bergha and a beady, sharp, acquisitive eye, who had made a fortune during the plague selling charms to the credulous. Her husband had died helping the sick, or so said Mrs Blackmore; in fact he had caught the fever himself while looting the bodies of the dead. Now his widow made her trade on her sainted husband’s reputation – telling tales of his bravery; warning of the Seer-folk; keeping an eye out for ruinmarks and such; and solemnly preaching abstinence, while selling the worst and sourest watered-down beer in the whole of World’s End.

			And as Maggie became accustomed to new ways and to her new life in the Universal City, she understood that the great plague was not the worst thing that had happened there. In the absence of the Order, another plague had come to town – a plague of greed and lawlessness that swept the whole of Inland’s South.

			Odin One-Eye would have understood. Order and Chaos have their tides, and the rise of one leads inevitably to the decline of the other. Not that the Seer-folk had risen far; but the fact remained that ten thousand members of the Order had been eliminated in a single day, and Chaos had rushed in to fill the spaces they had left.

			It was not, however, a victory that would have given Odin any great comfort. The Order was gone, certainly; but in the three short years that followed the war, World’s End had become a wretched place. Without the Order to keep control, it had succumbed, as money often does, to excess, anarchy and greed. Gone were the solemn dark-robed figures; gone the chattering groups of prentices; gone the quiet coffee shops and the oratories and books.

			Now, instead of Cleansings to entertain the masses, the streets were awash with traders from abroad, rushing in to ply their wares. In the days of the Order, the port of World’s End had been kept under very strict control. Foreign traders had been heavily taxed, and illegal wares seized and destroyed. Only respectable merchants had been allowed, selling respectable and necessary goods. Hard drink had been banned, along with whores and dancing girls, and although a black market had existed (for luxury and exotic wares), such undesirables as gypsies, pedlars, rogues and Outlanders were more likely to have been put in the stocks, Examined, expelled or even hanged – than welcomed into Cathedral Square.

			But now the gates had been opened up. Ships were no longer turned away, and once this knowledge had been passed around, a plague of traders from abroad had descended upon the port of World’s End.

			These traders sold anything and everything you could imagine. Silks and leathers and pasties and pies; monkeys and persimmons and purple dyes; sea shells and poisons and barbarian slaves from over the One Sea; gemstones real and fake; hard drink; odd gadgets; love spells; oranges and glassware and the dried organs of wild beasts. And gradually these traders had invaded the city, bringing hordes of buyers and gawkers and gamblers and thieves tumbling in their exotic wake. They also brought crime of every kind, diseases, drugs and violence. They made and lost fortunes in gambling, selling into slavery those who could not pay their debts. They lived like kings or warlords, draped themselves in jewellery, carried swords, kept slave girls, and seduced the young and credulous with promises of easy wealth.

			For Maggie, who scarcely had enough money to survive, and who worked all hours in the grimy tavern, it looked as if the world she knew had turned to Pan-daemonium. Even the University had been taken over by the new arrivals – empty refectories converted to dancing halls and colleges, to brothels and taverns and gaming halls.

			At first there had been some resistance to this – mostly from native World’s Enders, who feared that one day the Order might return. But as time passed, their followers had grown fewer and less fervent. No one had come to take control. The Order had not returned, nor the plague. A few people claimed to have seen ghosts around the deserted buildings, but the eerie corridors of what had once been called the Universal City proved themselves to be a lot less eerie when filled with dancers and musicians; and slowly but steadily the rot spread inwards, claiming chapels, studies and halls; even the Great Quad itself, now converted to a forum where half of World’s End – or so it seemed – came to cavort on Seventh-day nights.

			Here were dancing bears on chains, and sumptuous banquets eaten off the backs of naked whores, and smokers of exotic weeds, and fake magicians and fortune-tellers, and mad prophets preaching the words of vanished demons and conquered gods. Where modesty had always prevailed, wild new fashions now appeared. Some women even went out in the streets with heads uncovered and shoulders bare. In three years, it seemed, the world Maggie knew had come to an end; and no one but Maggie seemed to care.

			She had always kept the faith. She covered her head with the bergha, as the Good Book instructed. She ate no meat on holy days and always washed before saying her prayers. Even though the Order was gone, she kept its fast-days and followed its Laws, for in this new disorderly world, the old rites and rituals made her feel safe.

			Of course, she had never known the plague, nor had she actually witnessed the Bliss. Coming home from the Ridings to find herself an orphan, penniless and alone in a city she barely recognized, she had found her romantic young soul turning inwards for comfort, and she had convinced herself (at least in part) that she was the hero of some tale of the Elder Days, a lone survivor of Tribulation.

			The youngest child – and the only daughter – of a family of four, Maggie had always been the brightest. Though she had never been to school, she had secretly taught herself to read, and over the years, in tantalizing fragments between Jim Parson’s Sunday sermons and passages snatched from her brothers’ books, she had collected more knowledge than anyone could have suspected. Tales of the demon Seer-folk of old; of the Æsir and the Vanir, their wars, and finally how they had stolen the runes of the Elder Script and built themselves a citadel from which to rule the Nine Worlds. She knew how they had gloried; made weapons and magical artefacts; had gone on quests and adventures; waged war against the Ice Folk; and, finally, had been betrayed by one of their own, Loki, the Trickster, and defeated at last in their arrogance by the Nameless.

			That had been Tribulation – or Ragnarók, as they called it then. But Tribulation had not finished the Seer-folk. Instead it had driven them into hiding, weakened but still dangerous, like wildfire creeping underground. And the Good Book had promised that one day soon, the final Cleansing would arrive, and Perfect Order would triumph for ever over Chaos . . .

			In the days of the Order, of course, all tales had been seen as potentially dangerous – even the ones in the Good Book – and only the Order’s initiates had been permitted to enter the great libraries of the Universal City. But now Maggie was free to do as she pleased. Though most of the Order’s gold had been plundered – including the strange key-shaped tokens that Examiners wore around their necks – many of their books remained, and these she sought out with a growing hunger, knowing that it was dangerous, but filled with a mounting nostalgia for the half-forgotten worlds inside.

			Some were books of science and alchemy, naming the various properties of metals and salts. Some were books of geography from before the New Age. Many were in languages she could not read, or in words she did not understand. Some were illustrated with tiny pen-and-ink drawings of animals and birds. Some were indecent, containing erotic poetry or pictures of naked women. Some were long lists of ancient kings. As the desecration of the University by the traders progressed, Maggie knew that it was only a matter of time before some enterprising person dismantled the libraries and sold the books to burn in their hearths, and so she removed as many as she could and took them to a place of safety, a newly discovered passageway that lay below the Communion Chapel.

			At that time this tiny chapel at the heart of the University still remained almost intact. Some of its glass had been plundered, but at the great oak pulpit a lectern still stood, and on it was the largest Book Maggie had ever seen. Too big to have been looted as yet, it was almost the size of a child’s cradle, tooled in leather and bound in gold and heavy with the mysterious weight of words. Maggie longed to see inside – but it was securely fastened with a golden hasp, and none of her efforts to force it prevailed.

			But it was what she found under the lectern that day that made catch her breath in excitement; for behind a panel in the huge carved pulpit Maggie discovered a secret door, left half open during the Bliss – the first of many hidden entrances into the catacombs of the Universal City.

			From that day forth Maggie spent most of her nights in the catacombs. The ransacking of the University was already underway, and she knew that before long, the once-abandoned buildings would no longer be so, and her solitary occupancy would be no more.

			But the catacombs were a different matter. The passageways beneath the University stretched out for miles in every direction: cold stone lanes, labyrinthine tunnels, draughty caves, abandoned stores, depositories of bone and dust. Above her head the looters grew bold; but no one ventured underground, and no one came to disturb her forays as she moved ever deeper under the city.

			It became more than a game to her. Over three years Maggie made several hundred maps showing the location of more than a thousand rooms, caverns, crypts, passages, wells, stairways, hidden doors, loose panels, avenues, entrances, exits, crawl-spaces and cul-de-sacs.

			Some of these passageways were clean; others were almost knee-deep in dust. Most of them were bare and unused, but once she found a high vault constructed entirely of human bones, the skulls arranged in a decorative pattern along the architrave, the columns made of long dry bundles of femurs and ulnas mortared together with hair and gristle and dirt and fat. Another time she found a room filled with canned meats and vegetables; then some cases of wine. She also found rats in great number; but mostly she found only lifeless rock, echoing chambers, frozen arteries – the dead heart of the Universal City.

			And then, on one of her nightly forays, Maggie tripped over a loose stone, under which was wedged a long golden key. She took it and kept it around her neck. It was a pretty thing, though surely too ornate to be of any practical use. Then, one day, it occurred to her to try it on the gold lock that sealed the colossal leather-tooled Book she had found on the lectern in the Communion Chapel—

			And that’s how a Ridings wool merchant’s daughter found and read the Book of Words.

			The pages were unwieldy and large, and the paper was both stiff and curiously brittle, so that Maggie had to take great pains to avoid breaking it. But the hand-lettered script was exquisitely beautiful, and the pictures – tiny enamelled scenes from the Closed Books; portraits of heroes, rampant snakes, dragons, demons and long-vanished Seer-folk – were often stories in themselves, mysterious and terrible and luminous with promise.

			Fearing vandals or thieves, she had hauled her treasure (not without difficulty) into the space under the pulpit, and from thence to her secret library. Here she kept all her stolen books, and here she set up the Good Book respectfully against the wall. And although the text was very old and its meaning was often hard to make out, Maggie sensed the power in the ancient script, and she would creep back to the library at night and, by the light of a candle, run her fingers over the illuminated text, and whisper the strange and lovely words to herself, and dream.

			As a child she had been taught to be wary of dreams. But as Maggie grew older, scraping a living down in the bilges of the Universal City, she found increasing pleasure in dreams. Her parents and relatives were gone. Such friends as she’d had were scattered. Dreams were all she had now and, primed with images from the Book, she dreamed of battles and of demons, Seer-folk and gods; of the Sky Citadel and the Black Fortress and the Chaos beyond; but most of all she dreamed of the Last Days, of Tribulation, of the ultimate Cleansing of all the Worlds, when plague and crime and famine and death would be outlawed for ever, and three great Riders with swords of flame would charge across the Middle Worlds, striking down the wicked and raising the faithful from the dust.

			 

			And there shall come a Horse of Fire –

			And the name of his Rider is Carnage.

			And there shall come a Horse of the Sea – 

			And the name of his Rider is Treachery. 

			And there shall come a Horse of Air – 

			And the name of his Rider is Lunacy . . .

			 

			It was Maggie’s favourite dream by far. She knew what a dangerous game she played – for the Order had always taught that  demons could enter the world through dreams – but still she could not let it go. And so in the darkness of the Universal City, surrounded by forgotten books, lulled by the murmur of wind in the tunnels and by the distant sounds of music from above, she dreamed of the Word, and of the Bliss, and of the Tribulation to come. Most of all she dreamed of the Riders of the Last Days, coming closer as time went by; and she found that if she closed her eyes, she could almost see them – one of them especially, his young face weathered by the sun, light hair pulled back with a hank of hide, and the blue of his eyes, so different to the blue of the Sea; a misty blue, like mountains seen from afar, and as cold as the peaks of the distant North.

			It was a strange and beautiful dream. Strange, because somehow she knew he was real, and that this – this dead and all-but-forgotten place – was the place to which he was destined to come. Stranger, because she sometimes felt that the dreams themselves were calling him in a language of their own; a secret language like that of those books in which she had found a new purpose.

			And so, where most people did all they could to stop themselves from dreaming, Maggie became a hunter of dreams. And the more she dreamed, the more real they became to her, and the more she grew to understand that it was here, among the ruins of the Universal City, that the End of the World was destined to start, and that she would have a part to play.

			It was this thought – and not the books or the rats – that brought Maggie Rede here every night, walking down deserted passageways, reading strange and forgotten texts, turning keys half gobbled with rust, and dreaming of that glorious day when everything she had longed for all her life would suddenly come true.

			One day it would happen. One day her moment would come.

			And so Maggie waited amongst her stolen books, and kept the faith, and studied, and dreamed; little knowing that six hundred miles away, in the far frozen North, in a village half hidden between mountains and snow, a pair of ever-watchful eyes had turned at last to the sound of her voice; and that, after three years of waiting, her dreams were finally marching home.

		

	
		
			 

			2

			thor was spoiling for a fight. That in itself wasn’t unusual. The Thunderer wasn’t best known for his patience, especially not before breakfast, and you had to admit he’d had a lot to deal with over the past three years.

			First had been the arrival of Modi – one of a pair of twin sons predicted by the Oracle, but who, due to the unreliability of oracles in general, had actually turned out to be a daughter, Maddy. Then there had been her rescue of the surviving Æsir – with the help of Loki, the Trickster, of all people – from the Black Fortress of Chaos; which operation had led, if not to the actual End of the Worlds, then at least to something very like it, something that had wiped out the enemy, taken the life of the General, and culminated in the cataclysmic event between Order and Chaos that had caused Dream to burst its banks and to release its contents into the Middle Worlds.

			She hadn’t meant to do it, of course. In Thor’s experience, women never meant to do anything, which was why – in the Elder Days, at least – they hadn’t been involved in the dealings of the gods. Let a woman in your life, thought the Thunderer bitterly, and before you know it, you’re sitting in an ice cave somewhere with your beard in knots and your glam reversed, and your wife nagging at you for a new body every ten minutes, as if you didn’t have enough to do keeping the Worlds safe for mankind.

			Bloody women, grumbled Thor. A son would have done things properly. A son would have made a difference. A son would have made his father proud—

			Of course, it had ended in victory for the gods. Four of them had escaped the Black Fortress. Loki had gone even further, escaping the realm of Death itself. But though it was true that the Order had been defeated, never had victory tasted less sweet.

			The Oracle, who had promised them new Worlds, had turned out to be the enemy. Odin was dead, the Æsir divided, the Vanir resentful and hostile; all of them weakened and irresolute. Without the General they were once more at odds – the Vanir, under Heimdall’s command, keeping mainly to their stronghold under the chain of mountains called the Seven Sleepers (except for Skadi, who hadn’t been seen since the End of the World and was generally assumed to have gone back home to the Ice People).

			The Æsir too were divided. Elevation to godhood is not easy to come to terms with, even such beggarly godhood as theirs, with their broken runemarks and unfinished Aspects. On the shores of the river Dream, with magic flying around like snow and the disembodied Æsir fighting desperately for their lives, there had been no chance for discussions or explanations. Four largely unsuspecting hosts had found themselves suddenly embodying various Aspects of the divine with greater or lesser degrees of comfort.

			Ethel and Dorian had accepted the change wholeheartedly, and had therefore come to terms with the situation rather better than Sugar, whose role as Brave-Hearted Tyr was still something of a trial to him; or Sif, whose complaints at her reincarnation into the body of a pot-bellied pig had been a trial to everyone.

			As a result, the Æsir were split between Malbry Parsonage, which still belonged to Ethel; the pig farm at Farnley Tyas, which was the home of Thor and Sif; the smithy, which Tyr had claimed as his own (possibly because it was closest to the inn); and the smith’s cottage, which had fallen to Maddy after her father’s death.

			Maddy’s elder sister Mae, who might in other circumstances have been expected to take an interest, had married out of Malbry to a relative of Torval Bishop’s, and now lived across the river in the little village of Farnley Tyas, which was about as far from Maddy as could be managed, and where Mae could sometimes pretend to herself that they were not related.

			The folk of Malbry had been reluctant at first to accept the strangers into their midst. But Maddy was still one of their own; and Dorian Scattergood, though something of a black sheep, was the son of a most respectable family. A pity his new wife was so muffin-faced, said the village gossips. Dor – or Thor, as he called himself now – was a fine-looking fellow, and some had expected him to pair up with the parson’s wealthy widow – though, to be sure, even Ethel Parson had grown quite peculiar following her escapade under Red Horse Hill.

			Still, to be peculiar was not against the law, they said, and the strangers were tolerated, if not liked, as long as they kept to themselves and caused no trouble.

			There had been a scally with them at first – a red-haired young man with a Ridings accent and a disrespectful manner – but thankfully his visit had been a brief one, and had not been repeated. Loki, who could no more refrain from causing trouble than he could from breathing, had lasted all of three weeks in Malbry before going back to Red Horse Hill on pain of dismemberment (Thor wouldn’t even have bothered to give him the warning, even though, as Maddy pointed out, he had just saved the Nine Worlds). Here he had remained, watching the valley from his subterranean stronghold and cataloguing the weird and uncanny things that sometimes emerged from the flanks of the Hill.

			Still, reflected the Thunderer crossly, there were worse things to deal with than Loki right now. Bad as he was, and undoubtedly crazy to the last drop of his demon blood, at least things happened when Loki was around. And Thor was bored; so terribly bored that he would have welcomed even the Trickster’s company.

			The cause of his present annoyance was sitting at her dressing-table mirror, combing her famous golden hair and getting ready for an argument.

			Thor watched her and wondered vaguely how a woman’s back was able to convey such a wide range of negative expressions. It wasn’t as if he had been in any way responsible for what had happened three years ago. You’d think she’d be grateful for some of it – her escape from Netherworld, her release from torment, the embodiment of her Aspect into that a living host –But Bright-Haired Sif had been angry since the End of the World, and showed no sign of changing her mind.

			‘You all right?’ said Thor at last.

			‘I’m fine,’ said Sif in a voice that suggested she was anything but.

			That’s the problem with women, thought Thor. They say one thing, and mean another.

			‘What’s wrong?’ he said.

			‘I said I’m fine.’ The comb tore at the fabled locks, releasing a fine dusting of dandruff onto the dressing table. All the gods had done what they could, but even in full Aspect – or what passed for it, with that broken runemark – Sif continued to share some of the imperfections of her host body.

			It could have been a lot worse. Apart from a few excess pounds and a tendency to grunt when provoked, Sif could have passed for human almost anywhere. True, there was little in her present Aspect to suggest that she had once been an immortal beauty; but neither was there any indication that it owed much of its existence to a pot-bellied sow called Fat Lizzy.

			Sif, however, was acutely aware, and took it out on everyone.

			It didn’t help that Thor had fared better. It’s true that he still bore a striking resemblance to Dorian Scattergood, the man into whose body he had been reborn; but his colouring and stature were those of the Thunderer, and Dorian’s mind was rarely in conflict with his. Sif had never ceased to begrudge him this, and, pulling out a rogue bristle from under her chin, she shot him a look of pure venom – wasted on Thor, as he happened to be looking the other way.

			Behind him, an arrangement of flowers suddenly turned brown and died, but since neither Thor nor Dorian had ever cared for such things, that too went unnoticed.

			Sif pulled in her stomach with her hands and looked at herself side-on in the mirror. For a moment her expression softened. ‘Notice anything different?’ she said.

			‘Different?’ said the Thunderer. Such questions were always tricky, he knew – referring as they might to a new hat, or a different dress, or a fancy hairstyle, or any one of a thousand things that only a woman would care about.

			‘Something about . . . the dress?’ prompted Sif.

			‘Yes. It’s new,’ said Thor with relief. ‘Noticed something straight away.’

			‘This is my oldest dress,’ said Sif, her eyes beginning to narrow again. ‘I haven’t worn it for ages. I haven’t been able to fit in it.’

			‘Well, perhaps you should go on a diet, dear.’

			Sif gave a snort. ‘For gods’ sakes, Thor. Are you blind? I’ve lost fourteen pounds!’

			But Thor had apparently found something outside that demanded his full attention. The fact that it was six in the morning, pitch black, and already snowing heavily did nothing to endear him to Sif, whose chins were trembling furiously by now, and whose blue eyes burned like magnesium flares.

			‘What are you gawping at out there?’ snapped the goddess of grace and plenty.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ said the Thunderer.

			Sif was about to make a scathing remark when she saw it too – a signature in the sky above Red Horse Hill, diffusing its light against the clouds in a pattern that both of them recognized.

			‘That’s Loki,’ said Thor. ‘He’s in trouble.’

			‘Ignore it,’ said Sif.

			Of course, she and the Trickster had never quite seen eye to eye; and though she accepted that Loki was not directly responsible for the transference of her Aspect into the body of a pot-bellied pig, it was true that he had taken a lot of unnecessary amusement from the situation. If he was in trouble, she thought, then he could get out of it on his own. Bright-Haired Sif had more pressing concerns.

			But now another signature emerged, this one dark red, rather than violet. Both signatures were very bright, like fireworks in the turbulent sky.

			Thor frowned at them for a moment, then made for the door, pausing only to collect the heavy fur cloak that hung there. ‘I have to go, Sif. That’s my son.’

			Sif grunted. ‘What son?’

			‘That’s, right, rub it in,’ muttered Thor under his breath. ‘I mean, isn’t it bad enough that my wife’s a pig, without my son being a girl as well?’ He raised his voice. ‘I have to go. Something’s up. They’re using glam.’

			That meant a fight, as Thor well knew, and in a place like this, in the heart of the Uplands, there wasn’t really much else for a thunder god to do but be terribly bored – or get into a fight.

			In recent years the gods had done both, at first only fighting among themselves; but as time passed they had realized that there was a more serious foe to be reckoned with. Its name was Chaos, and it meant just that.

			Three years ago, on the shores of Dream, the gates of Netherworld had been breached for a period of exactly thirteen seconds. During that time, while Chaos raged, an unknown number of its inhabitants had crossed over from Damnation into Dream. Most were assumed to have perished there – Dream is hostile territory so close to its source – but some, the strongest, had clearly survived, surfacing occasionally into the minds of the Folk, and thence into the Middle Worlds.

			Fighting such creatures was Thor’s only sport. Not a thinker by temperament, he rather enjoyed being at war, and given that the Order had been completely eliminated, these beings from Chaos were now the only foe worthy of the name. Even without a complete runemark, and lacking Mjölnir, the hammer that had once made him almost invincible, the Thunderer was still a force to be reckoned with.

			He tried to hide his eagerness, but Sif was quick to notice the gleam in his eye and the way he didn’t quite meet her gaze as she said, in a deceptively silky tone: ‘So, you’re going, are you, dear?’

			He faked a sigh. ‘Well, it’s my job.’

			‘Leaving me here alone?’ said Sif. ‘With all kinds of . . . creatures loose out there?’

			‘Be reasonable,’ said the Thunderer. ‘Big, strapping lass like you, I’m sure you can look after yourself.’

			Later, Thor had to admit that the choice of words had been unfortunate. Like the cry that starts off the avalanche, it set off a reaction in his beloved, characterized firstly by certain sounds, then by a furious change in her colours, and finally by a fretful explosion of glam that melted the snow around the house to a distance of almost a quarter of a mile and vaporized a family of mice living under the skirting board.

			‘Strapping?’ echoed Bright-Haired Sif. ‘Who in Hel’s name are you calling strapping?’

			There are times when even a thunder god knows when to beat a strategic retreat. Thor took one look over his shoulder, mumbled, ‘Uh— sorry, love. Must dash,’ and, hastily throwing on his cloak, escaped into the driving snow.
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			On the top of Red Horse Hill, Loki was having a difficult time. The Hill was a marvellous stronghold, of course, but it had one major disadvantage. It was a  gateway to World Below, and the Faërie – goblins, demons, and sometimes worse – were drawn from a hundred miles around.

			Loki could usually cope with that. Being a  demon himself, he had a certain sympathy for the goblins, his little cousins under the Hill. And he could usually cope with trolls and other everyday nuisances, even in his present state, in human Aspect, with his runemark reversed (a consequence of having been dead, which still irked him considerably). But when it came to ephemeral beings squeezing their way through between Worlds and converging upon Red Horse Hill, Loki felt he’d had enough. He’d already saved the Nine Worlds once. It wasn’t his job to save them again.

			Of course, the gate itself was a source of power. But unless he felt like playing King of the Hill to every stray demon that came his way, he was going to have to give up his position sooner or later. At least, this was what went through his mind as he stood in the Eye on Red Horse Hill, flinging runes at the monstrosity that reared above him.

			It had come out of nowhere, like the others. His mindbolts had barely slowed it down. Five feet over his head it hung, swaying sleepy-eyed above him with its fangs dripping venom into his face. He flung up an arm to protect himself and wondered what he’d ever done to deserve to be victimized in this way.

			Naturally he’d encountered monsters before, but this was something that had no place in the Middle Worlds; an ephemera, a thing of dreams, born from Dream and obeying only dream logic. It shouldn’t be there, Loki knew. And yet it was – and it wasn’t the first.

			It looked like a snake with a woman’s head, although Loki knew that it might just as easily have come to him as a giant wolf, or a clockwork down, or a swarm of wasps, or any other form given it by the dreamer from whose dream the creature had been fledged.

			In this case a snake.

			He hated snakes.

			In his true Aspect, with his runemark intact, Loki could have dispatched the thing easily. Such things were still possible in Dream – and, of course, in Asgard. But this was no dream, Loki knew; and Asgard had fallen years ago, leaving the gods weakened and lost and stripped of most of their power.

			He shrank back as far from the thing as he could and reached for the crossbow at his belt. Over the years he’d become accustomed to carrying ordinary weapons, and this one had come in handy on several occasions. Not against ephemera, of course. Still, there’s always a first time, the Trickster thought, and levelled the weapon ready to fire.

			‘What’s thisss?’ said the snake, looking amused.

			Loki tried for a confident grin. ‘This is Tyrfingr,’ he said. ‘The greatest crossbow of the Elder Age. What? You don’t think the gods would have left me here on my own with no protection, do you? Tyrfingr the Annihilator, they used to call it. Gift from the god of war himself. If I were you, I’d run for my life.’

			The snake gave an undulating shrug.

			‘I’m warning you,’ said Loki. ‘One shot from this, and you’ll be fried calamari.’

			The ephemera spat a concentrated gobbet of venom that smashed the crossbow from Loki’s hand and burned a smoking hole in the ground. Droplets of venom showered him, and although he was wearing winter furs, the venom burned through his wolfskin gloves and scorched the tough leather of his winter coat right through to the skin.

			‘Ouch! That was unnecessary!’

			‘I know you, Trickssster,’ said the snake.

			Loki cursed and flung a handful of small, quick runes at the ephemera, spinning them through the air like knucklebones. He had little hope they would do the trick, however. Isa, ice, and Naudr, the Binder, might stay its approach for a while, but as for driving it away—

			With all his strength, Loki cast Hagall at the creature. It was a good hit, taking up much of Loki’s glam. But the mindbolt went straight through the ephemeral body, lighting up its internal organs in a flare of colours as it passed.

			‘Iss it my turn now?’ said the snake.

			‘Who sent you?’ said Loki desperately. ‘Who dreamed you, and why come after me?’

			‘I come when I am ss-summoned, Trickssster.’ 

			‘Summoned? By whom?’

			The ephemera smiled and drew a little closer. Its face seemed vaguely familiar, though Loki couldn’t quite place it just then – the eyes a troubling golden-grey, the shapely mouth lined with a double row of fangs.

			‘You did. You freed me. From the Black Fortresss.’

			‘Oh. That.’ Loki sighed. Saving the gods had been the first genuinely selfless thing he’d done in over five hundred years, and it had brought him nothing but trouble. ‘That was a mistake,’ he said. ‘You see, there was this Serpent—’

			The ephemera flexed its jaws.

			Loki took a final step back and cast Yr like a shield between himself and the creature. ‘If I freed you from Netherworld,’ he said, ‘then doesn’t that make me your master, or something?’

			The snake gave him a pitying look and drew a little closer.

			Loki avoided its hypnotic gaze. The runes that had held it at bay were already failing Loki could feel Naudr and Isa flexing against his will, and when they failed, Yr would follow.

			‘Just tell me what you want from me.’

			‘Come clossser, Trickssster, and I will.’

			‘D’you know, I think I’d rather stay here.’

			There was powerful glam in the Horse’s Eye – a combination of ancient runes dating back to Ragnarók. Glam enough, even now, to keep Yr active for thirty seconds more – maybe even a minute or so. After that – there was nowhere to go. Retreat was wholly impossible. Loki was cornered. Even if he shifted to his wildfire Aspect, a creature that could move between Worlds would have no difficulty in tracking him into the Hill. His own glam was almost completely burned out; to leave the protection of the Horse’s Eye at this stage would amount to virtual suicide.

			He had no choice but to signal for help.

			Ós, the rune of the Æsir, crossed with Loki’s own rune, Kaen, and cast as hard as he could against the clouds, should leave the gods in no doubt that he was in peril. The question was: did anyone care? And if they did, would they make it in time?

			He addressed the snake. ‘Who dreamed you up? And for gods’ sakes, why pick on me?’

			‘Don’t take it persssonally,’ said the snake. ‘Think of it as a compliment that you ss-still command the attention of Chaos-ss.

			Now Isa was slipping; Naudr had dissolved. Only Yr still held it fast, and through the circle of his finger and thumb Loki could see the mindshield fading from its original colours to the thin gleam of a soap-bubble in the sun.

			He sent the signal again. Weaker this time, but he saw it flare, casting his signature colours against the snowbound sky.

			Droplets of the snake’s venom had penetrated the mind-shield now, leaving little pockets in the snow where they had struck.

			‘Why me?’ repeated Loki, summoning the dregs of his glam. ‘Since when did Chaos have a grudge against me?’

			The ephemera opened its jaws, releasing a powerful stench of venom and rotting flesh. Its fangs dripped like stalactites. It was smiling. ‘Ss-suffice it to ss-say, your time is done. You have no place in As-ssgard.’

			‘Asgard? What about it? It fell. From rather a height, as I recall.’

			‘Asgard will be rebuilt,’ said the snake.

			‘You seem very sure of that,’ said Loki, glimpsing a spark of hope. A spark of runelight, to be precise, approaching fast in the swirling snow. The ephemera, like so many beings from the lands beyond Death, apparently had oracular powers, and Loki knew from experience that what an oracle craves above all things (even more than killing things) is the chance to listen to itself talk.

			‘So— you say Asgard’s going to be rebuilt?’ he said, keeping an eye on the failing mindshield.

			‘Why should you care? You will have no hall there.’ 

			‘Didn’t have a hall in the old one, either.’

			‘Ss-serves you right for betraying Chaos-ss.’

			‘Hang on a minute,’ said Loki, falling to one knee as Yr collapsed. ‘Is Chaos behind this, or isn’t it?’

			The ephemera smiled. A gentle smile – or would have been, but for those fangs. ‘Order built Asssgard. Chaosss will rebuild it. New runes, old ruins. Sssuch is the way of the Worldsss, Trickssster.’

			Loki flinched at the droplets of venom that landed on his shoulders. ‘Perhaps we can do a deal,’ he said. 

			‘What exactly are you offering?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know. The goddess of desire, the sun and moon, the apples of youth – you know, the usual thing.’

			‘You’re ss-scum, you know that. You’d ss-sell anyone to ss-save your ss-skin.’

			‘I happen to rather value my skin. Anything wrong with that?’

			‘Ssssss,’ said the ephemera, and struck.

			Loki had been expecting it and, with a sudden burst of energy, he launched himself out of the Horse’s Eye. Rolling, he tumbled fifty feet down the frozen side of Red Horse Hill, and came to a sharp halt against a fallen rock, once part of the castle long ago.

			The fall left him winded and gasping for breath; and now the ephemera, which had followed him down as smoothly and as quickly as a jet of spring water from the source, reared its half-familiar head and bared its glassy fangs for the kill.

			‘I take it that’s a no . . .’ Loki said.

			But then, just as the creature struck, there came a blinding flash, followed by the double crunch of two missiles striking at serpent speed. A flare of runelight pinned the snake to the side of the hill, sending forks and runnels of fugitive glam writhing and scurrying across the snow.

			Hissing, the ephemera twisted and thrashed in protest as its body began to revert to the dreamstuff from which it had been woven.

			Loki, who had dodged the strike, now scrambled out of the creature’s range, avoiding the whiplike tentacles of runelight that thrashed crazily this way and that; and, looking up at the top of the Hill, saw a tall, slim figure standing there, a mindbolt in each outstretched hand.

			Below her, half a mile away, he could just make out a familiar trail – Thor’s colours, like a cloud of angry red dust, along the winding road to the Hill.

			‘Maddy. You left that a little late.’ He hid his relief with an impudent grin.

			‘Not half as late as you nearly were.’ She began to move towards him down the side of the Hill, making sure not to slip on the snow and keeping a cautious eye on the stricken ephemera. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘Damn, that hurts.’ He rolled up his sleeves and, wincing, rubbed a handful of snow onto his venom-scorched skin.

			‘You should let Idun see to it.’

			Loki said nothing, but looked at her, thinking, not for the first time, how much she had changed since first they’d met. In three years Maddy Smith had grown from a sullen, uncertain fourteen-year-old into a striking young woman with granite-gold eyes and dark hair hidden beneath her wolfskin hood. Three years ago she had been mostly untrained, unsure of her powers and cut off from her tribe. Now, with her youth and her unbroken glam – one of the new runes, Aesk, the Ash – she was stronger than any of the Vanir or the Æsir; a power in her own right, a true child of the New Age.

			The stricken ephemera watched her too. Even as it faded and died, it stared back at Maddy without fear, its grey-gold eyes widening in what seemed like recognition.

			Behind them, Loki’s eyes widened too, going from Maddy to the snake as finally he understood why the creature had looked so familiar. He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it as Maddy approached the ephemera, mindbolt in hand, keeping a safe distance between herself and the woman-faced thing that twisted and writhed on the ground before her.

			‘Do I know you?’ Maddy said.

			The snake-bodied thing just stared at her, and Maddy couldn’t rid herself of the thought that she’d seen something like it before, that she knew it somehow, or that it knew her . . .

			She turned to Loki. ‘Did it speak?’

			‘More than that. It prophesied.’

			Maddy looked curious. ‘What did it say?’

			‘It told me Asgard would be rebuilt. It spoke of runes and ruins, and -’

			‘Asgard?’ said Maddy curiously. Of course, she was the only one of the Æsir who had no memory of the Sky Citadel. She knew it only from stories – the Cradle of the Gods, they’d called it – and there were many tales of how Asgard had shone above the clouds, linked to the Worlds by the Rainbow Bridge; of how it had been built for them, using the runes of the Elder Age; how each god had had his own hall there – except for Loki, which rankled with the Trickster even now, given that he’d been instrumental in the construction of the Sky Citadel in the first place, and that without him there would have been no Asgard and no halls, and probably no Gødfolk, either.

			Loki shrugged. ‘That’s what it said. Don’t ask me what that means.’

			He wondered whether to mention to her what he’d seen in the snake-woman’s features. He had no idea what it meant, of course – but Maddy clearly wasn’t aware, so he filed the information away for use at some later time.

			Maddy was talking to the snake. ‘Do I know you?’ she said again. ‘Have I seen you somewhere before? Why did you come after Loki?’

			The dying ephemera flexed its jaws. ‘Ss-see you in Hel—’ it hissed. And vanished in a cloud of sparks, returning to the fabric from which it had been spun, leaving only a stench in its wake, and a broad bare strip of melted snow.

			‘Well, whatever it was, it’s dead now.’

			Behind her, Loki made no sound. She turned, half expecting to see him passed out, either from exhaustion or from the snake’s venom. But Loki simply wasn’t there – not by the rock where the creature had been, nor lying breathless in the snow, nor even at the top of the Hill.

			By the time Thor arrived on the scene she had searched the Hill from foot to crown, but still there was no sign of the Trickster; nothing but his discarded glove, and the scuffle of snow where he’d tried to escape, and his footprints – only three of them – leading, away into nowhere at all, as if something had plucked him from out of the sky, or dragged him into the side of the Hill, or maybe simply swallowed him whole, leaving not even the smallest gleam of runelight to mark out the place where he had stood.
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			‘Out of the question,’ said Heimdall at once. ‘I’m not sending out a rescue party for someone who may not even be missing. I mean – who in the Worlds would take Loki, and why? Chances are he got scared and took off. You’ll see. In a couple of days he’ll come crawling back with some lame excuse about why he had to leave in a hurry while you dealt with the enemy.’

			It wasn’t often that Maddy called for a meeting of the gods. Apart from the time this usually took – an hour at least to fly to the Sleepers in bird form; another hour to fly back – she knew that Æsir and Vanir were allies by force of circumstance, nothing more. But Loki’s disappearance, she felt, counted as an emergency. Surely they could agree, just this once, and face the crisis together?

			‘He didn’t run,’ she tried to explain. ‘I told you, Heimdall. The thing was dead. I turned away for a second or two, and when I looked back, Loki was gone.’ She gave the Vanir a sharp look ‘Now I know several of you have issues with Loki—’

			‘Issues!’ exploded Bragi, the Poet.

			‘Bless you,’ said Idun kindly. The Healer had an annoying tendency to see the good in everyone, including Loki – even though the majority held that, in his case, there was nothing to see. ‘I think that’s a little unfair, Maddy. I know Loki can be a bit – well, wild – but we all care about him really . . .’

			‘Can’t stand the little bastard,’ said Njörd. The Man of the Sea had never quite forgiven Loki for bringing Skadi to Asgard – Skadi, Njörd’s warlike ex-wife, who had proved to be a far cry from the shy, domesticated lady Loki had led him to expect.

			Idun looked reproachful. ‘Well, you wouldn’t want to see him hurt . . .’

			‘I’d rather see him dead,’ said Heimdall through his golden teeth. The Watchman also had issues with Loki; not least the fact that they’d been on opposite sides at Ragnarók.

			‘Well, if you’re going to be negative . . .’ Idun turned to the four Æsir. ‘I’m sure the rest don’t feel that way .

			‘Don’t look at me,’ said Bright-Haired Sif. ‘I’m sick and tired of his stupid jokes. Can I pour you a glass of swine, Sif? So nice to see you snout and about. Shall we go for a pork in the park? Honestly. It’s juvenile.’

			There came a faint choking sound from behind the goddess of grace and plenty. Of all of them, Sugar-and-Sack had found it hardest to come to terms with his new identity as a god. Even in his Aspect – as Brave-Hearted Tyr, the god of war – he still retained far more of his goblin characteristics than was entirely appropriate. One was an appetite for beer, and the little paunch that went with it. Another was the kind of humour more suited to Loki’s company than that of the gods of Asgard.

			‘Sorry. Bit of a cough,’ he said.

			Sif gave him a long, hard stare.

			‘I agree entirely,’ said Freyja, buffing her fingernails. ‘If anything could make life in this putrid little village even close to bearable, it would be knowing that Loki was somewhere else.’

			‘But you can’t just abandon him,’ Maddy said. ‘You owe him something for saving the Worlds—’

			‘Gods alive,’ exploded Thor. ‘If I hear that whole Loki-saved-the-Worlds thing one more time I swear I’m going to wring someone’s neck—’

			‘Stop it,’ said Ethel. ‘All of you. Shouting won’t solve anything.’

			The gods had assembled in the Parsonage – the only place that afforded both space and privacy for their purpose – and if Nat Parson had lived to witness the sight of the ten of them in their full Aspects, sitting around his coffee table, drinking tea from his best china and discussing the workings of demons – and with his wife, of all people – he would probably have dropped dead on the spot. Not that the casual observer would have seen much to remind him of Ethelberta Parson in the calm and thoughtful woman who had spoken with such authority. And yet there was more than you might have expected. Ethel’s patience, her loyalty, her kindness and her good sense served Frigg the Seeress well in her present Aspect, and the gods turned towards her instinctively as she put down her cup and addressed the group.

			‘Friends,’ she told them quietly. ‘A lot has changed since the End of the World. Three years ago was a time of disorder. Now we have a chance to rebuild. And just as Loki helped build the Sky Citadel, we may well need him to build it again.’

			‘Build it again?’ said Heimdall. His keen blue eyes were two points of ice. ‘Since when was that an option?’

			The Seeress smiled at him. The runemark Ethel on her arm – one of the runes of the New Script, mystic and full of power – glowed a hazy blue-white. ‘The cards are about to be re-dealt,’ she said. ‘I speak as I must, and cannot be silent.’

			‘Why is she talking like that?’ said Sugar.

			‘Shhh,’ said Maddy, who knew a prophecy when she heard one.

			Ethel went on in a distant voice:

			 

			‘I see a mighty Ash that stands beside a mighty Oak tree.

			I see a Rainbow riding high; of cheating Death the legacy.

			But Treachery and Carnage ride with Lunacy across the sky.

			And when the ‘bow breaks, the Cradle will fall,

			Then down comes Oak, and Ash, and all.’

			 

			She paused, as if waiting for inspiration. The gods waited expectantly – Heimdall with his eyes averted; Njörd with a look of hope; Thor with a growing scowl on his face; Frey, Freyja’s twin, with a narrow smile; Idun with the wide-eyed look of a young child listening to a story.

			‘I hate it when she gets cryptic like this,’ said Thor at last, scratching his beard. ‘Call that a prophecy? Sounds more like a forester’s manual.’

			But Ethel was already speaking again, reciting in clear and measured tones:

			 

			‘The Cradle fell an age ago, but Fire and Folk shall raise her

			In just twelve days, at End of Worlds; a gift within the sepulchre.

			But the key to the gate is a child of hate, a child of both and neither.

			And nothing dreamed is ever lost, and nothing lost for ever.’

			 

			Maddy thought it sounded like one of Crazy Nan Fey’s nursery rhymes. Maddy’s knowledge of these was not vast – in the days of the Order it had been rumoured that even the most seemingly harmless rhymes hid knowledge of the Elder Days – but everyone knew the old rock-a-bye about the baby in the treetop, and of course, as everyone knew, the Sky Citadel had once been known as the Cradle of the Firefolk.

			‘Is there any more?’ she said.

			But nothing more came from the Seeress. Instead, Ethel blinked at them, her Aspect fading once more to that of a simple parson’s wife, a puzzled expression on her face.

			‘You’re all very quiet,’ she said, looking around the circle of gods. ‘Was it something I said? Now, what was I doing?’

			They looked at her.

			‘Ah, yes. Tea.’ She smiled and reached for the china pot. ‘Nothing like a nice cup of tea to put everything in perspective again. Shall I be Mother, everyone?’
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			Loki awoke in darkness. All of him hurt: he was bound hand and foot, and as he tried vainly to summon light and found that his glam was as thoroughly wiped out as the rest of him, he was forced to conclude that he might be in trouble.

			He seemed to be in a kind of cave. He knew that from the cold, the echoes, the nuggets of rock on the hard floor that seemed to know exactly where to dig into him most painfully, and the unmistakable cave-smell – the creeping scent of holes and cellars, like dust and earth and seeping moisture and blind things growing from cracks in the stone.

			He wasn’t under Red Horse Hill. Loki knew that Hill too well, and he would have sensed his territory. No, this place was unfamiliar, and whoever – whatever – had brought him here must have dragged him from World Above. He remembered standing on the Hill, rubbing snow on his hands, and then . . .

			Just flashes. He remembered a light – not daylight, but brighter and shining with a red-white glow.

			He remembered being hit on the back of the head so hard that he fell to his knees.

			Then a voice saying, Got him, dude 

			Then nothing but the dark.

			So maybe I’m dead again, he thought. But Hel didn’t generally tie up her guests. And Loki had been most efficiently bound, hands and feet roped together, the cord looped around the back of his neck.

			At least he was alone, he thought. To have left him unguarded was careless – Loki had a knack of escaping from confinement – and he began to feel more optimistic. Those ropes would last for precisely as long as it took his weakened glam to recover – after which he would be out of here as fast as his wildfire Aspect could take him.

			He tried to move to a more comfortable position, and all around him the echo awakened like a nest of shifting snakes, slithering all around him, projecting their voices to a thousand lost places, a thousand cavities in the rock.

			Startled, he cursed, and once more the echoes picked up the sound, and soon the cave was percussive with it as it ricocheted against the stones, going deeper and deeper into the caves until nothing was left but a low vibration that tugged at his eardrums and made his hackles stand on end.

			So much for escape, Loki thought.

			No wonder they hadn’t left a guard: he couldn’t make a move in this underground echo chamber without sending out signals for miles around. Gods knew what any sound might attract from out of the labyrinth of World Below: rats, bears, trolls – snakes 

			Terrific, thought Loki. That’s all I need.

			After that he tried to keep still, but his position was not a comfortable one. His back hurt; he was shivering; and now hunger was starting to worry at him, sharpening its claws on his belly.

			Why me? he thought desperately. What did I ever do?

			On further reflection, however, Loki had to admit he’d made a few enemies over the years, all of them more than capable of trying for a bit of revenge. There was Hel, whose hospitality he had just managed to escape during their last encounter, and who had promised to see him dead sooner rather than later. Then there were the Tunnel Folk, whom he’d conned out of some rather unique and very valuable merchandise several centuries ago, and whose long memories and ability to hold a grudge would have made an oliphant look fickle. Then Skadi, of course – the Snowshoe Huntress – who would be more than happy to collect his hide, or cut it to ribbons with her runewhip. In fact, none of the Ice People were likely to show him any mercy if they chanced to get hold of him; nor were most of the Faërie; nor the Sea Folk; nor the Cloud Folk; not to mention selected members of the Æsir, the Vanir and, of course, Chaos – perhaps the least likely of all factions to forgive a traitor in their ranks.

			Loki sighed, making the cavern walls exhale despondently. In Ridings parlance, he was toast.

			Suddenly he heard a sound, something not caused by the shifting of his body against the pebble-strewn floor. The sound of boot-heels against the stone. A single pair? No, more than one – pattering and scattering and chasing each other across the rock walls until soon they became a cavalcade that seemed to approach from every side, so that even if Loki had managed to break free, he would not have known which way to run.

			His glam was still out, worse luck. All he could do was wait and see.

			He did not have to wait long, however. He listened for five minutes or so to the sound of approaching boots before he saw a light somewhere to his left, and a hulking figure, made taller and more sinister by the leaping shadows, came into view. Behind this Loki could just glimpse two more dark figures, the first holding a lantern that spat out an oily, reddish light. He fought the urge to shrink back, and looked up calmly as they approached, trying not to betray his surprise.

			For instead of being minions of Chaos (or the Tunnel Folk, or the Ice People), his captors were simply three youths of the Folk – all three dressed in uniform black and each of them, for some reason, wearing a bandage on his thumb.

			The one with the lamp seemed to be in charge. He stepped up to Loki without any sign of hesitation – which made him either very secure, or incredibly stupid, or both – and scrutinized him for a moment in the reddish light of the lamp.

			Loki squinted up at him. He  thought he looked vaguely familiar. – For some reason this  was less than reassuring.

			The new arrival looked to be in his late teens. His face was pale and angular behind a curtain of lank brown hair, and there was a keen intelligence in his grey-gold eyes that seemed absent in those of the other two. His comrades were very much alike; Loki guessed they were brothers. Both were shaggy and heavy-set, with oily skin prone to spots and thick-fingered hands carpeted with hair. Both were wearing heavy boots, and shirts of a design unfamiliar to the Trickster – some World’s End fashion, he assumed – embroidered with a pattern of skulls.

			One of them – the bigger one – peered suspiciously at Loki. ‘Dude. You sure it’s him?’ he said.

			‘You think I’d mess up?’ said the one with the lamp. ‘Sure it is.’ He stepped forward, took Loki’s arm and, with a single sharp gesture, tore his shirt sleeve to the shoulder, exposing the runemark Kaen, reversed.

			The hairy brothers took a step back.

			‘It’s all right. He totally can’t get away.’ The stranger narrowed his eyes at the captive Trickster. ‘You know, I thought you’d be taller in real life.’

			‘You’re making a mistake,’ said Loki. ‘Whoever you think I am, I’m not.’

			‘Yeah, right,’ sniggered the larger, hairier brother. ‘Tell him, Big H,’ said the shorter one.

			The lamp-bearer silenced him with a growl and turned again to Loki. ‘Don’t lie to me,’ he said softly, staring into Loki’s eyes. ‘I know exactly who you are. A named thing is a tamed thing. I hereby name you child of Chaos. I name you Keeper of the Fire.’

			Loki sneered. ‘That’s rather vague . . .’

			The pale young man showed his teeth. ‘Oh, I haven’t finished yet. I name you Sky Traveller, Farbauti’s son, Begetter of Serpents, Father of Wolves—’

			‘Father of Wolves?’ Loki frowned. The words were beginning to take effect – words or Word, he did not know – although what a trio of boys of the Folk would be doing with one of the secret texts from the Book of Invocations he could not at present begin to guess. But words – even Words – were only words without the power to use them. The Order had taken its power directly from the Nameless. But the Nameless was gone, and besides, these boys had never been part of the Order. And yet, the words were powerful. A named thing is a tamed thing. That cantrip dated back from a time when Frigg commanded the Nine Worlds to swear allegiance to her son Balder. How could a boy of the Folk know his names – names that only the gods had known?

			Not that they stood a snowball’s chance of actually taming Wildfire. Even Frigg had failed to do that. But in his present Aspect, subject to all the weaknesses and imperfections of his human form, they could perhaps come painfully close.

			‘Look here,’ said Loki, playing for time. ‘This really won’t get you anywhere. But if you’ll just tell me what you want, then maybe we can do a deal. ‘I can get you anything – gold, weapons, runes – women . . .’

			The hairier brother – the one called Big H – looked up at this with some interest. Loki guessed that the three of them hadn’t had much luck with women – not entirely surprising, he thought. Their social skills were hardly impressive, and one – or maybe all – of them smelled.

			‘Women,’ he went on silkily. ‘Oh yes. I know ways to make you irresistible to the sweeter sex. I can teach you cantrips you wouldn’t believe – runes to melt an ice maiden’s heart. I swear, by the time I’ve finished with you, they’ll be queuing up halfway to the Ridings to see you. Redheads, blondes, brunettes – or if you like exotics and you’re not too worried about the progeny, then I know some demons who’ll blow your mind and spoon up your brains like ice cream—’

			‘He can talk, can’t he?’ said Big H.

			‘He sure can,’ grinned his friend.

			The pallid youth ignored them both. He simply went on with the canticle as his two friends watched with eager eyes, nudging each other in suppressed excitement, and Loki felt what was left

			 of his strength ebb slowly away into the dark.

			‘I name you Trickster, Father of Lies. I name you sire of Half-Born Hel. I name you Fire-Bringer, Architect and Destroyer of Worlds. I name you Archangel, Fallen One, Opener of Forbidden Doors, builder of the Citadel. I name you Dogstar, Lighter-than-Air-’

			The ritual words rolled over Loki like stones onto a burial mound, and once more he struggled against the ropes that held him, pointlessly chafing his sore wrists. He didn’t know all these names himself; but there was no denying their power. ‘Please,’ he begged. ‘Just tell me one thing. . Tell me who you’re working for—’

			The force of the words  pinned him again, making him writhe in anguish. Where in Hel was  the power from? The Order was gone, its followers dead. The Nameless was a spent force. And these boys were not Examiners. They had no power, no training. So – who was the one supplying the glam? And how could he negotiate if he didn’t know who he was dealing with?

			‘Tell them they’re making a big mistake. Hurt me, and my people will— Oww!’

			Now the force was unspeakable; a loathsome, crawling sensation, something far worse than mere pain. It seemed to reach right into him, and he screamed aloud – or thought he did – helplessly, without calculation, just because he had no choice.

			‘You haven’t got any people,’ said the youth. ‘All you’ve got is some tired old gods and a handful of noobs. How pathetic is that? I name you Wildfire, son of Laufey—’

			‘All right! I’m sorry! Whatever it is you think I’ve done—’ 

			‘I name you Loki, wielder of Kaen—’

			‘Please,’ gasped Loki. ‘I’ll do anything . . .’

			The pale youth smiled. ‘I know you will.’
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			It takes a certain strength of mind to force a promise from a god. Even the Seeress had failed in the end – a weakness which had once led to the death of Balder the Beautiful and to the unfortunate chain of events that had ensued in the weeks that led up to Ragnarók. Even now, it wasn’t easy; but out of Aspect and with no glam to speak of, Loki was at his most susceptible; and the force of the  words, along with a powerful combination of the runes Úr, Naudr, Isa – and some others he couldn’t quite make out – was enough to force him into sullen acquiescence.

			But a god’s sworn oath is binding, as Hel had found out four years ago at the End of the World, on the shore of Dream, and to break it would have disastrous effect. Basically, the nasty truth was this, the Trickster realized: whatever the pale young man told him to do, he was bound to do it now, or face the cosmic consequences.

			‘So what do you want?’ he said at last, when it was clear that he was trapped. He felt uneasy, as well he might: the last time he’d been caught like this, it had been by Thiassi, Skadi’s father, who, after three weeks of none-too-gentle persuasion, had finally wrung a promise from Loki to kidnap Idun, the Healer, and to deliver her into the custody of the Ice People. Such an oath, once made, cannot be broken without incurring the most serious cost, and it had taken all Loki’s guile and glam to find a way to avoid both payment and retribution.

			‘Whatever you want, I’ll give it to you. Just tell me what it is, OK?’

			The pale youth shrugged. ‘We’re waiting,’ he said. 

			‘Waiting? For what?’

			‘You’ll see.’

			It occurred to Loki once again that perhaps Skadi was behind all this. Perhaps she hadn’t gone home, after all. Perhaps she’d been planning this all along. His young captors might be her creatures; although they looked to be of the Folk, there was something feral about the three of them, an animal gleam in their golden eyes, their mouths crammed with too many teeth . . .

			‘So – won’t you tell me who’s in charge?’

			‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ came the reply.

			The pale youth who seemed to be in charge  now turned to his companions. ‘Watch him for me, both of you. If he tries to move, hit him.’

			Loki gave him a hurt look. ‘Who, me? What did I do?’

			Big H squinted down at Loki, looking, if possible, even bigger and more menacing than before. A faint rank scent of rotting meat seemed to emanate from him. Loki sensed that personal hygiene was not high on this young man’s list of priorities.

			‘I’ll give him a belt of my glam,’ said Big H.

			Glam? thought Loki. What glam?

			More than ever, he wished for the truesight, which would show him what he needed to see. But his own glam was still burned out, and the brothers showed no colours at all, nor any sign of a runemark, though now that he looked more closely, he could see that they bore matching tattoos. a flaming sun on Big H’s arm, a full moon on his friend’s, each flanked by the symbol that Loki knew as the Wolf Cross. Not a runemark, exactly, but a sign of allegiance to Chaos in one of its darkest, most sinister forms.
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			Their leader had moved to the back of the cave, apparently waiting for someone. Loki, seizing his chance to gain information, turned to the smaller of his captors and gave him his most innocent smile.

			‘So, Big H—’ he began.

			‘I’m Skull, corrected the youth.

			‘Dude . . .’ Big H gave him a nudge.

			‘Oops, sorry.’

			Loki said nothing, but grinned inside. Now, at least, he knew their names. Nicknames, both of them, he guessed; but every piece of information was valuable. He put on his most guileless expression and turned to the brothers once again.

			‘So – what happened to your thumb?’ he said, indicating the bandage that adorned Big H’s hand. It seemed rather too much of a coincidence that all three of his captors should meet with identical accidents; and now that he came to think of it, wasn’t there something strange about all this – something that rang a distant bell?

			‘We – uh – like, we swore an oath.’

			‘Blood-brothers, man,’ said Big H.

			‘Really?’ said Loki. ‘So – you’re not actual brothers, then? I mean, you both look – very alike. What does the H stand for? Handsome? Hairy? Hefty? Huge? I said handsome, right? I meant handsome. Oh, and I don’t think I caught your friend’s name?’

			‘Don’t talk to him,’ warned the voice of their leader from the far side of the big cave. ‘Didn’t she say not to talk to him?’

			‘She?’ said Loki apprehensively. Once again, images of Skadi and her runewhip took unsettling shape in his thoughts.

			‘Dude,’ said the hairy youth. ‘You heard what Fenny said. Shut up.’

			Loki hid a triumphant grin. Fenny, he thought. He squinted across the cavern once more, trying to see if there was anything at all in the young man’s face that could give him any kind of clue as to the nature – as well as the scale – of the trouble in which he had landed himself.

			Nothing. Just the light of the lamp and the shadows that leaped like flung spears against the rock walls of the cavern. Then . . .

			Just for a moment he saw something. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but it brought the gleam back into his eyes and a flicker of recognition into his mind. There was something about that profile. Something about those matching tattoos. And something behind that human form – a hint of colours imperfectly concealed, a distant thread of violet . . .

			Ah. Hello. There it was. A trace of a signature in the air, so faint that Loki had missed it at first. Now, as his spent glam began to recover, the colours also slowly returned, filament by filament, bracketing his silhouette with their fleeting rainbow sheen.

			Loki fingered the runeshape Bjarkán and, through it, tried to see Fenny more closely, but his hands were tied too tightly for that, and the momentary impression he thought he’d had was gone in a blur of light and shade.

			‘Stop that, you,’ warned Big H.

			‘Stop what?’

			‘You know what.’

			Frustrated, Loki shook his head. It was no good, he told himself. There was nothing he could do. Unless . . .

			I’ll give him a belt of my glam, he’d said.

			Now Loki considered Big H’s threat. If he could persuade him to use his glam – or whatever he counted as such – then the explosion of runelight that would inevitably follow might well be enough to identify his signature, or at least to find out how strong he was. Of course, Loki had no wish to be belted by anything – but sometimes you needed to take a risk.

			He gritted his teeth. ‘You stink,’ he said.

			Big H looked at him. ‘You talking to me?’

			‘Well, duh,’ said Loki. ‘Who do you think? It’s bad enough having to look at you both without having to smell you too. I mean, don’t you people wash?’

			‘Dude, his ass is so dead,’ said Skull, not without admiration. ‘No one disses the Brotherhood. I don’t care whose father he is—’

			‘Shut up,’ said Fenny from the far end of the cave.

			Loki ignored him. ‘Brotherhood? What Brotherhood? Brotherhood of BO? And what kind of dialect is that, anyway? The North Ridings? Sheep country? You look to me like the kind of man who might be lucky with his sheep—’

			‘Lucky with his sheep?’ Big H’s face was dangerously congested.

			‘Well, you do look like a—’

			The whack, when it came, was every bit as powerful as Loki had feared it would be. It caught him squarely across the side of the head, knocking him sideways into the rock wall. The only problem was that Big H didn’t use glam, just one of his big, hairy hands, and the only colours Loki could see were the stars that danced in front of his eyes.

			Not such a great plan, after all.

			He lay on his side, breathing hard, trying to link the few facts he had. Fenny. Skull. Big H. The Brotherhood. Those matching tattoos. Those colours. He’d seen them before, he knew he had. If only he could remember where . . .

			Loki’s flame-green eyes opened wide in the darkness.

			The Wolf Cross.

			Father of Wolves.

			I don’t care whose father he is . . .

			‘Oh no,’ he whispered.

			And then there came a thrashing of wings as something large flew into the cave. Some kind of bird, thought Loki, and. once more he thought of the Huntress – but Skadi, he knew, would have chosen a form that reflected that of the natural world. A hawk, perhaps, or a mountain cat, or her favourite Aspect, the snow wolf.

			This creature was something like a bird, but no bird Loki had ever seen. Instead it looked like a child’s drawing of something only glimpsed in dreams: its wings were a violent purple, its head a fiery scarlet. It settled on an outcrop of rock, sparks crackling from its fiery tail, and fixed Loki with a piercing stare.

			Behind it came running a small, bandy-legged, aggressive figure, rather less than a goblin in height, but with a squarish, massive head that gave it a look of the Tunnel Folk.

			It gave Loki a look of contempt. ‘Oh, it’s bloody you,’ it said.
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			Loki lifted his head from the floor. ‘Should I know you, or something?’ he said.

			The dwarfish creature shrugged. ‘Who cares? The important thing is, you know my lady. And my lady needs to have a word with you.

			Loki swallowed. ‘A word?’ That sounded ominous. In his experience, a word often turned out to be something that hurt. ‘Who’s your lady?’

			‘Can’t you guess?’ The female voice was deceptively pleasant, and it took Loki several seconds to identify it as that of the firebird, now perched on a rock above him. ‘I thought you were smarter than that, Loki.’ It opened its long, sharp beak and gave a very human yawn.

			‘Poor sweetheart,’ it went on. ‘Have my boys been rough with you? Untie him, Jolly. If he tries to run, break his legs.’

			Jolly was the dwarf, it appeared. A somewhat inappropriate name – Loki had met jollier people in Hel – and he glared and grimaced at Loki as he cut through the ropes that secured him, leaving the Trickster even more certain that he and Jolly had met before.

			But there was no time to think of that now. Fenny, Skull and Big H were closing around him menacingly, and Loki knew the firebird was right. Trying to run would be a mistake.

			‘Thank you.’ Painfully, he stood up.

			The firebird watched him unblinkingly.

			‘Looking good, Angrboda,’ he said. ‘Feathers always suited you.’

			The bird lifted a careless wing. ‘So you do recognize me,’ she said.

			‘Oh, Angie. How could I not?’ he said. ‘You know you’re the love of my life, right? And Fenris . . .’ He smiled at the youth who called himself Fenny. ‘One minute he’s a cute little wolf cub, gambolling happily through Ironwood, chasing squirrels and disembowelling birds; the next thing you know, he’s hit puberty and he’s into the whole released-from-Netherworld, kidnapping-Dad, aligned-with-the-forces-of-Chaos thing. Doesn’t it make you feel proud?’

			Fenris growled. ‘Shut up, Dad.’

			‘Articulate as ever,’ said Loki. ‘And your little friends, Skull and Big H – Skó1 and Haiti, by any chance? Demon wolves with an appetite for celestial bodies?’

			The hairy brothers grinned. ‘Yeah.’

			‘Dude. We’re the Devourers.’

			Loki sighed. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘So— to what do I owe the pleasure? Not that I don’t appreciate this little family reunion, but did you have to send a snake after me? Wouldn’t a postcard have done just as well?’

			The firebird spread its purple wings and fluttered down from its perch on the rock. The moment it touched the ground, it changed, appearing now as a slender young woman dressed in a close-fitting black tunic and sporting big boots and purple hair. She looked to be in her late teens. So much for appearances. Loki happened to know that Angie was as old as the hills – actually, rather older than that – and that behind her look of innocence there beat an ancient, savage heart. Her eyes were heavily circled with kohl, and there was a row of purple studs going through her left eyebrow. One arm was bare. The other was intricately sleeved with tattoos: stars, birds, concentric patterns, and something that looked like a runemark, amethyst against her skin —
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			Interesting, Loki thought. She’d never had a rune before. And this one was somehow different; not a rune of the Elder Script, but brighter than a bastard rune. A new rune, then? Was it possible?

			He indicated the mark. ‘Nice. Is this what they’re wearing in Chaos these days?’

			‘Not quite,’ Angie said. ‘And I didn’t send that ephemera. In fact, we were all set to rescue you when your funny little friend intervened.’

			‘Really? How touching,’ Loki said. ‘I should have known you were on my side when you ordered Shorty to break my legs.

			Jolly gave a little growl.

			‘Dude,’ said Skull. ‘Don’t call him short.’

			But Loki was thinking furiously. The fact that this was family didn’t mean he was home and dry. Quite the opposite, in fact. This was Angrboda – otherwise known as Angie, the Witch of Ironwood; the Temptress; the Mother of Wolves; cruel as a mountain cat, wily as a snake, unpredictable as – well, Loki.

			Now Loki, looking back, wondered how he could ever have been so rash as to get involved with the Temptress. She was very alluring, he thought. That, he supposed, was his only excuse. But you don’t fool around with Chaos. Five hundred years, three demon children and two Apocalypses later, it still sounded like a bad idea, and his absence had clearly done nothing to make her heart grow fonder.

			Still, he wasn’t dead yet, which probably meant one of two things. One: she needed him alive. Two: her plans for his execution involved something more elaborate than three wolf brothers and a sulky dwarf.

			Of the two possibilities, Loki much preferred number one.

			He grinned at Angrboda. ‘So – first of all, I’d like to say how happy I am you made it here. I’m guessing you left the Black Fortress during the little fracas I caused there, and managed to enter the world through Dream.’

			Fenris gave a low growl.

			Jolly looked disgusted.

			‘That little fracas, as you call it,’ said Angie, ‘damn near ended everything. Chaos was breached, Death was wide open and Dream was awash with ephemera fighting to get into World Above. Fortunately, Jormungand had already made his way out of Dream and back into the One Sea, from which he freed us – no thanks to you.’ She shot Loki a scornful glance. ‘Yes, we escaped. But only just. And as for your contribution to events – Loki, don’t you ever grow up? I’ve never seen anything so irresponsible.’

			Loki blinked. ‘You’re lecturing me about responsibility?’

			‘That rift you opened,’ the Temptress said. ‘A rift from Death into Netherworld. For thirteen seconds that gate was open, letting Hel knows what into the Worlds. And you’re here, with that Who? Me? expression on your face, pretending it’s nothing to do with you?’

			‘Be fair,’ said Loki. ‘I was dead—’

			‘Being dead is no excuse. You were given a second chance, and it’s up to you to put things right. The Order is gone. That means you’re the Order now – you and the rest of the surviving gods. It means that it’s up to you to redress the balance – to help rebuild Asgard, to hold back Chaos, to bring stability to the Middle Worlds – and what are you doing instead? Hiding out in Nowhere-land, getting drunk, picking fights with each other, hob-nobbing with the Folk, for gods’ sakes, while all the time those ephemera are munching their way through the fabric of the Worlds—’

			‘Now wait a minute,’ Loki said. ‘Since when did you care about maintaining Order? I thought Chaos was your business.’

			Angrboda looked away and played with a wisp of her purple hair. ‘Let’s just say that in this case . . . I have a personal interest.’

			‘An interest? In what?’

			‘In the new Asgard, of course,’ said Angrboda impatiently. ‘Listen, Loki. At this rate, with the Universal City overrun, with ephemera coming out of Chaos, with the Nine Worlds so full of holes that they might as well be Ridings cheese, things will probably come to an end in another twenty years or so. But rebuild Asgard and you have a chance. A chance to regain your Aspect. To re-establish Order again. To be gods—’

			‘What’s in it for you?’ said Loki.

			‘The truth is,’ she said, ‘I like it here. I’ve built a niche in World Above. And if Chaos comes to the Middle Worlds—’

			‘You mean – Chaos might not be thrilled to find out that you’ve gone totally native?’

			Angie shrugged. ‘Something like that.

			‘To say nothing of a new rune – and how did you get that, by the way?’

			‘Suits me, don’t you think?’ she said. ‘That’s Wyn, the rune of high stakes and big prizes. Play your cards right, and you may even find that some of those prizes come to you.’

			‘So— what do you want from me?’ Loki said.

			‘Darling – I want to help you, of course. I’m willing to put all my resources at your disposal. You’ll be needing all the help you can get if you’re going to rebuild Asgard.’

			‘Rebuild Asgard?’ Loki said. ‘But I don’t build things. That’s not me. I cheat, steal, swindle, misappropriate, sabotage, disrupt, commandeer and demolish – but build? Angie, you’ve got the wrong man. You need Thor, or Heimdall.’

			She shook her head. ‘I need you. I’ve heard there’s been a prophecy.’

			‘You’ve got to be joking,’ Loki said.

			‘Not even a bit,’ said the Temptress. ‘I take these things very seriously. And so should you, when the enemy sends an ephemera after your hide—’

			‘You knew Chaos was after me?’

			Angrboda shook her head. ‘This didn’t come from Chaos,’ she said. ‘Someone from the Middle Worlds pulled that creature out of Dream. Someone who clearly wants you dead . . .’

			‘Wonderful,’ said Loki.

			‘Oh, we were keeping an eye on you,’ said Angie reassuringly. ‘The boys would have stopped you getting hurt.’

			‘Well – er – thanks,’ said Loki. ‘Forgive me if I’m not entirely overwhelmed with confidence at the thought of the Wolf Brothers and Fenny-boy standing between me and extinction. Not forgetting Shorty here . . .’ He shot a look at Jolly, who responded at once by showing him a set of alarming yellow fangs.

			‘Don’t call me Shorty,’ said the dwarf.

			Loki suppressed the urge to laugh. ‘You spoke of resources earlier. I’m assuming you have more up your sleeve than this little band of comedians here . . . Because if you haven’t, Thor and Heimdall are going to laugh themselves into a seizure, after which they’re going to play ball with my head—’

			‘Now, Loki,’ Angie warned. ‘I hope you’re not going to be difficult. You’ll deal with us whether you like it or not – the only real choice you have is whether you want to do it the easy way or the hard way.’ Her kohl-rimmed eyes narrowed menacingly, and at her side, Fenny gave a warning growl.

			Loki shrugged. ‘So what’s the deal?’

			‘Well,’ said Angie, ‘it’s simple enough. I have something the Æsir thought lost, which they’ll need when it comes to a fight. I also have a new rune to put at their disposal. In exchange, I want guarantees . . .’

			Uh-oh. Here it comes, Loki thought.

			‘First: amnesty for my people. When the Æsir get back into power, I want to be sure we’ll be left in peace. Two: the return of our rightful territories. Ironwood for Fenris. The One Sea for Jormungand. And for myself? A place in Asgard. A hall of my own amongst the gods.’ Angrboda took a step forward and playfully kissed Loki’s nose. ‘So those are my terms, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘Now it’s your turn. What do you say?’
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