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			CHARACTERS

			Loki – Your Humble Narrator. Not-quite demon, not-quite god. Handsome, charismatic and brilliant hero of this troubled tale. World traveller, lover of jam tarts and sometime survivor of Ragnarók. Rumours of my death are not entirely inaccurate, still pending, facing enquiry.

			Jumps – seventeen-year-old human. Not entirely impossible. Has an inexplicable love of things with pictures of animals on them. 

			Evan – pizza lover and games freak. RPG player extraordinaire.

			Stella – gossip; mean girl; lover of shiny, spangly things. Strangely irresistible to humans of the opposite sex. 

			Twinkle – fluffy white dog. 

			Odin – Allfather. Onetime leader of the gods, blood-brother to Yours Truly. 

			Thor – son of Odin; the Thunderer. All bark, no bite. 

			Freyja – Warrior Princess. Apparently.

			Sleipnir – horse. Kinda.

			Jormungand – giant snake. 

			Smá-rákki – goblin.

			Nancy Wickerman – girl of the Folk.

			Jonathan Gift – academic with delusions of grandeur. 

			Gullveig-Heid – the Golden One; the Sorceress. Nasty, vengeful, venal, vain. All my favourite qualities in one irresistible package.

			The Oracle – Mimir’s Head. Harbinger of Last Times. Prophet of the New Age. Keeper of Runes. Whisperer of Secrets. As slick as a sackful of weasels, and about as trustworthy.
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			Asgard was falling. The plain below was cratered with fires and laddered with smoke. Ragnarók, the End of the Worlds, lay upon us like a pall. Odin had fallen; and Thor; and Týr. Gullveig-Heid, the Sorceress, stood at the helm of the Fleet of the Dead. Dark Lord Surt, on dragon’s wings, approached from out of Chaos, and where his shadow fell, the dark was absolute, and terrible. Bif-rost was broken, and as I fell, clutching at the last of my glam, I saw the great bridge come apart at last in a fractal of brightness, spilling its millions of cantrips and runes into the wild and shattered air, so that, for a moment, everything was rainbow . . . 

			 

			OK, stop. Stop. Wind back. That’s the authorized version; the tourist’s guide to Ragnarók. Bit much to take in all at once, I know; and yet you’ll need to understand some of what happened in order to grasp the magnitude of our rise and fall. Luckily – or maybe not – there’s an official record. Delivered first as a prophecy, it’s now all that passes for history among what’s left of our followers. The Prophecy of the Oracle: a poem of thirty-six stanzas, outlining the rise and fall of the Worlds, and retold over the centuries by every bard who wielded a lute, or hack with a penchant for drama. 

			 

			That was the first Age, Ymir’s time.

			There was no land or sea.

			Just void between two darknesses,

			No stars by which to see.

			 

			From the birth of the Worlds in fire and ice to their end in frozen darkness, the Oracle predicted it all. The rise of the gods of Asgard, their Golden Age, their eventual fall, was laid out in those thirty-six stanzas. The struggle out of Chaos; the quest for the runes of the Elder Script; the many adventures and exploits of Odin, leader of the clan; of Thor, his mighty though somewhat intellectually challenged son; of one-handed Týr; of Freyja of the Falcon Cloak, and Hawkeye Heimdall, and Balder the Fair; and, of course, Loki, the Trickster (that’s me): recruited from Chaos by Odin himself, though not given credit in the text for any of his virtues, his role in the narrative reduced to the series of tragic events which marred the latter part of his career, much as the Titanic has unfairly become a byword for disaster, rather than a celebration of its many sterling qualities. Still, water under the bridge, now. But the fact remains: there was more to me than trickery and betrayal. Not much more; nevertheless, my point stands. Never trust an Oracle.

			 

			The Aesir came. On Ida’s plain

			The new gods built their kingdom.

			Here they raised their citadel, their courts,

			Their seats of wisdom.

			 

			The Oracle predicted that, too: the building of the Sky Citadel; its rainbow bridge; its gleaming halls, the beauty and the splendour. Then came the creeping of unrest; the breaking of our brotherhood; the final betrayal of the gods by one whom Odin had himself betrayed. Our end was inescapable: our fate was woven into the tale like a double skein of mortality. That knowledge tainted everything. Even at the pinnacle of our achievements, the prophecy of the Oracle cast its shadow over us. And worst of all, it was a lie – a lie designed to bring about the very doom we sought to escape. The Aesir fell. Game over. Boo hoo.

			So. To recap. The story so far: god (that’s Odin) meets demon (that’s me). God recruits demon from Chaos, with a view to exploiting his talents. God’s friends and fellow-deities take a somewhat dim view of this, as, through a combination of hubris, predestination and increasingly bad life choices, demon goes a bit off the rails; falls into bad company; wreaks havoc; causes the odd death and eventually finds himself chained to a couple of rocks in Netherworld; is rescued by the Sorceress just in time to play his part in the engineering of Ragnarók, including the fall of his erstwhile friends, before realizing that the house always wins, whichever colour card you play—

			I could have swung the outcome, you know. Even then, if Odin had acknowledged his mistake, I like to think they could have been saved. After all, it wouldn’t have been the first time my quick thinking saved the gods from the brink of disaster. If he’d believed in me from the start, things might have been different. But Odin believed in the Oracle. That thrice-damned bauble had his ear, and somehow it managed to steer us towards the rocks we’d been trying to avoid. And Odin was a stiff-necked fool, and the rest of the gods always hated me. And so we lost Asgard, and they fell – Thor, Týr, even the Old Man himself.

			 

			I see your fate, o sons of earth.

			I hear the battle calling.

			Odin’s folk prepare to ride

			Against the shadows falling.

			 

			As for Yours Truly, I plunged to my fate in the arms of my nemesis, Heimdall, having just thrown the Oracle – Mimir’s severed and calcified Head – from the ruins of Asgard into the icy waste below. And in those last moments of freefall, with the giant shadow of Chaos looming above me, oblivion seemed the most promising of my few remaining options. The Prophecy put it quite well: 

			 

			Once more the wolf at Hel’s gate greets

			Asgard’s heroes, one by one.

			Battle rages, Worlds collide.

			Stars fall. Once more, Death has won.

			 

			Actually, in my case, Death wasn’t really the problem. The Ruler of Hel owed me a favour, and as I fell into the dark, I was already working out a scheme to talk her into redeeming it. No, the problem was Chaos: the element into which I’d been born, and into which I would be reclaimed as soon as I left my corporeal form – and knowing the Lord of Chaos, I guessed my welcome wouldn’t involve tea and little fairy cakes. 

			There’s a special place reserved for renegades of Chaos. It has no bars, it has no doors, and yet it constrains more efficiently than any dungeon of the known Worlds. The Black Fortress of Netherworld: a prison more secure than Death, because Death at least is escapable – in theory, at any rate – and no one I knew of had ever escaped a cell in the Black Fortress. I’d seen some bad things in my time – and done a few, if truth be told. I’d laughed in the face of Death more times than Thor could shake a hammer at, but right now, things were not looking good for Your Humble Narrator. 

			Don’t think I didn’t have a plan. I always have a plan. But as a traitor, both to the gods and to their enemies in Chaos, I was currently persona non grata all across the Nine Worlds. If I survived my fall from the sky (which currently didn’t seem likely), and if I escaped Surt’s shadow (which seemed even less so), there would be nowhere for me to hide. Wherever I went, whatever I did, Death was the only escape for me. And so I fell, and hit the ground, which turned out to be every bit as hard as it had looked from the top of Bif-rost. 

			Ouch.

			Stop there for a moment. Take a second to contemplate the tragedy of my demise. The tragedy and the irony; because, as I slipped into darkness, believing the Worlds had ended, still hoping to enter Hel’s kingdom, or perhaps simply to disperse into a glorious trail of fire, I was cruelly snatched away at the moment of my dissolution, and thrown into the most terrible place imagined by god or demon, the Black Fortress of Netherworld, where the fun was just beginning.

			You see, that wasn’t the end of the Worlds. Turns out it was only the end of our world; the end of our supremacy. So many gods fall into the trap of assuming that the Worlds will end when their little kingdoms collapse. In fact, the Worlds are like the tide, expanding and contracting, while gods – and men, and demons – roll like sand under the waves. We were no exception. The Aesir of Asgard, overthrown and humbled into the dust. So shoot me – I don’t grieve for them, who never would have grieved for me.

			And so I was damned – but dry your tears. There isn’t a dungeon I can’t escape, given time and incentive. My time in the Black Fortress gave me both, in more than ample quantities. This is the story of how I escaped the most secure dungeon in all of the Nine Worlds, and some of what happened afterwards, and some of the lessons I learnt on the way. I can’t pretend it made me a wiser, humbler person, but I did pick up a few things – things about stories, and friendships, and dreams, and what it’s like to be human. 

			Yes, human. Didn’t I tell you once that god and dog are only a revolution apart? In spite of all the splendour and pomp and exhortations to be more god; of holy wars and heresies; of miracles and martyrdoms; everything turns, and turns, and turns. Order; Chaos; darkness; light. Rinse and repeat. Reboot and replay.

			So, once more with feeling: Let—

			So, once more with feeling:  there—

			So, once more with feeling:   be—

			So, once more with feeling:    light.
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			They told the Worlds that I was dead. Trust me, Death is better by far than the punishment dealt to me. Death has a kind of dignity. Even Hel, that empire of dust, would have been a blessed relief. Quite apart from the fact that its ruler was a relative, and therefore open to bribery, it remains the one place in the Worlds where Chaos has no sway, and where, by and large, the deceased can stay put. 

			But there is a special place reserved for those who dared to shape the Worlds; who held the seats of office; whose crowning arrogance was to assume that godhood was eternal. The Oracle describes it thus:

			 

			I see a hall on the shores of Death

			A-crawl with snakes and serpents.

			Netherworld, in which the damned

			Await the time of judgement.

			 

			Except that the time of judgement was past. The verdict: perpetual twilight, along with the gods of yesteryear; gods from Worlds we never knew and empires that were already dust when Asgard’s walls were rising. A painfully slow dissolution, with, in the case of Yours Truly, an added dose of suffering, delivered by none other than my monstrous son – Jormungand, Devourer of Gods, the good old World Serpent in poison. Both of us chained to the same rock, much in the same way that Odin himself had once left me bound not so long ago, with nothing to do but struggle and scream and watch the seconds and minutes float past like flotsam on the river.

			I know what you’re thinking. Yes, my son. That’s what you get when demon blood grows hot and irresponsible. And yes, I had a wife in Asgard, and yes, she was better than I deserved, but Angrboda of Ironwood was more than just alluring. She gave me three children: Fenris, Hel, and the Serpent Jormungand – frankly, the thickest of the bunch, and by far the least appealing. His conversation in Netherworld – such as it was – was limited to angry hissing, slightly angrier hissing and furious hissing, all of which drizzled venom down my bound and helpless body, as well as producing a terrible stench. All in all, not what you’d call the best kind of father–son bonding. Which is why, in despair, I turned to Dream, even though that glimmer of hope hurt far more than submission. 

			You see, no faith can truly die until the last of the faithful are gone: and sometimes the faithful are stubbornly, cruelly persistent. Even when their fallen gods plead to be forgotten, yearning for the silence of death and the peace of dissolution, there’s always a zealot who just won’t quit, or a temple for tourists to gawk at, or an inscription on a stone, or a statue in the sand – anything to make Men dream—

			Or, of course, a story. 

			Stories are the worst of all for keeping those torches burning. Stories told by firelight; whispered in the darkness; kept in carefully handwritten tomes; passed down through generations; written down in secret codes or scratched on pieces of bark and stone. Stories are how gods are born. They remain as a form of worship. And stories are what kept us alive – albeit in a twilight state; stripped of all our powers; tormented by our memories; feeling ourselves slip away, but still present in stories and dreams. 

			Humans are avid dreamers, of course. Their appetite for stories is vast; and every night they create new dreams; new, ephemeral Worlds to explore. Some of those Worlds are tiny, no larger than a soap-bubble. Some are as tall as glaciers; implacable as Destiny. Some last for less than a second or two; others may last up to a minute. Just long enough, in theory, for someone – let’s say, a renegade god – to enter the dream and, from there, to follow the silver thread that leads into the dreamer’s sleeping mind— 

			It can be done, in theory. But it isn’t easy. To take control of a dreamer; to inhabit his consciousness – that takes a special kind of skill. Frankly, not all humans want to be possessed by a god. And their dreams are mostly volatile things; too weak for us to grasp at. It would take thousands – millions – of people sharing the exact same dream to give it any kind of strength, or provide even a chance of escape. 

			But Hope is a cruel torturer, worst of all the demons. While there was hope, we could not turn away from what was happening. Through reflections in Dream, we watched everything we knew disappear. We watched as our runes were forgotten, replaced by the new Roman alphabet. We saw the rise of a new god, enforcing his message of love and peace with a series of wars and purges. We watched the dark days of the Folk, when stories (and even dreams) were banned, and just to speak our names was a crime. We lost ourselves in darkness, and the pain was unimaginable.

			And yet somehow, even through those times, our stories remained alive in the Worlds. A layer of darkness was lifted. We watched: on occasion we would see reflections of ourselves in Dream. Sometimes there were paintings, or perhaps a piece of music; some shared experience of the Folk that seemed to offer a kind of hope. And then there were books; there was reading; a thing we’d scarcely bothered with, back in the day, when stories were something that flew from mouth to mouth, and runes were something you carved in stone. And then there was the final part of the Oracle’s prophecy, the verse that seemed to offer us a hope of something better:

			 

			I see a new world rising. Green

			And lovely from the ocean.

			Mountains rise, bright torrents flow,

			Eagles hunt for salmon.

			 

			Of course, that could have been another of the Oracle’s tricks: a misdirection to keep us in hope, and therefore prolong our torment. With the passing of time, that World seemed increasingly out of reach. Watching through Dream became almost too painful for us to bear. Everything seemed to indicate that the new World was not for us. Its mountains and its rivers were for other gods to rule and enjoy. One by one, we succumbed to despair; we closed our eyes to the green world.

			But demons are tougher in some ways than gods. And though I missed corporeal form (especially the food, sleep and sex), my primal state was discorporate. Boredom was as much my foe as torment in that darkness: and with nothing left to hope for, what else was there to do but watch? 

			And so I watched as a new World was built. I watched as a man set foot on the Moon. I watched the rise of the paperback; the movies; computers; video games. Order reigned: an Order that owed little to our influence. It seemed as if the gods of old had been put aside for ever. 

			But Order, it seems, cannot exist without a certain amount of Chaos. My element is fire; and fire never goes out of fashion. In homes and around campfires; in lightning and in wildfire; in dreams and stories I was revered. I was almost worshipped. Order, for all its rules, loved to dream. And there, after years of searching, I found, hidden among the dreams of the Folk, some corner of a foreign field that was forever Asgard. 

			You see, just like the Worlds themselves, the Folk and their dreams were expanding. Television, computer games, e-books, apps: all these concepts I’d glimpsed in the dark had come together to make a world in which dreams could not just be shared, but manipulated. And the river Dream runs through that too, that world they call the internet – a fitting term for a medium able to catch the gods themselves—

			And finally I began to see the possibility of escape.
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			Like his half-sibling, Odin’s Horse, Jormungand could pass between Worlds. In a previous Aspect, the Serpent had happily circled the One Sea, and, tail in its mouth, had spanned the Worlds from Dream to Pandaemonium. If I could persuade it to break out of Netherworld and into Dream, then I could use its momentum to crash my way into that world in which bright Asgard still endured, and thence into the corporeal World, perhaps even into physical form—

			I know. It was a gamble. But then, I’ve always been lucky. Besides, what did I have to lose? My cell in Netherworld? My chains?

			 

			The first problem I encountered was trying to sell my plan to the snake. Jormungand wasn’t the brightest spark, and he’d never been fond of me. But he was a prisoner too, and I guessed that even such as he might be open to the concept of escape. I started with the Prophecy, and its promise of brave new Worlds. But Jormungand hated poetry almost as much as I did, and all I got in lieu of response was a faceful of his venom. 

			I set my sights lower. 

			‘I know a way,’ I told him with exaggerated care. ‘I can see a way out of this place. A way I could be persuaded to share – for the right kind of cooperation.’

			Jormungand belched; it smelt vile, but I could tell he was interested.

			‘I can lead you there,’ I said. ‘But you’d have to release me.’

			Well, there was a challenge, to start with. Jorgmungand wasn’t built for dexterity. All he had was his teeth – not exactly precise when it came to the kind of task I had in mind. He hissed at me suspiciously, releasing a miasma of stench that made the whole of my body convulse. Of course, it wasn’t my body at all; but the Black Fortress is built on sensations, all of them very unpleasant. I screwed my eyes shut against the venomous mist from the serpent’s jaws, and tried again.

			‘All you need to do,’ I said with more confidence than I felt, ‘is to release me with your mind. These chains aren’t real; they’re like everything else in this place, built from dreams and ephemera. All you need to release me is to really want me to be free.’

			A bit New Age for the snake, I know. I realized that a little too late. Jormungand gave another hiss, exposing his giant fangs and sending out a double jet of venom into my face.

			‘Dammit, Jorgi, that hurts!’ 

			Jormungand made a guttural noise that sounded suspiciously like a purr. 

			‘You enjoy it, don’t you?’ I said. ‘You love making me suffer.’

			The snake gave an undulating shrug, as if to say: So shoot me, it’s my nature.

			‘But don’t you see what you’re doing?’ I said. ‘Your hatred for me is keeping you here. Without it, we could both be free. Can’t you at least give it a try?’ 

			The snake gave another hiss, but I thought I sensed a slight relaxing of its slimy coils. I pushed my advantage a little more. 

			‘Freedom,’ I said. ‘Remember that? Remember being in the ocean? Remember the shoals of herring, the way they used to slip so sweetly down your throat? Remember the seals, and the cuttlefish? Remember how good they tasted?’

			Of course, I’d never tasted them, but I was going for dramatic effect. Jormungand made the purring sound again.

			‘Remember how quiet it was in the sea?’ I went on, gaining momentum. ‘Remember how quiet and restful it was—’

			The Serpent gave a dangerous hiss. Apparently, Jormungand wasn’t a fan of rest and relaxation. Correcting myself, I changed tack.

			‘Remember the ocean storms?’ I said. ‘Remember how the wind lashed the waves? Remember how you loved to smash the merchant-ships with the tip of your tail? Remember how good it made you feel?’

			The snake gave a thoughtful little belch. 

			‘That’s right,’ I went on, soothingly. ‘And remember how much better it felt than simply tormenting Yours Truly. In fact,’ I went on hastily, ‘think how much better tormenting me would feel if I was back in the flesh? Imagine what you could do to me then? Wouldn’t that be wonderful?’ 

			Jorgi said nothing, but I could smell his eagerness. 

			‘All you have to do,’ I said, ‘is let me take you into Dream. I know a place, a wonderful place, where you and I can run amok and cause Chaos to our hearts’ content. Trust me. I know where it is. All you have to do is let me go, and, I promise you, we can both be free—’

			For a moment, I let him take in the idea. I knew he wasn’t quick off the mark, but the fact that he wasn’t actually spitting venom into my face was already a positive sign.

			Then Jormungand purred, and I felt the chains around me slacken. Similarly, the rock on which I had spent the centuries began to lose substance, taking on the ephemeral form of Dream at its most deadly. I reached for the snake; felt its bristling scales like teeth embedded in the sheath of slime. I hauled myself onto its back, trying to ignore the stench, and held on with every particle of strength as the creature began to move, slowly, very slowly at first, and then with increasing momentum, smashing through walls like a thresher through grain, taking down ceilings and corridors; punching through torments and oubliettes; eating its ravenous path through anything that stood in its way; heading relentlessly upwards through countless levels of Netherworld towards the mouth of the Fortress.

			For a moment I saw the gates, and the river Dream beyond them, a shining expanse of ephemera, dotted with islands and skerries and rocks, which might have looked almost beautiful to anyone as yet unaware of its deadly potency – and then the Serpent crashed through the gate, with Yours Truly still clinging to its spines, and we were both immersed in Dream: the choking, toxic wellspring of Dream, charged with the deepest fears of the Folk, roiling with lethal ephemera.

			I know. It wouldn’t have been my first choice of escape route, either. But it was the only choice I had; and with the added momentum offered by the Serpent, I’d hoped to spend as little time in the maelstrom as I possibly could. Not that Time has much meaning in Dream. A second blossoms into days; a minute into a lifetime. But I knew where I needed to be. I’d seen it too often to be in doubt. A dream shared by many; towering tall; held together by fragments of code, like millions of runemarks. A dream like a net, designed to catch the very gods in its gleaming mesh – although to be fair, my current goals were rather less ambitious. I searched for it now, and desperately, among the flotsam and jetsam of Dream, and, seeing it, I rode the snake into that dream of Asgard. Asgard. Oh my. Even in Dream, it was a world of marvels. There was the Sky Citadel, standing tall with Bif-rost arching towards it. There was Valhalla, and Odin’s high seat with Hugin and Munin, his ravens, soaring above it. There was the world of the Folk, down below, and Ida’s plain all flowered and green beneath a sky of the shade of blue that only exists in memories. And far away, on the horizon, there was a distant shimmer of something more: something that shone as bright as the sun, all swimming with colours and runelight. 

			For a moment the Serpent and I were poised on Asgard’s parapet. I knew it was a dream, and yet it felt so pure, so powerful – surely beyond the power of any single human to build. And I was corporeal: I could smell the ocean, the ozone in the atmosphere, the flowers from Idun’s garden. I inspected my current Aspect. Not quite my own, but close enough – though the headgear was unfamiliar. But I was, if not myself, then at least as close as any dream could get. Who was responsible for this? Who could have dreamed this place into being? Once more, I looked at that glow in the sky. Tangled with runelight, it beckoned and shone like a luminous, living thing. Could one of the other gods have survived? Had Gullveig-Heid escaped Ragnarók? Could this even be a new god, bringing a new World out of Dream? 

			Then I looked up, and it hit me. This was no ordinary dream. Printed across the sky in letters that must have been a thousand feet high, letters that, like the Bif-rost of old, were made up of millions of tiny runes, coded together to create a web of something vast and unbreakable, I read: 

			 

			NOW CHOOSE YOUR CHARACTER.

			 

			We were in a computer game.
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			Its name was Asgard!™ – with an exclamation mark, like a 50s musical, and that little rune alongside, as if somehow to prove ownership. The premise, to hold the Sky Citadel against an assault from our enemies – Ice Folk, Rock Folk, renegade demons and so forth. There were a number of possible ways to play, according to character. You could play a Warrior (Thor); a General (Odin); or a Warrior Princess (Freyja) depicted as a generic female in impossibly scanty armour.

			I know. You’d have thought that in a World as advanced as this one, such gross misrepresentation would have been inconceivable. I mean, seriously, Freyja? If I’d created a game in which Elder Age gods came back to life, I certainly wouldn’t have chosen her. Not that she couldn’t fight when she had to, but Freyja was always too touchy for words, besides not being a fan of mine. All in all, there were plenty of things about this game that I wouldn’t have planned, least of all the fact that I was clearly one of the bad guys. Talk about stereotyping. Of course the guy from Chaos would be representing the black hats. 

			Still, minor inaccuracies aside, it seemed like a pretty cool game. In fact, there was a whole world to be discovered in there – battles with giants; problems to solve; goblin minions to destroy; unlikely treasures to be found; a quest to reawaken a group of sleeping comrades buried under a layer of ice – its primary objective being the eventual defeat of the boss monster (me) and the reclaiming of Asgard.

			I’ll admit, it gave me the chills. So familiar, and yet so strange. So like the bubble-worlds of Dream, and yet so much more durable. But for me, the important thing was that during the course of this game the player seemed to enter a state of intense suggestibility, becoming his character; speaking his lines, maybe even sharing his thoughts. And that’s where the gulf between the Worlds narrowed to the point at which you could almost cross—

			Oh yes. I was familiar with the principle involved. I’d watched the process many times from my cell in Netherworld. Not that I meant to participate, but I understood how it worked. And now at last I had reached the point at which it might possibly work for me. 

			The snake was looking suspicious. As well it might; unlike myself, it had entered this place without prior knowledge, and it was beginning to understand that this might not be a conventional dream. In Aspect it was much as before, minus the stench and the sheath of slime, which frankly was an improvement, and yet I could sense its growing unease. The change of Aspect. Corporeal form. The strangely familiar landscape.

			I looked into the blameless sky. 

			Below me, the Serpent followed my gaze.

			 

			YOU HAVE CHOSEN THOR!

			 

			announced the giant letters in the sky. Martial music began to play. I looked around, only to see all the goblin minions rushing to take cover as something appeared on the horizon. Something fast. Something big. Something that made the ground shake.

			The Serpent gave a low hiss. Quietly, I slid off its back to stand on the open parapet. 

			Ah.

			The basic premise of this game seemed to be adversarial in nature. YOU HAVE CHOSEN THOR, it said. And sure enough, coming over Bif-rost was the Thunderer, in Aspect, wielding his great hammer, his face twisted into a pretzel of rage—

			The serpent gave a mighty hiss. I couldn’t really blame it. The last time they’d met hadn’t ended well for my monstrous progeny. The Oracle describes it thus: 

			 

			Now the snake that binds the world

			Strikes in rage at wrathful Thor.

			Thunderer wins the battle, but falls

			To the monster’s raging maw.

			 

			Which made for a certain awkwardness now as the Thunderer strode into view. Of course, this wasn’t really Thor. The real Thor was somewhere in Netherworld, still trapped in his own personal hell; but this Aspect of Thor had the red beard, the hammer and the attitude. He also had a kind of corset made from shining metal, which I thought looked rather silly, and a helmet with horns on, which made him look like a giant cow.

			Still, my plan had never been to engage in combat. For a start, I don’t enjoy pain, and if my assessment was correct, this game would involve quite a lot of it.

			I ducked beneath the parapet just at the moment at which Meta-Thor’s hammer smashed into the massive wall only inches from my head – accompanied by a brief fanfare from an invisible orchestra – while at the same time I heard his voice roaring like a hurricane:

			Flee, thou creature of Chaos, before the might of Thor, the Thunderer!

			Yeah. I had to laugh at that. Even Bragi the Bard, who had written some cheesy lines in his time, would have balked at that one.

			I shall rend thee limb from limb. Tonight, I shall feast in Valhalla, and pick my teeth with thy sharpened bones!

			The language was ridiculous. But I had to admit, the sentiment was Thor. The last time I’d seen him, at Ragnarók, he’d promised to tear me limb from limb. Luckily, I’d brought along a distraction; and one that was more than ready to fight. 

			I flinched as once again the hammer crashed into the parapet, sending a massive plume of black smoke and pulverized rock into the air. But the Serpent was between us, lunging at the Thunderer. Thor struck at it with his hammer; the blow was enough to send the Serpent flying through the gleaming air – until it struck an invisible wall, and bounced off it with an air of almost comic astonishment. Well, yes. I should have said. That’s the thing about this World: easy enough for us to get in; not so easy to get out. The Serpent gave an enormous hiss and went for the barrier again. When it bounced off for the second time, its violent rage was enough to make the parapet on which I was standing shake. 

			I grabbed at the nearest minion. It was a goblin of some kind, about the size of a large dog, its furry face half hidden beneath an oversized round helmet.

			‘Whose dream is this?’ I demanded.

			The minion goggled at me from eyes of a luminous, wedding-ring gold. For a moment I wondered if it could speak. Then it squeaked: ‘Let me go, Captain, let me go! I didn’t do nuffink! It wasn’t me!’ 

			I held it fast by the scruff of the neck. ‘You know me?’ 

			The goblin looked surprised. ‘Everyone knows you, Captain,’ it said, as if I’d said something ludicrous. ‘Quick, you gotta get ready! It’s Thor!’

			Well, that was certainly true enough. Thor – or whatever Aspect of Thor happened to be a prisoner here – though briefly distracted by Jormungand, was heading straight towards me. 

			‘What weapons do I have? What glam?’

			The goblin goggled at me idiotically. 

			‘Don’t tell me I have nothing,’ I said, considering for a moment the possibility of holding the creature over my head and using it as some kind of shield. ‘This game, this battle – this World – has rules. What chance do I have if I’m unarmed?’

			The goblin gave a whole-body shrug. ‘Well, you are the Trickster,’ it said. ‘You’ve got a bunch of tricks you can use.’

			‘What kind of tricks?’ I said.

			‘I dunno,’ said the goblin. ‘You’re the god, remember? I’m just a minion of evil.’

			I sketched a runeshape in the air, without any great expectation. Somewhat to my surprise, there was a fanfare – and a shining disc of silvery light sprang into being in mid-air a foot or so from my face. 

			A runeshield. And just in time, too: the Thunderer struck at me again. I felt the impact against the shield: a bone-crunching blow that in any other circumstance would have meant the end of Yours Truly. As it was, I guessed the shield wouldn’t last more than another couple of strikes – not that I meant to be around for long enough to find out.

			I made a leap for higher ground, still holding the runeshield between us. There was a ledge above the parapet, ending in a blank stone wall. Nowhere to run; nowhere to hide; nothing but the sickening drop to Ida’s plain below me. But I wasn’t planning to hang about for Meta-Thor to finish me. All I needed was the chance to connect with whoever was playing the game. One dreamer was all I needed: one mind. One player to choose my perspective, rather than that of the Thunderer. And I could sense hundreds of minds at work here; hundreds of silver strands interlinked. One of them had to be suitable. They couldn’t all be rooting for Thor. Surely one of them, at least, would be sympathetic to an alternative point of view? 

			Meta-Thor started to climb. Now I could practically hear the hundreds of interlinked voices, urging him to crush my skull, to peel me like an orange—

			I tried a delaying tactic. ‘Er, can we talk about this?’ I said.

			Meta-Thor looked a little confused. 

			I tried a different idiom. ‘I prithee, o brother, o Mighty One. Er – look, could we possibly do this some other time?’ 

			I started to edge away from him, keeping an eye out for Jormungand. The World Serpent had finally stopped its mindless pounding of the outer wall, and was currently circling Asgard’s walls with a look of angry bafflement. But Meta-Thor was moving again, and I had to pursue my argument.

			‘I mean, quite apart from the fact that this isn’t Asgard, you’re not actually Thor, and I could use some help here—’ I addressed this final plea to the universe in general as that damned fanfare came again, and Meta-Thor, with a howl of triumph, hurtled towards me, hammer in hand, ready to smash me against the wall.

			I attempted to use the shield again, but instead of a fanfare, it simply produced a sad little twanging sound, as if I’d stepped on Bragi’s lute. I raised both my arms, thought of Asgard, and—

			The World Serpent, having finally identified the real enemy, hurtled into Meta-Thor, striking him in the small of the back. Thor stumbled forwards, hitting the wall and pulverizing the rocky ledge on which I had been standing. I fell, arms flailing through the air, to be caught by Meta-Thor, who seized me by the hair as I fell and drew me into a crushing embrace—

			Ouch. So, I could feel actual pain in this odd little bubble-world. Interesting in principle, but not something I was eager to pursue in practice.

			‘Please,’ I said. ‘I can help you escape. Just let me go. I swear I will. I swear, I’ll find a way to free all of the gods if you let me go . . .’

			Meta-Thor growled. His hands found my throat. His eyes were bloodshot and desperate; the eyes of a man who has long since ceased to hope, or to believe in anything. I might even have felt sorry for him, if I hadn’t been otherwise engaged. Behind him, on the parapet, the World Serpent shook its hoary head free of the rubble and debris of Asgard. It opened its jaws. The stench was immense. Its fangs were the size of ice-picks. I’d counted on it attacking Thor in preference to me, and to be fair, barring one detail, my plan was going swimmingly. 

			The thing was, I’d rather counted on not being in the vicinity when Jormungand made his move. I addressed a blasphemous prayer – to the game, to the players, to the universe in general:

			Please. Just give me a break, OK? Have you any idea what it’s like, being me? 

			At which point, the Serpent struck with the bludgeoning force of a battering-ram, and, thrown free of Thor’s embrace, I was flung over the parapet, and, screaming and cursing and pinwheeling, I fell once again towards Ida’s plain, while all around me the fanfare played, and the letters in the sky above proclaimed in a tumult of Northlights: 

			 

			GAME OVER!

			 

			And I was reborn into flesh.

		

	
		
			 

			5

			Gods, what a feeling. What a trip. I swear there’s nothing like it. Emerging like a newborn from Dream into a living body; feeling that rush of sensations – heat; cold; hunger; lust; exhilaration; appetite – seeing colours; hearing sounds – no, there’s nothing like it. Which is why it didn’t occur to me until a little later that there was something very slightly odd about the whole experience. 

			When Odin first called me from Chaos, I determined my own Aspect: that of a young man with red hair and a certain louche charm. When rescued from bondage by Gullveig-Heid, restored to the height of my powers, I naturally resumed my corporeal form. In the game of Asgard!™ I had assumed the Aspect of the character created in my image: not quite an accurate portrait, but close enough to identify. But this time, it was different. This time, I had no corporeal form; no glam to create one. Yet here I was, in the physical world, in a physical body. 

			The initial shock was tremendous. I wondered if I’d lost my mind. So many sensations all at once, crammed into this jacket of flesh. I couldn’t breathe. My vision swam. I fell to my knees on a hard wooden floor that smelt of dust and beeswax. The sounds of battle rang in my ears; the brassy taste of blood filled my mouth and once more I was falling from Asgard’s broken parapet . . . 

			I lay on the dusty floor for a while and listened to my deafening heart. Slowly, the panic receded; the nausea became bearable; I opened my eyes and saw a room that was dimly lit by a glowing box. Discarded clothes lay on the ground. There were pictures on the walls of a man who I thought looked vaguely familiar. The bed was unmade; the curtains were drawn. I realized that it must be night. 

			I held up my arms. They were skinny, but functional. For a moment I thought I saw the silvery gleam of the runemark Kaen, although unlike my own rune, this one seemed to be reversed – 

			 

			[image: R06r.tiff] 

			 

			– but no, on further investigation, it was only a pale scar that happened to look like a runemark. There were other scars there, too, braceleting half the length of my arm. I knew they were not accidental, although I didn’t know how I knew. And suddenly, there was something else; something that had me scrambling to my feet and heading full-tilt towards what I knew to be the bathroom. There was a mirror over the sink (no time for me to marvel yet at how I knew these things), and I turned on the overhead light to scrutinize my features. 

			I know. It’s a cliché. So shoot me – but I was a little afraid of what I might see in the mirror. What if I was ugly? I thought. Call me shallow, if you like, but I’ve always been irresistible. The thought that my current Aspect might not be as alluring as the one I’d always inhabited filled me with a nameless dread. 

			Oh.

			Well, I wasn’t ugly. That was a relief, for a start. In fact, as the impact of seeing myself for the first time began to wear off, I was even inclined to approve. Eyes, grey; hair, nondescript (but that could be changed); a mouth that looked more serious than the one I had become used to (still, I sensed that a healthy dose of laughter might work wonders). The skin was reassuringly good; the cheekbones, average; the general appearance somewhat gauche as well as rather skinny, but with a little effort, I felt that maybe I could work with it. And yet, I couldn’t help thinking that there was something important that I’d missed.

			And then it struck me. Yes, of course. I should have seen it straight away, except that I’d been a prisoner in Netherworld for centuries, and my mind had been on other things. But now I saw it clearly. The hair; the shape of the jaw-line; the absence of something significant in the trouser region –

			I stared at my reflection again. No doubt about it. 

			I was a girl.
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			Well, it could be worse, I thought. In previous Aspects I had already been a horse, a bridesmaid, a gadfly, a hawk, a snake and an old woman. I’d even given birth – not an experience I was keen to repeat, but at least I wasn’t entirely new to the concept of gender fluidity. And scrutinizing my reflection, I was inclined to believe I’d been lucky. I was young, I looked healthy; I was even passably attractive, although the short hair seemed a little severe compared to what I was used to. 

			I was wearing some kind of shapeless black hooded garment over a pair of leggings (Jeans, whispered a distant voice in my mind), and boots of sturdy leather. On my left arm (the one with the ladder of rune-shaped scars), I wore a stack of bracelets made of some braided material in a number of bright colours. My ears were pierced in several places, as was my left eyebrow, and small diamond studs inserted. My breasts were disappointingly small, although, as the offspring of a fire demon and a combustible, I’d never found mammaries particularly fascinating. I was just starting to investigate my rather more promising nether regions when the whispering voice that had spoken to me identifying the jean-things spoke up rather more sharply.

			What the hell are you doing? it said.

			That must be my host, I thought. I’ll admit, I’d been so busy exploring my current Aspect that I’d hardly given any thought to its original occupant. Frankly, I’d expected them to vacate the premises. Apparently, they hadn’t. 



OEBPS/OEBPS/font/OxoniaRoman.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/PalatinoLinotype-Roman.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/R06r_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Candara.ttf


OEBPS/cover.jpeg
K

&\

e

1| Sl

e
i~

>
\‘ \ -
7T X

R

A, ). a O —
/\\\\\W W\\\\\"’/ﬁm&
N
- ‘WK’EA\MEN [
w o

PELLTN
=
' s






OEBPS/OEBPS/image/23439.png
Darkness

Last night | dreamed 1 was in Asgard
again.
Well, I guess that's gin for you.
Lokabrenna, 516

[






OEBPS/OEBPS/font/PalatinoLinotype-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/23369.png
/ THE '
| TESTAMENT |

>LOKI

JOANNE M. HARRIS






OEBPS/OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/PalatinoLinotype-Italic.ttf


