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I heard my own scream, sat bolt upright in the
darkness and whipped my head around, the shadows of my bedroom
slowly taking form in the gloom. A bead of sweat trickled down my
beating temple and I swiped at it, panting. I shook my head against
the last shreds of images falling away in my mind…an inferno
blazing in the trees…Fen's teeth ripping into flesh…the slice of a
blade drawing a current of blood down Gerd's shirt, the white lace
brightening to red.

In the next moment Bren was there. He gripped
my arms and searched my face, then pulled me into him. I closed my
eyes against his chest, waited for his heartbeat to break through
the ringing in my ears. I knew my mother had heard me, knew Bren
had pushed her gently back into sleep. The past few weeks had been
filled with nights like this. Once the shock of what happened in
Asgard had worn off, the horror had set in and taken hold, weaving
itself into the minutes and hours of my days until nothing I saw or
did or dreamed was separate from it.

It took a long time for my pulse to fall in
with Bren's. When it did, my lids grew heavy, rose and fell as I
absorbed his quiet warmth, and finally closed. I felt him ease me
back onto my pillow, felt him settle in beside me, felt his arms
close around me and bury me in darkness.

 


He was always gone the next morning, but the bed was
always still warm where he had been. I knew he waited until my
mother turned off the water in her shower before he snuck out,
because my first moments were filled with the sounds of the
hairdryer and the scent of jasmine soap. But the loneliness that
usually settled around me was lifted today on the breath of a new
thought. It was Saturday. The last one before finals and the summer
beyond. And Bren and I were going hiking.

I rolled to inhale his scent on my pillow,
then pushed the covers aside and sprang up, anxious to let the
bright of the day filter through me. I got dressed, carried the
backpack I had already stocked and my hiking shoes out into the
suite, and flipped on the coffee pot, taking comfort from the
gurgle and hiss. Sun streamed in through the window and I went over
to look out on the day while I waited. New leaves were a light
green haze across the woods of Lenape Mountain, its once frozen
runs now scrubbed with grass and stones. Even on Saturday, the
clatter of hammers and the drone of power saws answered the frantic
notes of a thousand birds. Technically, the water park was open - a
last field trip for schools coming from the cities - but final
preparations were still being made for what Mr. Neil referred to as
"all hell breaking loose."

My mother and I had coffee together and
talked about how fast the resort had gotten busy again and how
quickly the school year had gone, then she went down to reception
and I went out into the morning. It was still odd to feel the rush
of sunlit warmth as I opened the door and stepped out onto the
deck, and I smiled, squinted against the rays and inhaled the scent
of freshly cut grass. Odder still was turning right instead of left
at the bottom of the stairs, and I felt a phantom pang of guilt
every time I did it. But they didn't live in the apartments
anymore. Val had had to rent a condo to accommodate their growing
family and address privacy needs, which, Frieda complained, had
been an issue for her and Dag for a long time. She liked to tease
Val about playing favorites with Frey, because they hadn't moved
until Gerd came, but I had never understood how any of them managed
to live together in that tiny apartment. My mother and I couldn't
seem to get out of each other's way in our suite, and we had our
own bedrooms.

As I walked past the first row of condos, I
sped up and pinned my gaze ahead. They were the first unit in the
last row, and as always, I was determined to get there without a
stray glance down the pathway toward 217. I focused on the distant
whine of a drill, let it fill my head and pushed on past the
buildings until I rounded the final corner, scurried up the first
set of stairs, and let myself in. None of us ever knocked. It was
how they knew if a stranger was waiting on the other side of the
door.

"Hello?" I called as I closed the door behind
me. I dropped my backpack and wandered into the kitchen. The
layouts in the end units were all the same, so I had known my way
around the ground floor from the beginning.

"Hey." Bren turned from the counter. He held
up the travel mug in his hand and put it down next to me.

"Thanks." I paused to take in the way his
t-shirt softly hugged every perfect line of him, the way the light
from the window made a fiery halo around his head. "For last night,
too."

He shook his head, glanced at the floor and
back up at me. He blamed himself, always, for everything. "I can
help you stop them. The dreams."

I smiled at him. We'd been through this. "I'm
done upsetting the natural order for a while. Sometimes you just
have to let things play out."

"There's nothing natural about those
nightmares. It would just be damage control."

I gave in to my craving, stepped closer and
ran a hand down his arm, then let my fingers trail up under his
sleeve.

"I'm done with that, too," I said, but he had
already forgotten the conversation. He pressed me against the
counter, pulled my head against him, drew in the scent of my hair.
Then he pulled away just enough to kiss me. Immediately, I was lost
in his taste, in the way his sun-warmed back felt under my hands,
in the weight of him - persistent, unmovable, unbreakable. The
universe itself would shatter against him…almost did.

"That doesn't look like hiking."

I turned to watch Frey take the last three
steps from the bedrooms in one bound and stomp the floor, his
dreads bobbing around his head. I wondered if he missed his board,
but he and Gerd had already been all over the Poconos, hiking and
kayaking and rock climbing. She couldn't seem to get enough of this
world, and he was happy to indulge her every whim. Happy to do
anything that involved her.

"We're getting to it." Bren said, his hand
still moving through my hair. He hadn't taken his eyes from me. I
turned back to him and watched his gaze move over mine, wondering
if I would ever get used to the sight of him.

"You sure about that?" Frey sidestepped us to
get to the fridge, pulled out the orange juice and took a long
guzzle from the carton. Then he grabbed an apple and tore off a
massive bite, wiped his upper lip with his bare arm, and kicked the
door closed.

"No." Bren said, his stare growing
intense.

"Yes." I said. But the crack in my voice was
comic enough to make him smile. "Yes," I tried again, glancing over
his shoulder at Frey, who was also grinning. "We're going."

"Happy trails." Frey wiped his hand against
his shorts. He had finished the apple, core and all, and I thought,
not for the first time, that he had brought his monster appetite
back from Asgard. In fact, they had all been different since they'd
been back. Along with the rabid devouring of food and the
earth-shaking movements were more subtle things, like Bren's
immediate detection of my nightmares despite my necklace, and Dag
and Frieda's inability to keep their hands off each other. But the
truth was, I couldn't seem to think of anything but Bren lately
either, and wondered now if we had all just come too close to
losing what we loved to take any of it for granted.

I tugged at Bren's hand until he finally
relented and let me pull him toward the door. Frey threw a glance
our way, regarded Bren with a smirk and a shrug and pounded his
chest with his fist. Bren returned the gesture and we headed
out.

As we walked to my car, I thought about Frey,
about his sheepish grin and about Gerd sleeping in his bed upstairs
- their bed. Then I imagined Frieda and Dag curled up in the
quiet darkness of the next room. I held my breath for a moment
against sudden nerves. Bren felt my pace slow and glanced at
me.

"What? Forget something?"

I shook my head. We crossed the parking lot
to where my car was parked behind the hotel.

"Want me to drive?" He asked as I fished my
keys from my backpack. He drove a lot. Often too fast and always
with only one hand on the wheel. I held up the keys and he opened
the passenger door as he pawed them from my hand.

I stared at him, at the door, at him. He made
a sweeping motion and waited. I stepped forward, tossed the
backpack on the floor, and stood in the space between the door and
the car. He leaned on the frame and watched me.

In the next lot over, a family pulled up in a
hybrid. The back door opened a crack, a small sneaker inching
toward the ground for purchase, and then all at once a little boy
leapt out, craned his head to scan the water slides, and took off
toward the fence to get a better look. The passenger door flew out
and a slim woman rose from the car and slid her sunglasses up onto
her head.

"Wait, Riley." She yipped in a thin voice.
"I. Said. Wait."

The kid kept running like his name wasn't
Riley. Finally, she began to trot toward him, leaving the car open
behind her.

Bren and I watched for a second, then looked
at each other and laughed. He pushed himself off the door and
rocked it back and forth. "Ready?"

Somewhere behind us, the father had buttoned
up the hybrid and was herding his family toward the gate in a deep,
cheery tone.

"Yeah." I said. "Let's go."

 


 


 


2


 


We snagged the last empty space in the main lot at
the base of Mount Tammany. As Bren turned off the car, I opened my
mouth to ask him if he had had something to do with our luck, but
sighed out the thought instead. The trailhead was fairly empty, and
I relaxed into a near meditative state as I breathed in the woody
dampness of the forest and peered up into the dizzying rise of the
trees against the sky. Pollen and tiny bugs danced in the haze, and
I heard the chase of squirrels against rough bark.

We stopped at the stony brook before the
bridge. I fixed my gaze on the water as Bren slid the backpack onto
his shoulders.

"The trail's empty for the amount of cars in
the lot." I said.

"Vacationers like to get up early. So they
don't waste time."

I nodded, the bridge tugging at my focus.

"Or do you think I scattered them?"

I looked up. "Did you?"

"No. Most of them are farther up."

I nodded again, finally glanced at the
bridge. I hadn't really been here with…him. Not really. Bren knew
about the dreams, knew he and I had been connected that way. He had
seen that in Asgard, but I had been afraid to ask him how much he
knew. My hand trailed up to the chain around my neck and I fumbled
at it absently.

"What is it?"

I turned. Bren had been watching me. I forced
a bright, curious expression.

"What trail do you want to take?" I pointed
to our right. "That one leads to the summit…it has an awesome view.
And that one, across the bridge, eventually leads to Sunfish Pond.
I've only been there once, when I was young, and I don't really
remember it. It's a long hike, but I think it's actually a glacial
lake, which is really cool." I clamped my teeth together to cut off
my babbling.

He shrugged, his somber expression falling
away. "Let's see the pond."

I held my breath as we crossed the bridge -
the way some people do when they walk past a graveyard - and
focused on the rhythm of our footfalls on the wooden planks. Once
we were on the other side, Bren took my hand. I laced my fingers
through his. He looked at me and smiled, and we started up the
trail.

The ground was spongy under our feet, but
we'd had a few dry days in a row, so there was no mud. Whenever the
climb got steep, I felt the distance between me and my last hike,
my heart thumping with the rude awakening. Bren seemed to sense
this, and slowed his smooth and flawless crawl up the slope
periodically to let me catch my breath, but the burn in my legs
felt good, my muscles remembering with every reach, my lungs
expanding past their complaint to allow the fresh green air to fuel
me. Eventually, my steps grew fast and steady against the rumble of
rock and fallen debris on the trail, and I fell into pace with
Bren, the tension in our arms slackening to an easy swing.

Our walk was wordless, as so many things were
with us lately. There was nothing in the language I knew to voice
my gratitude for the days I spent with him, the minutes I passed
watching him move, feeling the heat of him close to me, the deep
comfort of every normal thing we did together…getting coffee at the
gas station, seeing a movie, sitting in my car too long listening
to music while we talked. He seemed to feel it too. The set of his
jaw was not so tense, his eyes not so hard when his thoughts
strayed. He laughed more, usually at me, and I loved the sound of
it so much that I often forgot my own awkwardness and just let
myself be a goof. Anyone would have thought we were just some
stupid, ordinary couple. I may have been persuaded too, if it
weren't for the nightmares.

When we crested the summit, a clearing opened
up on a field strewn with brittle yellow grass and huge boulders,
and we stopped to scan the view. Below us on our right, the river
shimmered and snaked through the valley, kayakers and fishermen
dotting its surface. Hawks soared level with our gaze, rays gilding
their rusty tails, their wings spread wide and motionless against
the thermal haze of heat and blue sky. Bren tracked their
effortless coast as they spiraled down to tree scrubbed
outcroppings, lit on branches, and took off again. I watched him
for a while and let the sun warm my face, then wandered to the far
side of the clearing, where a sea of dark green hills rolled on and
on, the shadows of the moving clouds like ominous creatures lurking
below its surface.

I felt Bren's arms slide around me and
smiled, glanced back at him.

"It's so quiet up here." I said.

"Hmm. I'm sure it'll be mobbed once the
summer kicks in."

"I can't wait. For summer, I mean."

"Neither can I." He tightened his hold on me
and I sank into him.

"Are you going to take that job Mr. Neil
offered you?"

I nodded. "I already have my CPR
certification from babysitting, so I'm good to go. Besides, I can't
expect my mom to keep paying for my insurance, and my bank account
is dwindling. And then there's…you know…saving." We never talked
about college. At first, it had just seemed too small a thing
compared to all that had happened since I'd known him, and now it
was just the opposite.

He sighed against my ear. "I know you want to
do things yourself, but whatever you need…"

"I know."

After a few minutes, we crossed the clearing
and headed up the narrow path cut through the forest. The trees
quickly closed in, choking off the sunlight and shrinking the day
down around us in a damp chill. The visibility was limited to the
bends in the trail as we wound our way along. I glanced up to get a
sense of our general direction from the break in the canopy, met
with a wall of leafy shadow, and felt a quick trip in my heart. I
groped behind me for Bren's hand. His fingers closed around mine in
an instant.

"Okay?"

"Yeah, fine." I had never panicked in the
woods before. Not these woods anyway. I let Bren take the lead
until the path opened up to sparser groves.

Finally, I caught a glimpse of blue shimmer
ahead and quickened my steps, the lake taking shape in my view. It
was clear and bright. I stepped up onto a rock hunched against the
shore, inhaled the cool, mineral scent, let it fill my head. Bren
stepped up beside me.

"Looks like the path runs the perimeter."

We looked across the surface to the trees on
the far side.

"It's amazing. That a glacier made this." I
laughed a little and glanced at him. "At least to me, it is."

"To me, too."

"Is it?" I turned to face him. "I mean, for
you it must seem like this just happened yesterday."

He shook his head. "It's not like that. As
long as I'm in this body, everything is slowed down…ticks along
frame by frame just like it does for you. It gives me a chance to
notice everything, every detail. Like you said, it's amazing."

I was already lost in his gaze, the deep,
crystal gleam stretched out in front of us pale by comparison. He
smiled when he saw this, pushed my hair behind my ear, stepped
close.

"I wish you'd take that chain off so I could
see what's going on in that head of yours."

"You can see."

His smile sharpened to a grin. "Not for
sure."

"Well, that's fair then, because I can't see
what's in your head, either."

He took another step, slid his hand around my
waist and bent his head to whisper in my ear. "If you want, I'll
tell you."

My bones dissolved and I grabbed on to his
arms to steady myself, letting my head fall against his chest. He
pressed his face into my hair and when he tugged at me, I held as
firm as I could to my spot.

"Maybe we should keep moving." I said into
his shirt.

"We can do that."

"You first."

He laughed and kissed my temple, then pressed
his forehead against mine. "Okay, okay. I guess we didn't come all
this way not to see the lake."

He let another few seconds pass, then stepped
away, took my hand again, and started us along the rocky banks.

We found a clearing thick with soft, new
grass about halfway around. It was conspicuously absent of the
craggy stones that jutted through what seemed like every square
inch of Pocono ground, and even more conspicuously surrounded by
dense pines.

"What a convenient little spot." I said as
Bren slid off the backpack and pulled me down next to him.

"Isn't it?" He flashed me his perfect, white
smile.

I shook my head. "And how perfect that
there's not one other human being here. I mean, not one of those
cars full of people came for the Sunfish hike."

He laughed a little as he stared at the small
waves rippling against the shore. "They're here. They're just
not…here. We won't see them, they won't see us."

"Nice."

"Come on, it's not that big a deal. I don't
want to be with them…or anybody. I just want to be with you. I
think I'm entitled to a little selfishness. At least for the next
year or so." He still hadn't looked at me, and his face darkened
now as he rested his arms on his knees.

A cold dread seeped into me. Finally, he had
set down the first words like heavy stepping stones toward the
future. I didn't want to start down that path, didn't even want to
look down it.

"No." I said, because it was the only thing I
could choke out.

"No, what?"

"No." I braced my hands against the ground to
push myself to standing, but he grabbed my wrist and held me.

"Jen…"

"No." My voice echoed across the water. I
swallowed back some volume. "I don't want to."

"Don't want to what? Go to college? Live your
life?" His eyes searched mine.

I let my muscles soften, resigned myself to
whatever truth would reveal itself. He had spoken my fears into
being, and now there was nowhere to run. No chance that there would
be one more day, one more hour, pretending.

"Is that what you want?" I asked.

His brows drew together. "What I want?"

"For me to go? To be done with this?"

He shook his head, slowly, his mouth open.
Finally, he said, "Are you crazy?"

"Probably. And I have a right to be, don't
you think? After everything we've been through, you want to talk to
me about going off to college, studying for some random career,
walking away from you and making pretend none of this ever
happened? Was your plan to get me alone up here to tell me that
it's been great, but we really have to think about moving on? I
mean…not that it surprises me. I never really understood why you
wanted anything to do with me in the first place…"

"Jen…"

"I'm not exactly goddess material, obviously,
and…"

"Jenna…"

"And there really aren't any perks for you in
being with me…not like there were with other girls…like
Brianna…"

"Stop it." He grasped my shoulders and leaned
close. "I don't want to hear you say things like that. Not
ever."

I flinched away from his gaze, but the pin
had been pulled, and all I could do was empty out. "Then I guess
it's good that I have my chain after all. It'll shield you from the
mess in my head."

His grip softened. "Is that what you think?
That you're not enough for me?"

I focused on a patch of sunlit grass.

"You think I want you to go?"

I shrugged.

"Look at me." When I didn't, he gave me a
rough shake and I finally lifted my eyes to his.

"If I had my way," he said, "I'd never leave
your side again. I'd wake up with you every morning, and go to
sleep with you every night, and give you everything you would ever
need to live whatever life you wanted to live."

I nodded eagerly, indulging in the fantasy.
"What if that's what I want? Why can't we just have that?"

He watched me for a long moment, then sighed.
"If that's what you want, then that's what we'll do. You'll
graduate, and we'll move you into the condo, or we'll go somewhere
else - depending on how murderous your mother is - " I smiled at
this as he went on, "and you can decide on the fly about college
and whatever else. I'll even deal with the mountain of resentment
you'll build up over the years as you slowly learn to hate me for
robbing you of your independence, and happily go about making your
coffee every morning while you refine your plot to murder me."

I laughed out loud. "There's probably not
even a way to kill you."

He smiled. "If there is, you'll find it.
You're freakishly smart. You know that, right?"

"Don't change the subject. You're the one who
brought it up. Ruined our day with it."

"I'm not changing the subject. I may not be
as smart as you are, but I'm not stupid enough to think you'll be
satisfied hanging around resorts, watching Frey swallow fruit whole
and listening to Skye's snark for the rest of your life."

"But it's good enough for the rest of you?
It's just me who doesn't fit in?"

"We've lived a lot of lives, Jen."

I opened my mouth to say that none of those
had been satisfactory either, that all that time in Asgard hadn't
been enough for them, or they wouldn't have come here, but he cut
me off. "And I know you're going to say those lives weren't full,
and you'd be right. But they gave us enough time to understand
ourselves. To know what we want."

"And you want me to leave?" I cringed at my
words. The pout was getting thick.

"No. I want you to never leave. But more than
that, I want you to be as sure about what you want as I am."

"I am sure." I held up a hand. "And don't
patronize me by telling me I don't know what's out there, or that
I'm young, or whatever other condescending thing you're going to
say."

He closed his mouth and waited.

I took a moment to gather all the thoughts
that had broken through my peace for the last few weeks, and all
the conclusions I had come to about them, and went on.

"I've experienced more in the time I've known
you than most people experience in a lifetime. I nearly fell off
the edge of Bifrost into God knows what kind of death. I've been
kidnapped, attacked with supernatural storms, pulled through
interdimensional portals, caught up in the battle of the universe.
I've yelled in the faces of kings even though I felt like I was
going to die from terror. I watched myself disappear from my own
world right in front of my eyes." I stopped just short of telling
him that the worst part of any of it had been when he was gone. It
was too pathetic to say out loud, especially in light of the
current conversation. "So I think I've earned the right to decide
for myself what I want. No…more than that. I've earned the right to
do what I want regardless of whether or not it's a mistake. If it
is, it's my mistake. And you have no right to own it, or feel
guilty about it, because then you really are robbing me of my
independence."

I stopped short. It was as though someone
else had been speaking. Someone older and less afraid. Bren hadn't
moved. His face hadn't changed. He stared at me for a long time
before he spoke.

"You're right." He nodded. "I'm sorry."

I stuttered, caught off guard. "No, I…I
didn't mean for you to…"

"No, I needed to hear it." He reached out and
wound his fingers into a strand of my hair. "I've been so focused
on protecting you because I know how precious every day of your
life is. But those days are yours. You have to live them your way.
I should know better than anyone that the mapped out path you're
expected to walk doesn't exist anywhere real. Things happen…plans
change. We change. I guess I just don't ever want you to feel like
you're missing anything."

We were quiet for a while. He slid his hand
into mine as we listened to the water smack against the rocks. I
cast him a sideways glance.

"So…you don't want to…you know…like…move
on?"

He looked at me and huffed. "Why the hell
would you think that?"

"I told you."

He shifted to face me. "What did you tell
me?"

I shook him off. I didn't want to say those
things again. Not outside the heat of argument, when he could
really focus on them.

"You said you never understood why I wanted
anything to do with you." He said.

I traced the back of his knuckles with one
finger.

"But I think I've explained that to you."

"You said it's because I decided to learn to
ride."

"No it's…" he shook his head. "It's more than
that." He thought a minute, then went on. "When we first got here,
everything seemed so…fun. We weren't responsible for anything, so
humans did what humans do, and we didn't interfere. We just took
advantage of certain…what did you call them? Perks? Whenever the
mood struck us, and it all seemed okay."

"How many…perks…did you take advantage of?" I
didn't quite look at him.

"Does it matter?"

I shrugged. "Maybe. I don't know."

"Well, when you do, tell me. I'll tell you
anything you want to know."

This opened the gate on a question I'd been
hinting at for a long time. I met his gaze. "I want to know why you
slept with Brianna."

"I didn't sleep."

"Not funny."

"Okay." He held up a hand. I thought I heard
a nervous waver in his voice. "I think I was kind of getting to
that."

"Fine. Go on."

He took in a long breath, held it for a
moment, let it go. "So like I said, it all seemed okay. We were
able to pretend for a while, live life right alongside humans,
party with them, play their games, even contribute to their stupid
mistakes, all the while knowing that no matter what we did, it
wouldn't result in Armageddon. Which, to us, was the only important
thing."

"A drinking binge probably seems pretty mild
compared to Ragnarok."

"Everything seemed mild compared to that.
Wars, disease, disasters…but the longer we were here, the more
confused we got. I mean, as far as humans know, they get this one
life, this set number of days, and that's it…no do overs. And yet,
we watched them waste so much time, watched them say no to so many
experiences that could have opened up their perspectives, helped
them change things…and watched them say yes to things like
poisoning their bodies, poisoning their minds. And the worst part
was, we were helping them do it. After a while, we started to feel
a little guilty about it."

"It's not like you were forcing anyone."

"No. But people tend to be drawn to us. And
we were setting a terrible example."

I gave him a frustrated smile. "Humans aren't
kids. I know it may seem that way to you, but people willingly make
those kinds of decisions sometimes. They know what the consequences
are. They just do it anyway."

"Well, that's what we found out. They were
going to destroy themselves whether we helped them or not. And that
was the elders' contention all along, which made it particularly
hard to swallow. For me anyway. I mean, I always believed humans
would break through all that if they were given the chance, but the
closer I got, the longer I lived among them, the less convinced I
was. They almost always took the easy way out, made the selfish
choice, even if they believed they wouldn't." He hesitated, then
threw up a hand and let it fall. "I started to wonder if it was a
waste, everything we did to get here. We protected them from us,
but we couldn't protect them from themselves. The whole thing
seemed hopeless. It made me resentful…or maybe hostile is a better
word." He shrugged. "But we had each other. If nothing else, we
didn't have to watch each other suffer and die anymore. So I tried
to hold on to that. I figured I had my family, and as long as we
were all in good shape, I could take this world for whatever it
offered and coast."

I looked down at our hands, skimmed my
fingers across his ring. "So that's what you did."

"That's what I did."

"Pretty cynical."

"I'm not proud of it."

"You told me in the woods after we met that
you didn't drink. You were pretty condescending about it."

"That's the second time today you've used
that word to describe me."

"Out loud."

He laughed. "Okay, well it had been a little
while since I'd done any of that."

"How long?"

He glanced up at me with a sheepish grin,
then dropped his gaze again. "I stopped when you came to Yew
Dales."

I gave him a confused look, but he didn't
see.

"I was aware of you the minute you got there.
Before, even. I felt you. You were hurting."

I twisted the ring around and around on his
finger. "You never told me that."

"At first, it was just glimpses in between
all the other noise. But I was drawn to your energy."

"So you're into pain?" I grinned.

He grinned back. "I was into the way you kept
looking for reasons not to feel horrible."

"There weren't any. For a while."

"But you kept looking. You had to force
yourself, but you kept tasting your coffee, watching the sunrise,
helping your mom. Most people would've curled up into a ball."

"I did that. Sometimes."

"And sometimes you didn't. The night you took
that board to the bunny hill."

I opened my mouth, closed it against a
confession I had wanted badly, for a long time, to make.

"What?"

I shook my head, hunted for a diversion. "So
basically, you're saying you were with Brianna because you were a
selfish, bitter jerk?"

He thought for a minute, then nodded. "I
guess that's what I'm saying."

"I was hoping you were going to say you did
it to save baby seals or something."

He looked at me with mock alarm. "Didn't I
mention that? About the seals?"

"No, you didn't."

"Sorry. But in all fairness, it should've
been a given."

I tried to smile, but couldn't hold it. He
started to speak and I cut him off.

"Don't say it didn't mean anything." But I
wanted him to say it.

"Somehow, I think that makes it worse."

"It does." Did it?

He gave me a minute to let the images fade
from my mind.

"Jen?"

"Hmm?"

"What were you going to tell me? Just
now."

I had said so many things in the last few
minutes I didn't think I could ever say, but as I took in a breath
to answer him, I froze.

"You can tell me anything."

That the basis of his love for me was a lie?
No.

"It's about him?"

I looked up sharply, searched his face for
meaning, got it. "No. No."

But he didn't believe me. He looked away, a
hard gleam in his eyes.

I sighed out the breath I'd been holding,
reached up and yanked the chain from around my neck before I could
rethink it. Then I uncurled his fingers and pressed it into his
palm. He stared down at it, but before he could ask what I was
doing, I threw my arms around him and pushed my face into his
shoulder, remembering as hard as I could the night I took the
rental board to the bunny hill, rewinding to the beginning,
focusing on one detail after another until I felt like I was there
again. As I scrolled through the images, I felt the steady,
electric ring that meant he was in my head and forced myself to go
on, let him feel what I felt. He saw my horror when I skidded into
the snow on my back and heard him above me. He felt my ridiculous
giddiness at being so close to him on the lift. He saw that I
stayed on the hill after he had gone, so I could burn every detail
of those few moments with him into my memory. Then I skipped back
to the first day I saw him - the fiery glint of him coasting over
the hill, his hair longer than it should've been, his vault too
high into the sky. That sense of awe flooded into me and I let
it…let him have it. Because that was the day that had really
changed everything. And now he understood that I hadn't learned to
ride out of some brave determination to control my own destiny,
some profound choice I had made to sap the most from my precious
days regardless of my pain. I learned because I had fallen in love
with him the minute I saw him, like every other stupid, panting
girl who caught a glimpse of him, and I wanted to be as close to
him as I could. There. Now he knew, and one way or another, at
least I wasn't a liar.

His arms tightened around me, his heart
pounding against mine. He slid a hand up and grasped a handful of
my hair, pulled my head back until his mouth was against my
ear.

"I knew you were there. That morning on the
hill. I knew I was riding off the chain, and I didn't care. I
wanted you to see me like that. I wanted you to know."

Relief flooded every muscle in my body and I
collapsed into him, let him crush me. He kissed the top of my head,
my temple, the side of my neck, his fingers tangled in my hair. We
fell back into the grass and I pulled him against me and kissed him
back, believing, at least for the moment, that he really did want
me as much as I wanted him. I knew the certainty was fleeting, that
there would always be a part of me that couldn't grasp it, but I
didn't have to understand everything. Not right now.

"Just understand that I love you." He said
against my skin, and I realized he still had my necklace.

I didn't care. He was always in my head
anyway, in one way or another.

"I'm sorry, I should have given it back to
you." His lips moved on mine.

"I don't want it back."

"I'll stay out of your head."

"I don't want you to." I said between kisses.
My heart was pounding so hard I heard it in my voice.

"Jen…we…"

"Shut up."

He slid his hands underneath me lifted me
toward him. I yanked at his shirt, wanting to feel his skin, and he
grasped the hem of mine and raised it, slowly, his knuckles grazing
my back. It wasn't the first time we had been to this place, but it
felt different somehow, like a decision. A decision to let go of
everything I had expected of life and melt into his, to be a part
of what he was and let his world flow into mine, flood it, drown
out all the work and worry and responsibility that couldn't
possibly mean anything to me if I couldn't be with him. I tugged at
his shirt again, and this time he straightened enough to let me
pull it off him. As I began to do that, committing in my mind to
whatever might come next, the ground rumbled beneath us.

We froze. Bren cocked his head to the side,
his focus turning inward as the rumbling quickly grew into a
thunderous quake. Branches snapped above and he pushed us back,
cradling my head in his arms and covering my body with his. Twigs
and new leaves rained around us, landing in our hair. The lake
sloshed against the bank hard enough to smack us with heavy
droplets. We heard a deep crack in the trunk of a nearby tree and
jerked our heads toward the sound just as a huge maple began to
fall toward us, gaining momentum. Bren threw out a hand and it
jolted upright, the broken fibers weaving back together to form
seamless bark. Beyond the canopy, clouds roiled over the blue sky,
blotting out the sun as they formed into a perfect circle above the
clearing. A moment later, we were showered with hail.

Bren's pulse was steady, his breathing slow
and even, so I waited under his protective shadow for the world to
settle. After a few minutes, the quaking dwindled to a grumble, and
the hail ebbed to an intermittent spatter. The water was still
lurching against the shore when Bren finally lifted himself off me,
pulled us to standing, and began to rake the twigs from my
hair.

I watched him, his movements smooth and
methodical, his expression calm.

"What was that?"

"What do you think?" He said quietly,
dragging out a last stubborn leaf and flicking it away.

I didn't want it to be what I thought.

He lifted his hand above my head and let my
chain drop from his palm, the ring swinging like a pendulum before
my eyes. Then he slipped it carefully around my neck and cleared my
hair from beneath it.

"Why would he do that?"

He gave me an acid smile.

"I mean, why would he - "

"You tell me, Jen."

"What does that mean?" My heart raced again.
"You know I haven't seen him since you've been back. Not once. He
wasn't even a thought in my head just now…You know that, too." It
was true. I had become proficient at snuffing out certain thoughts
before they could flicker to life.

He stared a moment longer and then his
expression softened. "I know. I'm sorry. This isn't your
fault."

But a familiar sick feeling had crept into my
stomach. "It is my fault." I brushed a tuft of grass from his
shoulder.

"No. This is between me and him."

"Please don't do anything. You'll just make
things worse."

He let out a bark. "You want me to ignore
this?"

"It was just for us, right? No one else felt
it?"

"That's not the point."

I tried the only argument I could think of.
"We were just learning in psychology how giving attention to
negative behavior provokes more of it. You're not supposed to
respond at all to stuff like this."

"Maybe that works for humans, but when gods
don't get the attention they demand, things tend to escalate." He
had been pacing along the bank, and stopped now to look at me.
"Don't worry about this. I'll handle it."

"I don't want you to handle it."

"So what then? You want to sneak off in the
middle of the night and go find him? Deal with it yourself? Give
him the benefit of the doubt? Isn't that how all this started?"

My body tensed for a fight but as his words
sank in, I shrank under his gaze and dropped my own. I stared at a
leaf stuck to my shoe, traced its jagged edges with my eyes and
finally bent to pluck it and cast it aside. I heard him sigh and
walk toward me.

"I'm sorry. That was…I shouldn't have said
that."

"Why? It's true." I rose and met his gaze.
"I'm sorry."

He pulled me into him. "He's the one who
should be sorry. He took advantage of you when you were vulnerable.
It wasn't…"

"Please stop." I didn't elaborate, but I
didn't pull away. Maybe it was wrong to let him forgive me so
easily, but nothing I said would have changed his mind. And the
truth was, I didn't want to.
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Bren had developed a semi-sarcastic affection for
country music, and we listened to it blare above the blast from the
open windows all the way home. The day seemed to get lighter as we
made our way back to Yew Dales, and by the time we were back in his
condo, our conversation was natural and easy again. We spent the
rest of the afternoon with our feet up on the rail of the deck,
talking about all the things we could do with our summer, and
later, when everyone had streamed in from their shifts at the water
park and wherever else they'd been, Val ordered a stack of pizzas
and we attacked them like a pack of dogs. Gerd was sparking with
excitement at having been asked by Heidi, the gear shop manager, if
she wanted to put a few of the tops and dresses she'd designed on
display, and Frieda and I had worked ourselves into a frenzy
brainstorming ideas for a web store, seasonal clothing lines, and
eventually a global takeover, all of which Gerd agreed to without
so much as a flicker of doubt in our ability to pull it off.
Without really meaning to, we had drifted out onto the deck,
leaving the guys inside to talk about the new surf pool around
mouthfuls of crust.

"Honestly though," Gerd said as we began to
come down from our fashion high, "it was just nice of Heidi to ask.
It's okay, right?" She looked from one to the other of us and then
let her eyes settle on me. "I mean, it wouldn't be upsetting
anything?"

"No, of course not. It's not like you're
casting some spell over people to make them like your stuff. You're
really talented."

"Thanks." She gave me a warm smile. "I
promise I'll do everything by hand."

"I don't think it matters." Frieda said. "The
boys have a lot of trouble keeping themselves in check and no one
really seems to notice. Well, except Jenna. But she's one of
us"

My breath caught in my throat. They chattered
on, accepting Frieda's assessment of me as a given, while I did my
best to hold back warm sobs of joy. She hadn't said it to be kind,
or to be a good friend, though she was both of those things. She
had said it from a place of simple acknowledgement, and it was her
casual tone more than anything that caused the coziness of my place
between them to wrap around me and settle me in…make me feel, for
the first time, like I belonged here. I was still smiling when the
night grew quiet and she threw me one of her sly grins.

"So, when were you going to tell us about the
quake?"

I glanced from one to the other of them. Gerd
raised a brow.

"Everyone knows?"

"Sorry." Frieda said. "We couldn't really
ignore it."

Gerd's eyes widened. "Until we knew what had
caused it, she means. Once we knew, we were gone. We didn't see
anything bef -…anything else."

But it was clear from her panic that that
wasn't exactly true.

"It's okay." I said, my gaze drifting down to
the delicate silver ring Val had made for her.

"Are you? Okay?" Frieda asked.

I nodded.

"You haven't seen him?"

I shook my head, gave them a tentative look.
"Have you?"

"Once in a while. Just coming and going."

"He spends a lot of time at that bar in
town." Gerd said.

"He plays there." I said.

"I think he sleeps in the apartment upstairs
sometimes."

I stared at her, the space around me, the
resort beyond, the woods, the mountains suddenly feeling like a
vast, empty canyon. I scratched at my arm. "You're sure it was him?
The quake?"

Neither of them answered, which was answer
enough. After a moment, Frieda's grin returned. "I wonder what
prompted it."

"I thought you said you didn't see anything
else."

"Gerd said that."

"Well, we tried not to." Gerd said
helplessly.

"God." I whispered, rolling my eyes. "The
guys too?"

Frieda waved me off. "They're always thinking
about stuff like that. So…"

"So? What? I don't know. Geeze." I walked
over to the rail and leaned out. They followed. When I was finally
able to look at them, they were staring at me with blunt
expectation.

"I don't know." I said again.

"That's okay." Gerd said, grazing my arm with
a cool, gentle hand. "You don't have to know."

"I mean…I think…" I stared into her
sympathetic eyes, and then into Frieda's. "Was it ever like this
for you guys?"

"It's a little different, I guess." Frieda
said. "When Dag and I first find each other, it's like this slow
remembering. I always feel like I've been waiting for him, and then
when I see him, it feels like when you see somebody you recognize
but you can't quite place from where."

"And then it all comes rushing back." Gerd
said. "It's intense. I don't know, I always collapse into
hysterical sobs, but that's just me."

"It's not just you." Frieda said.

Gerd smiled and turned back to me. "But
that's why it's different. Because there aren't any questions. It's
already happened. We're fated."

"You don't remember the first time?"

Their gazes turned inward as they thought.
Frieda's brows pulled together. "It's more like a circle. I don't
remember a beginning." She turned to Gerd.

Gerd shook her head. "This is different
though. Now, I mean." She toyed with the rift in her ring as she
thought. "Things with Frey are…more real here, somehow. The details
are so vivid, but I feel like everything goes by too fast, like
there's never enough time to hold on to anything."

"Because every minute is unique. They all
only happen once." Frieda said.

"You guys are terrifying." I choked out a
laugh. They laughed too, and then their expressions turned
expectant again.

"Hey…" I started, remembering a question I
had been mulling for a long time. "What about…you know…" I took a
deep breath. Might as well just jump in. "Can I get pregnant?"

They nodded.

"But he can prevent it." Frieda said.

"Huh? Like…supernaturally?"

She nodded again. "I don't know if it works
that way in all the worlds, but that's the way it works between
Asgardians and humans."

"Okay." I said, dragging out the word. "I
guess that's one worry off my head."

"But not the major one." Gerd said. "I mean,
humans have easy ways of preventing things like that too, don't
they? So there must be something else."

"That's the thing." I said. "There isn't.
He's beautiful and amazing. I love him, and I know he loves me. And
when I'm with him…God I can't even think straight let alone find a
reason not to."

Their grins returned, but Frieda's eyes were
solemn. "It's a big commitment though. It changes things. In here."
She patted her chest.

"Yeah. But why wouldn't I commit? I want to
be with him."

She opened her mouth to answer, but Bren
appeared on the other side of the glass and tugged open the
slider.

"Hey," he said to me. "It's midnight. Val
wants me to walk you home before your mom starts to get antsy."

I sighed, gave Frieda and Gerd a last smile,
and followed him.

 


"I won't have a curfew once school's over." I said as
we walked up the deck stairs. "I already talked to my mom about
it."

"I'm surprised." He said. "You'd think she
would've gotten stricter."

We stopped and looked up into the sky. It was
clear, the dipper huge above our heads.

"She trusts me."

"She should." He said, taking my hands.

"Should she?" I glanced through the sliders.
Sydney was reading behind the desk. The light was still on in my
mother's office.

"Trust isn't about controlling someone." He
said. When I grinned and looked back at him, he laughed. "Yeah,
that's a shocker coming from me, right? But it's something I've
learned from being here…from being with you. You have to let people
grow into who they're meant to be. Trust that the person you love
is good, and that they love you. I think your mom knows that about
you. I do."

I slid my arms around him, wanting everything
he said to be true. Wanting to be the person he saw when he looked
at me. "I wish you could stay with me. I hate it when you
leave."

"Not half as much as I do." He said.

 


By the time I opened my eyes on the darkness, I was
already sitting up, my heart pounding. I had no immediate memory of
a dream, but I could still hear the echo of the boom that had
jolted me awake. I listened in the stillness, wanting to let the
quiet of the waking world flood the remnants of my restless sleep,
but the boom echoed on.

I frowned, tossed the covers aside and padded
over to my window. The resort lights washed the base of the
mountain in a warm glow, but the rest was shadows. There was no
sign of movement anywhere. I turned and walked toward the door,
stopping for a moment when I realized Bren hadn't come. Usually, he
was at my side within seconds of my waking from a nightmare. I went
out into the suite and listened at my mother's door. Her breathing
was deep and even. I grabbed a hair tie off the counter, threw my
hair up into a ponytail, and went to the door, sliding into my flip
flops before stepping out. In the hall, the window overlooking the
parking lot showed nothing but more warm light cast among the rows
of sleeping cars, but wrongness tightened in my stomach, so I went
down through the lobby and headed for the back door.

"Enjoy." Sydney called on my way out. I
flashed her the peace sign.

I cleared the stairs and scanned the scene
from left to right. When my eyes finally lit on the condos, my
heart stopped. A reddish glow pulsed in the sky above the first
row. I took a few confused steps and then broke into a run, my eyes
fixed on the unnatural light until I could make out the last unit.
Flames shot into the night through a massive hole in what was left
of the roof.

I stopped in my tracks, my mouth hanging
open, and then sprinted forward again. I rounded the row, expecting
to have to slow down and blend in with hordes of guests in their
pajamas and resort managers yapping into their cell phones, but
there was not a soul in sight, so I barreled on. The heat from the
fire lapped against me in waves, and when I finally stopped in
front of 217, my forehead was slick. I craned my neck to peer up at
the blaze just as a glowing shingle rocked down through the air. I
sidestepped to avoid it and watched it land in the pebble path at
my feet.

Panic quickened my breath and I looked up at
the door. Should I yell for him and risk waking up his neighbors,
who were still somehow oblivious to this? Should I try to go
in?

"He's not in there."

I spun around to face Skye. She folded her
arms and stared over my head.

"Where is he? Is he hurt?"

"Of course not." She said. "He's angry. He's
walking it off."

As my worry ebbed to confusion, Gerd sprinted
out of nowhere and pulled up beside us. She grabbed my arms,
fireglow dancing across her anxious face. "You okay?"

"Fine, I just…I…"

She shook her head at Skye. "This is
crazy."

"At least he blocked it." Skye said.

"What are you talking about?"

Before I could get an answer, I caught Frieda
stalking toward us, Dag and Frey close behind. When they reached
us, Dag stepped forward and surveyed the flaming damage, his eyes
wide. Then he broke into the laughter of a madman. He slapped
Frey's back, grabbed his shoulder and doubled over, prompting Frey
to collapse in a similar outburst.

"Stop it." Frieda scowled at them, but they
were unreachable. She turned to me. "They're idiots."

"What the hell is happening here?" I asked.
"What is this?"

"Technically, a meteorite." Skye said.

Gerd turned back to her. "Is the creek on the
hill the closest water source?"

Skye nodded. "We can't drain the pond."

Gerd flung a hand into the air and held it
there. A moment later, a stream of water rose against the mountain,
crawled like a bolt of lightning across the sky and made its way
along the top of the building, gathering into a pool above the end
unit and raining down on the flames. The fire hissed at the shower
and white smoke billowed into the night. Gerd's eyes remained fixed
ahead as the inferno began to sulk.

I spun back to Frieda, stiff with shock. "A
meteorite?"

She cringed. Behind her, Frey and Dag looked
on with glee.
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