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    To my wife Jolene & our children Ashley, Kelsey, & Joseph.


May every day be an adventure and may you know how much you are loved and cherished by me!


To my parents, Rick & Gracie


Thank you for your support and love through the years. I am so blessed to call you Dad and Mom!
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Jon

​“I HAVE BEEN HAVING this nightmare off and on for months now,” Jon says, shaking his head in disbelief. “I am in a dark, dreary place, and someone I care about is being tortured by someone I cannot make out who it is. But I desperately want to help them and can’t, completely unable to move. I can’t speak, I can’t move, and I’m just paralyzed with fear as I watch through barely open eyes.” 

Grandpa just looks back at me with his hand on his chin, stroking his long, gray beard, as if it will somehow provide him with an answer as to why this is happening to me. He starts to speak several times then pauses, shaking his own head, obviously not sure of the right answer. He then says, “Jon, it’s normal to have dreams that put us in situations where we want to use our powers, but for some reason can’t. I highly doubt you have anything to worry about; it’s just a dream. Why don’t we take a break from Bragi training today so you can go and enjoy a nice summer day with Marc? Maybe go to the park, or play that video game you love, or whatever you kids are interested in this week. I can’t keep up.” 

I smile and think to myself, I could use a break, but I just say, “Thank you, Grandpa!”

As I get changed, I reflect on all that has happened since I learned I was a descendant of Bragi, Odin’s second eldest son, which makes me an Asgardian who inherited some of his power. What’s interesting is that, ever since I was a kid, I enjoyed reading about Loki and Thor, all the way up to Ragnarök.

Ragnarök is the epic battle between the gods that represented law and order, and the giants that represented chaos that were led by Loki. Almost the entire universe was destroyed and, while I knew that some Asgardians survived, I didn’t imagine that there could be half-human offspring, let alone that my family line contained them. 

Bragi is the god of poetry and was able to use words and the fine arts to manipulate humans, all animals, and influence the basic elements. This is in addition to the usual powers that all Asgardians enjoyed of strength, healing, and overall durability.

However, descendants like me never really know what powers they might inherit. It varies quite a bit, but it would be rare for all of the powers to be triggered. For me, I have always loved reading and writing poetry in my journal. It turns out that, being Bragi, those rhymes that I used to write for fun suddenly became powerful and allowed me to do things that I never dreamed was possible, as long as I follow a few basic rules.

This past winter, I also learned about the descendants of Loki who were stripped of their powers by the Asgardian Protection Society (APS) for violating the rules against abusing their abilities for personal gain and revealing us to humans in the process. They were warned for centuries but couldn’t resist the temptations. Eventually, the sentence was carried out to end their line a few generations ago. However, being Loki, they were tricksters who figured out how to drain the blue essence—our source of power—from other Asgardians to temporarily restore their abilities. The only problem is the Loki’s line needed a steady supply of blue essence to keep it going, which led them to start hunting down Asgardians, like my grandpa. They killed Grandma, stripped Grandpa of his blue essence, and left him in a catatonic state. He was left mumbling a rhyme over and over, and it turns out that Grandpa was pretty darn smart, as well, because he was waiting for me to come into my powers so I would repeat that rhyme and free his mind, which actually worked!

You see, when someone from an Asgardian line turns sixteen, they either ascend to their power or they do not, and it skips that generation. Well, this Loki knew that newly ascended Asgardians had the most blue essence and, accordingly, he became a high school gym teacher and wrestling coach to make it easier for him to find new ascendants. Surprisingly, this Loki, known to us in Grinwell as Coach Locke, had a son, Dustin, who also inherited the gift of Loki. This is notable as it usually skips a generation, or even two. The working theory that the APS has is that it has to do with their use and manipulation of blue essence. 

Coach Locke ended up here in Grinwell, Iowa after he found some items at Grandpa’s house that led him here. Grandpa had legally changed his last name so Coach Locke didn’t know which of the students at Grinwell High School might be related to him, so he and Dustin started testing students using various ways, and it really got out of hand. In the end, they mistook my best friend, Marc, for a descendant of Thor, and that’s when I came to his rescue. 

With the help of Grandpa, we were able to destroy the Lockes and their blue essence extraction equipment. However, ever since then, I have been having those nightmares. I just cannot shake them, and I am also having trouble forgiving myself for ending them, even if they were as evil as can be. It’s just a lot to deal with, and I guess maybe that is why I keep having these dreams out of guilt, thinking I deserve to be punished.

As I step outside, I realize Grandpa was right; this is a perfect Iowa summer day. The sun is shining brightly, it’s a warm eighty degrees, but there is no humidity. It feels fantastic as the sun warms my face, followed by a nice, cool breeze that is just short of sending a slight chill through my body. It’s the perfect balance of warmth from the sun and coolness in the shade. I love Iowa weather this time of the year.

I hop into my sensible sixteenth birthday gift—my used Toyota Corolla—and drive over to Marc’s house. 

As Marc steps out of his house, I realize he has changed, as well, since this all started. 

Marc and I have always been kind of slight in stature, but now we have both grown a couple of inches and have filled out considerably. Since I came into my power, I have gotten quite a bit stronger so, while I haven’t had a huge need to work out, Marc has taken to going to the gym so he can “be a better sidekick.” It’s a CrossFit gym, so the workouts are super intense, but boy have they made a difference in his overall fitness level. 

The first time Marc went, he thought he was going to pass out from the intensity, but now he is at the front of the pack for every set of drills. I know he means well, but with my powers, I’m not super likely to need his assistance when, and if, a threat arises. I know that’s not really at the heart of why he is working out so hard. I’m sure he partially just wants to keep up with me, and I’m more than happy to support him. I want him to feel good about himself, because he is a great person and has a ton to offer the world, whether he has Asgardian powers or not. 

His power is his mind and the ability to always think about how different scenarios might play out. He’s a perceptive guy, and I’m sure that will come in handy some day for both of us. Even if it doesn’t, that’s totally fine. I am just lucky to have such a good best friend. 

Geesh, okay, I need to pull it together. It’s time for some summer fun, and Marc is all smiles as he walks up to the car.

“Hey, how’s my favorite Asgardian today?” Marc says as he gets into my car.

I immediately give him the look that says, “Really? You know better; we don’t talk about this out in the open.” Then I look in both directions then back at Marc. 

He continues looking at me like he expects an answer, so I relent. 

“Fine, Marc, how’s my trusty sidekick?”

This brings a huge smile to his face as he buckles up. “Feeling great and ready to take on the world. Let’s go!” 

This has become our little routine and, while it may seem silly, there’s comfort in knowing how our day is always going to start. If it didn’t start this way, at this point, it would be kind of weird. So, we are off to cruise the streets of Grinwell, looking for something to do, someone to save, or just listening to “Old Town Road” and singing along with our windows rolled down. It’s summer, and we just can’t help ourselves.​
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Darla

​AS I LOOK AROUND MY room, it reminds me that I want more and that I expect more, for and from myself. I see several dance and track ribbons, medals, and whatnot, but most of those are from my old dance company and school in West Des Moines. 

My parents moved me here, to Blue Hill, during this past school year, which isn’t easy for a sophomore in high school, but they didn’t have much of a choice, and I understand that. My grandpa passed away, and my grandma didn’t have the strength to run the family farm, so my dad left his engineering job to come back to Blue Hill and take over the farm. 

Grandma died shortly after Grandpa, so now it’s just us. It’s been interesting since he hasn’t worked on the farm in decades, but he has a big heart and is figuring it out as he goes. We are well into the summer now, and the crops are doing fine, so I guess that’s a good thing. I don’t mind the chores at all. I have always enjoyed working hard, and I like waking up early, so that part has been fun. Plus, I get to spend time with my dad in the morning, and I hardly saw him when he worked at his old job. Although, a small part of me does wish we could just go back to West Des Moines so I can finish out high school and continue with my dance team there. For now, though, I need to focus on the upcoming dance competitions for my new team from Grinwell. 

Grinwell is about ten miles from Blue Hill, but it’s large enough to have a dance studio, thank goodness. It’s not quite the same as my old company, but we are on our way to Nationals, nonetheless. I guess I better get used to Grinwell, because our high school in Blue Hill announced that we will be merging with them in the fall. So, that will be the third high school for me, and yet one more time where I have to go through the awkward new kid in school that isn’t quite like everyone else thing.

At some point, the Grinwell girls will ask, and I will say that my parents met in college at Drake University and, according to them, “fell in love at first sight.” It’s not that I ask, but for some reason, Mother and Dad feel the need to remind me, usually when they are snuggling on our ancient, lime-green sofa. Gross and gross. Then I will explain that my mother is from Costa Rica originally and comes from a culture that is matriarchal, called the BriBri. She is also quite dark-skinned, and I inherited a lot from her in both looks and strength. 

I am one of those girls who never backs down from a challenge and certainly not a challenge from any boy. It’s not that I am a tomboy—not that I would mind the term—I am just the type of person who always gives one hundred percent and never backs down. To me, that is just normal and who I am. It gets me into some trouble every now and then, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I am proud of who I am, and ready and willing to stretch the limits of my abilities whenever possible. In fact, I am doing that more and more lately, and I am far from finished. Let’s just say the boys from Grinwell better get ready to be challenged, too. Speaking of which, I better get around to going to practice.

I don’t have too long before ... 

Clap! Clap! Clap! 

Ugh ... too late. 

Followed by Mother yelling, “Darla! Let’s go!” 

For whatever reason, Mother claps to get my attention when I am up in my room, and it is one of those noises that pierces your soul and immediately elicits a negative but effective reaction. I don’t think I could dislike a noise more than that one. 

I call back down, “I’m coming, Mother.” Then I start running around the room, gathering everything that I need to jam into my bag. I need my two dance costumes, and then ... Where are my ballet shoes? 

“Mother, where are my ballet shoes?” 

She answers, “In the car, remember?”

Whew. Okay.

I run into the bathroom and take a quick look. Yep, still me. 

My hair is a bit long right now. It’s pretty much pitch-black. I am going to pull it back into a ponytail as quickly as humanly possible, a highly acquired skill that has taken years of practice but comes in handy, to say the least. 

I’m not a makeup person, thankfully, so I don’t have to waste time with that. I don’t have a problem with girls who wear makeup; I just don’t feel the desire to use it myself, especially not for a sweaty dance practice. Of course, for the dance competitions, that is all taken care of by the moms backstage, but this is just a practice, so moving right along. 

I take a quick look to size myself up and make sure everything is in order. Then I hop on the scale real quick, knowing Miss Sally, our dance instructor, is going to make us do that today before practice. Okay, I am good. Right at one twenty-two, which puts me solidly in the “normal range,” as Miss Sally puts it, for my body mass index. I’m not sure why she focuses on details like that. As long as we can dance, that’s all that matters, right? In any event, I just check to avoid being hassled.

As soon as I get downstairs, I see Mother standing by the door with her arms folded, as if she has been waiting a million years. 

“Dance practice is the same time every day, Darla. Why do you insist on always risking being late?” 

I know better than to respond with what I am really thinking. Been there, done that. So, I just shrug and make my way over to the door, which is already open by the time I get there with Mother already several steps ahead of me. Then it’s down the porch stairs and heading to the driveway. 

I quietly make my way to the car and drop my bag in the back seat. I have my driver’s license, but I head over to the passenger’s side because, with Mother, it’s just better if she drives. Driving with her is like a nonstop lesson and pop quiz with every decision you make being scrutinized, as if deep thought went into it. Why did you adjust the mirror? Why did you slow down too soon/too late? Are you going to leave that turn signal on the whole trip? Yeah, it’s just not worth it. Dad, on the other hand, barely says a word and just goes along for the ride. Hopefully, he picks me up so I can drive home. He’s usually done in the fields by then.​
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Jon

​

MARC AND I QUICKLY get tired of listening to Billy Ray Cyrus and move on to a discussion of the training sessions that I have had so far, which has been numerous. We have learned that I do have the ability to manipulate most living things, including plants, animals and, of course, people. I also have the ability to control electronic devices, mechanical devices, and even some more basic objects, like clothes, paper, and other small household items. I have at least some ability in manipulating the elements—earth, wind, fire, and water. However, we haven’t fully explored all of those since they require some complexity in the rhymes and have significantly riskier effects. 

As Grandpa describes it, the main risk that I must worry about is the threat of my powers being exposed to humans. Manipulating elements is generally hard to explain if someone witnesses it. If a paper moves, or some other such item, it’s easy to explain it away as a breeze or draft. If it randomly combusts ... that might be a bit harder to explain. 

As is usually the case with any conversation that Marc and I have surrounding my gifts, eventually, we gravitate toward an experiment, and I have something in mind. 

Whoa! I swerve to miss an animal in the road. 

Being from Grinwell, it’s pretty common to have various animals accidentally getting run over, also known as roadkill, which is a particularly disturbing yet accurate term. 

I decide to stop the car to check on it, which also gives me an idea on something new to show Marc, depending on what we find.

As we get closer to the animal, my heart sinks a little. I can see it was a cat, and not a stray. It was a Maine Coon with a dapper black coat and white chest, wearing a red collar with a black tag on it to identify its owner. We check the tag, finding he belonged to Mr. Lemke, a retired teacher from Grinwell High. That’s not surprising since we have all lost count of how many cats he has at his small house on the outskirts of town. 

It’s sad to see this cat lying there. I’m sure Mr. Lemke will be devastated when he finds out. 

Mr. Whiskers, the cat, has a peaceful look in his eyes that are calling to me, which is the something new I want to show Marc. 

I whisper to the cat, “As I peer into your blue eyes, give me a vision of what caused your demise. Just a glimpse is all I will take, so I will know what caused this awful mistake.” 

Just then, I see a vision of a big, brown dog chasing Mr. Whiskers. He was running across the road when a red sports car with the plates “IBEQB1” hit him. At least it was a quick death for this furry fellow. 

As I explain everything to Marc, we carefully gather Mr. Whiskers up to take to Mr. Lemke so he could give him a proper burial.

When we arrive at Mr. Lemke’s house, to my surprise, I see the same red Camaro—of course we all know it belongs to Brad Dillon, the starting quarterback for the Grinwell High football team, who looks exactly like Captain America meets Ken doll. He’s consoling Mr. Lemke, which means he already told him what happened. Immediately, my respect for Brad goes up several notches, from the guy who is dating the girl who I have had a crush on since forever to an okay guy, I guess. 

We carefully grab Mr. Whiskers and bring him over to where Brad and Mr. Lemke are standing. Mr. Lemke looks over at us with a nod of greeting then picks up Mr. Whiskers from my arms. For an older guy with skin as tough as leather and gray hair flowing in the wind, he holds that cat like a baby, just engulfing him in his arms. He clearly loved Mr. Whiskers. I don’t think any of us has dry eyes at this point, so touched by this show of pure love. 

Mr. Lemke then shakes our hands and asks us to leave him be, which we honor, of course. 

Brad, Marc, and I all walk back to our cars and silently get into them. I give a nod over to Brad, and he returns it as we both drive off, heading in separate directions. It’s so quiet that all you can hear is the engine and AC churning, rattling, and blowing. It goes on like this for a few minutes as we gather our thoughts.

After a little while, Marc looks over and says, “Are we going to talk about what just happened? That was pretty amazing. You saw exactly how Mr. Whiskers died and even described Brad’s car and his license plate! How long have you known you could do that? What was it like?” 

I shrug. “It’s something Grandpa and I have been working on recently, but with smaller animals. I can’t see everything in their minds, but I do get a glimpse of what caused their deaths. It’s a strange and disturbing feeling, but also an important skill to develop. Grandpa has no doubt that, at some point, the APS will come looking for me for my ability to do what you just saw. For now, let’s treat it like another trade secret that only we know.” 

Marc nods in understanding. He’s not done just yet, though, and that does not surprise me even a little bit. 

“Can you imagine how many murders you could help the police solve?” 

“Yes, but if I were to do that, then they would for sure know that there is something different about me, and that could risk everything. I took an oath and registered with the APS. I have to be careful to not expose us.” 

Marc slumps down in his seat a little but nods, knowing I am right.

After the Loki incident, Grandpa called the APS. He confirmed that they indeed came, cleaned up and disposed the blue essence extraction equipment, or anything that was left of it, along with the Loki line. Grandpa had to describe what happened to him, and that forced him to reveal that I was also a Bragi. This led to several discussions with the APS over the last couple of months as they questioned me and put me through their new member training program. 

Essentially, every new Asgardian descendant has to register with them then learn a really long list of do’s and don’ts that we are bound to abide by. I’m not really sure what the or else scenario is there, but it’s really not a problem for me. I understand the rules and appreciate them for what they are, which is a way to keep our secret safe and to respect the gifts that we have been given from our ancestors. 

We are assigned a mentor. In my case, it was Grandpa, which is perfect since Grandpa still lives with us, and we have all of his Bragi books and notes in our garage. We set up a magic training area in our basement and really built that level out to be an apartment for him, so he has some privacy when he and I both need it. 

At the end of the APS training program, each trainee is required to take an oath. This oath is sacred and binds us in different ways to curtail some of the uses of our powers to specifically limit our ability to manipulate things for our own personal gain. This especially focuses on wealth and matters of the heart, so we cannot use our powers to conjure up millions of dollars or to make someone fall in love with us. The most important pledge is to do no harm to humans and to keep our secret to the grave, which we swear to on our honor, our Asgardian honor. This is something Marc knows I take seriously. We have been in the Boy Scouts for years, and he knows how seriously I take my Scout’s Honor, so he doesn’t question me on principle. Plus, what is more epic than a sacred oath?​
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Darla

​WHEN WE PULL INTO THE parking lot of the dance studio, the team is still lined up outside, just hanging out. That means the classes before us have gone longer, as usual, which is fine. It gives us time to catch up. 

Mother stops well before we get to the front so she can avoid dodging dancers and drive back out the way she came. 

As I get out of the car, she says, “Don’t dilly dally when it is time to go tonight. Dad will be picking you up, and he will be tired after working all day, so don’t make him wait.” 

I nod and say, “Sure thing, Mother. Bye.” 

As she pulls out, I think, If Dad is going to be so tired, maybe you should come and pick me up, but that is a fight I do not want to pick with her at this time. Plus, I really do want Dad to pick me up. I also know full and well that, if Dad is waiting, he is more than happy to catch a quick nap in the car, so I have nothing at all to worry about. 

As I start to walk over, someone jumps on my back and puts their arms around my neck. 

I just say, “Get off me, Jess!” 

“How did you know it was me?” 

I shake my head. “Because it is always you.”

Jess Friggens is a super popular girl from Grinwell, a cheerleader and dating the captain of the football team. All-in-all, a really good person to know and, on top of that, we are doing a duet together for Nationals. As soon as she found out that Blue Hill and Grinwell would be combining schools, she was beyond excited and immediately went to work recruiting me for cheer and telling me nonstop how much fun we’re going to have this coming year. I’m not so sure about that. 

One thing that was nice about Blue Hill was that it was so small you could pretty much do anything that you decided you wanted to do. They always needed more people for every extracurricular activity from theater, to band, cheer, and literally every sport. It was kind of fun and nice to know that you could literally try anything that you wanted to try, as long as you asked and gave it a good effort. Even if you didn’t give a good effort, it almost had to be better than not having anyone do it. The combined school will result in more competition for virtually everything. I guess that’s fine. I certainly never back down from a good challenge. Yet, it is decidedly more limiting in many ways.

I know Grinwell High School has had its share of issues lately, at least from a teacher perspective. They lost not one but two wrestling coaches last year. One was attacked by a bear or something and the other just up and left, and nobody has heard from him since. That coach also had a son who was a state wrestling champion, and he hasn’t surfaced anywhere, either. At least not in Iowa. I wonder where he is. He was so good. 

As I’m about to ask Jess some more questions about that, the front door swings open and Miss Sally tells us to line up. She is a prototypical dancer who still shows us quite frequently the “correct” way to do all the moves. It’s really quite impressive. After all, she must be in her forties by now. She always has her brown hair with blonde highlights pulled up into a nice, tight bun on the top of her head and is always wearing dance clothes, usually with tights and dance shoes that are appropriate for the style of the day. 

She clears her throat several times as we all line up. “As you go into the studio, be sure to stop by the scale to be weighed by Miss Julie. If any of you would like to get weighed after the workout today, as well, that is fine. We need everyone to be on their best behavior and in good shape for the warm-up dance competition this weekend.” 

We all take our turns entering and going through the normal routine. Step on the scale, write down your weight, get an unsolicited tip for weight loss, eye roll, and off into the dance room.

Today is contemporary dance, and it begins like normal with our warm-ups. This includes jumping jacks, running in place, neck stretches, and various other completely normal exercises that you would do to get ready for any sport. We then begin working on our routine for the competition, which is quite involved, but we all know it so well by now that we move as one unit and everything seems to be going fine. 

Miss Sally steps in, watching the class with her arms folded, then pacing around the room, looking each of us up and down then shaking her head in disapproval. This is completely normal, and we all know what is going to come after the music stops. 

Miss Sally says, “Girls, girls, girls that is just not going to be good enough. Kristen, you are off by half a beat into the first turn every time. Eva don’t even get me started with your lack of extension in general. Let’s take it from the top and try to put together at least one solid run today.” 

We all look at each other and nod, knowing we can do this. 

Despite what Miss Sally says, we really aren’t that far off. We just have to focus and all of these smaller problems will shake out. 

We dance again, and again, and again with no breaks and with similar feedback from Miss Sally. It’s starting to take its toll on all of, us and we are getting tired. 

Class is about over and, by the look on all our faces, you can tell. The last dance was probably the worse one we did. 

When it’s over, Miss Sally claps three times, which is high praise, and then says, “Duets and solos meet me in dance room B across the hall.”

Oh brother, we aren’t done yet. 

I turn to Jess. “Are we supposed to practice our duet today?” 

“No,” Jess responds, “that’s tomorrow, but I guess we are about to find out.” 

We both shrug then force our exhausted bodies to move forward and over to the next dance room. And, as we enter, we see that Miss Sally is talking with Jill, who is slightly younger than us and is competing as a soloist at the junior competition level. 

“Girls,” Miss Sally says, “I want you to watch Jill and try to learn from her. Watch her extension, watch the fluidity in which she moves and, most importantly, the emotion that you feel when you watch her dance. Dancing is like storytelling—each step and movement should invoke emotion. Sit, watch, learn.” 

The music starts up, and we are immediately hit with a fresh wave of excitement, anticipation, and a little bit of nervousness for Jill. Hopefully, she does well. This is a lot of pressure for Miss Sally to throw onto her. 

It’s also a little insulting, too. I mean we are at the senior competition level. Then again, we are quickly and completely in awe of what we are seeing Jill do. 

Wow, her routine is awesome!​
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