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There is a place between fall and winter, a stark borderland of branch and bark where you can feel a chilled breath brushing the last kiss of sun from your shoulder.  It's a place where night descends fast and cold upon tangerine days, leaves a skim of frost on their rinds as it lifts away again.  We walk gingerly here, careful not to scatter the scant rays, tilting our faces even as we close our eyes, the choice between sensation and sight so clear once the leaves have sailed away with the pyre and revealed the ashen, endless sky.  Winter would be a relief.  Snow would fill the air and I would remember how it lit in Bren's hair, remember how the flush of his cheeks had warmed me when I'd first come to Yew Dales.  He was his own borderland, a clash of fire and freeze, wild, primordial...

Yet somehow, I couldn't grow away from him.

The days after my father's fall were infused with that holy trinity of purpose usually reserved for mothers - grief, gratitude, guilt.  I went to school, paid attention so I could tell him about my classes, did my homework and ate dinner at his bedside, came home in the dark and lingered near my mother until it was time to sleep.  Occasionally Frieda and Gerd would check in, text or swing by the suite, and I'd be overwhelmed with longing for more familiar, comfortable moments.  I glimpsed Skye with Josh once in a while and we'd exchange a nod.  Sometimes, I heard Loki's music drifting down the hallway from the bar.  His rough strings sawed at my throat, tightened with every note.  I kept my expression still on those nights, felt my mother's vigilant eyes on me.  I hadn't spoken to Bren, but on the day my father got his walking papers - a celebration unhampered in the moment by the fact that he would have to endure months of physical therapy - I knew my grace period had expired.  And I was glad.  Bren's absence was an ever-worsening ache, left me vulnerable and curling up in shadowy spaces like a wounded cat.

The first Monday after my father's release ignited with a fiery spark, but by the time I pulled into my spot behind the hotel after school, it had cooled to cinders.  I sat behind the wheel of my car, my eyes a little unfocused, and thought of all the things that were finished...my father's hospital stay, my college applications, the homework I'd done in study hall.  The completeness felt as dull and cold as the sky.  I looked around for an unfamiliar face or a glow behind a window, but it was not quite time for those things.  The heat had begun to seep from the car, so I left my backpack behind and started to walk across the lot, past the hotel and toward the condos, zipping my sweatshirt as I went.  There was no one around, the air still and soundless.  I could have been the sole survivor of an apocalypse, or a rapture.  I watched my feet move over the pale grass, the blades too spent even to whisper, and stuffed my fists into my pockets.  When I sensed my steps reaching the habitual number, I lifted my head.  Bren was sitting on his front stoop.  He was hunched in his black hoodie, his arms resting on his knees as he watched me approach.  I felt a little drop in my stomach as we made eye contact, dragged in a breath.  When I stopped in front of him, he tossed a glance into the emptiness beside him.  I slugged up the stairs and sat, careful not to brush his arm or knock against his knee.  The concrete felt like a slab of dry ice.

We stared into the leaden afternoon.

"How's your father?"  He asked, his voice a pang in the silence.

I took in another breath.

"Good," I sighed out.  "He's home.  But he's got a lot of work to do."  When he didn't answer, I said, "But I'm sure you knew that."

I watched him nod in my peripheral vision.

That drop in my stomach hadn't gone away, was condensing into an iron ball.

"We haven't talked in a while," I said.

"You had a lot going on."

"Yeah I'm sorry, I - I guess I was a little overwhelmed."

The weak momentum of our words died.  The next were heavy and awkward.

"It was weird not seeing you all this time," I said.

I felt him stiffen a little, felt the air thin between us.

"Yeah," he said.  "It was."

I found I was out of things to say.  Out of things I had a right to say. And then a soft flake drifted into my view and landed on my knee.  I looked at it, watched it start to glisten, and turned to Bren.  Another flake landed in his hair.  And then another.  I remembered the first night we'd ever spoken, the night he'd found me on the lodge deck, staring up at the mountain and wishing I could ride.  A desperate, helpless ache rolled through me.

"I don't know how we got here," I said, my feeble voice fading.  "I don't know what to do."

He clasped his hands, looked down at them.  "What do you want to do?"

"If it was my choice?"  I asked, knowing it wasn't.  Not really.

He waited.

"I just want my life back," I said.  "I just want us to...I can't stand the thought of not being with you."

"I've heard that before, Jen."

"It's true.  It's always been true."  And it was.  The truth was the only worthy thing I had left.

He stared at his hands for another moment, then sat back and looked at me.  There were fine lines around his eyes that I'd never seen before.  They made him look tired.  "You know the stock I come from," he said.  "I've had to work hard not to fight your choices.  Not to impose my will every time we disagree.  But this enabling isn't good for either of us."

"Enabling?"

"I'm done with it," he said.  "It's not who I am.  And I'm not going to let you use me to run away from him."

"Use you."  I said, dumbstruck.  "How can you...Do you have any idea how much I love you?"

Another stiff nod.  "It doesn't change any of this."

He stood up, and suddenly I was filled with panic.  I sprang up next to him, got between him and the door, then caught the expanse of lawn over his shoulder and shifted so I was blocking the stairs.

"Please," I said.  I closed my eyes.  "Please don't walk away from me."

I swayed and he caught my arm.  When I looked at him again, he had steeled his expression.  He let me go, turned and opened the door, leaving it ajar as he walked inside.  I followed him, the world disintegrating around me until he was the only solid thing.

"I know I have no right to expect anything from you," I said.  I heard the hysteria in my own voice, couldn't squash it.  "But you said you wanted to be with me, that you'd always be here for me."

"I do.  And I will."

He stopped at the sliders.  I stared at his back, unable to believe this cool tone was coming from him.

"Then what are you saying?"

He was quiet for a moment, then he said, "I gave you a lot of space, Jen, but I knew it wouldn't be enough and it wasn't.  You need to work this out on your own, with no obligations to anyone."

"Obligations," I said, nearly cutting him off.  I focused on the word, hoping it would dwarf all the others.  "You are not an obligation.  I've never felt that way."

"But I do," he said, turning to me.

And in his face I saw my own selfishness, heard all the needy, grasping words I'd sputtered since I'd found him on the stoop.  I was standing here, scared to death that he didn't love me enough, when in truth, he was the one who deserved more.

"You're - you're right," I said.  "I've made you feel that way and I'm sorry.  I - "

"I don't want an apology," he said, holding up a hand.  "I just want it to stop.  All of it."  He paused, his eyes glassy and his throat tight.  I stepped toward him but he gave his head a shake, held me off.  I opened my mouth to speak and couldn't, didn't have words equal to the pain in his face.

"You know," he said, his voice strained, "I've seen a lot of pain.  Battles and wars, broken friendships, broken bonds.  I saw what went down between Farbauti and Odin and Laufey, what Skye went through when her father died.  I've watched what Balder has to endure with Frieda.  I thought I understood it...heartbreak.  But you don't really, do you?  Not until it's you who's suffering."

I shook my head, my mouth quivering.  I was the one who had done this to him.  He had managed to hold on to this one, most fragile innocence all this time, and I had taken it from him.  It was worse than what Tyler had done to me, worse than what Loki had done to Hel, because he had trusted me, had genuinely loved me.

"I just want to fix this," I said, anguish stealing my breath.  "Just tell me what to do to fix this."

"Let me go, Jen," he said quietly.  "Do what you have to do.  Learn what you have to learn.  Just let me go."

And suddenly that abyss my father had disappeared into opened up again, first in the hollow between my ribs and then before my eyes.  It threatened to swallow me as my grip slipped.

"I can't," I sobbed out, my shoulders slumping.  "I know I'm horrible and stupid and I don't deserve you.  I never have.  But I - I - "

He was already grabbing me up in his arms and I crumpled into him, taking whatever small mercy he was offering.

"You're not any of those things," he said.  "This isn't about right or wrong."

No.  I didn't want to hear him continue to make this case.  Couldn't imagine what would happen when one of us left this room.

"We can leave," I said, peering up at him.  "Just go away from here, from everything...from him."

He gave me a small, wistful smile.  "He's not going to let you go, Jen."

"Yes he will.  He's done it before, he - "

"You're tied together.  He can find you anywhere. And he will."

My eyes swam as I thought about this, cursed it, cursed what it was costing me.  "That's - that's the problem," I said.  "The entanglement.  That's why we're...why this is even...if we can find a way to break it, things will be the way they're supposed to be."

His sigh was sad, bleak, made me feel like my pleading was expected and futile, but there was something in his eyes, a sharpening, that told me he had caught on what I'd said.

"The entanglement is causing this whole thing," I said, eager to keep his focus.  "It's - "

"We don't know that," he cut in.

"How else can you explain it?"  Before he could speak, I added, "It's why he and I are always needing to save each other...why we can't seem to..."

"Be apart?"

At first, I didn't answer.  It wasn't the imagery I was trying to convey.  "You make it sound like - "

"Like what it is?  Like the last time the two of you were together?"

I clutched at my arm, squeezed my eyes shut.

"Do you know what that did to me?"  He took a second to steady himself.  "Minute after minute, holding on to the last thread of sanity I had in me, praying it wouldn't snap?"

I'd never seen his expression so close to breaking, so barely under control.  I felt like retching.

"We...we didn't..."  I whispered.

"I know," he said.  "He made sure I knew it.  I guess he was trying to protect you from the fallout.  But I'm willing to bet you weren't discussing Shakespeare."

I couldn't hold his gaze, hung my head.  "I don't know what I was...this whole thing is..."  And then I said the only thing I could think of, the thing I wanted to speak into being, make solid and true.  "It's supposed to be you."

"Is it?"

I raised my eyes to his again.  "Haven't you always said we belong together?"

He nodded.  "Does that mean I have sole claim on your body until you understand that?  That's not the way it works here, is it?"

"I don't know how it works," I said, suddenly exhausted.  "You've talked us out of it as many times as I have."

"I didn't want you to have regrets."

I huffed.  "I'll have a mountain of them if I lose you."

He looked at me for a moment, then pressed his hand against my cheek.  "How do we stay in this situation, Jen?  How does somebody not lose something here?"

I grabbed his wrist, closed my eyes to feel him, convince myself he was still there.  "I'll do whatever you want.  Whatever it takes.  If we can break the entanglement - "

"And what if we can't?"

I opened my eyes, saw the doubt in his.  "You've said over and over that we're supposed to be together.  Do you still believe that?"

"Yes."  He said.  It was the first reassuring word he'd uttered.

My exhale was shaky, tentative.  I didn't speak, didn't trust myself to say the right thing.  Whatever thing I needed to say to hold on to him.

He didn't offer further argument, didn't turn from me as he had outside.  It wasn't the solid ground I was craving, but it was enough.
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That night, the path that had detoured me back into my exclusively human world merged ungracefully with the life I had been living at Yew Dales.  The others turned up at the condo as dusk snuffed out the afternoon, the conversation growing more erroneously cheerful with each arrival.  My eyes found Bren's across rooms, over shoulders, as he handed me a slice of pizza. Everyone knew something had happened between me and Loki, it was clear in their averted gazes, their uncomfortable coughs, their insistence on churning out small talk.  Gerd asked me if my father was home twice.  Frey talked about training the new employees like he'd made a career of it.  Dag kept asking where Val was even though we all knew he hung out with my mother every spare minute of his day.

Finally, Frieda, Gerd and I wandered out onto the deck.  We listened to the conversation inside grow more relaxed for a moment, then I shivered and Frieda threw a sphere of heat around us.

"So how are you doing?"  She asked.

I thought about it, opened my mouth to give some kind of stock answer, but Skye stepped out and slammed the door behind her.  She folded her arms and looked at me.

"So what's going on?"  She asked.  "Are you guys still together, or has he reached his limit with this shit?  Because I'm not going to be able to stand another night listening to Dag talk about pizza toppings."

"Skye," Gerd whispered.

"What?  Are we just going to pretend nothing's happening?  This has been going on for a long time and I have to tell you," Skye said, turning back to me, "that night you spent at Loki's was scary for all of us.  This isn't just about you."

"I know," I said quickly.  "I understand that.  I'm sorry, I don't know what - "

"You don't know what happened?  Were you not conscious?"

"Knock it off, Skye," Frieda said.

Skye ignored her, took a step toward me.  "Loki's not one to be messed with.  You keep creeping toward the edge with him, and he's going to grab you and pull you both over."

"I know," I said quietly.

"I don't think you do," she said.  When she saw me wince and glance away, her expression thawed a little.  She dropped her arms.  "You saw what he did to Hel, right?"  She waited for me to focus on her again, said, "She was barely on his radar.  What do you think that'll mean for you?"

"This is different," Gerd said.

"That's my point," Skye told her.  "He's not fucking around.  And if you find that reassuring, you're out of your mind."

Frieda's brows flicked upward.  "Can't disagree there."

I looked from one to the other of them, registered the concern in their faces.  Skye was right.  She had only said what no one else could bring themselves to say.

I pushed aside my defense, knowing I owed them something.

"When I met Bren," I started hesitantly, "I was happier than I'd been in a long time.  Maybe ever.  All I wanted was to be with him.  To be with all of you."  My voice broke.  "I couldn't stand the thought of losing him and I still can't."  I swallowed, struggled to find words for a moment before I went on.  "I don't know what happened when Loki got here.  Why things are the way they are between us.  But if you think I wanted this...that I wanted to hurt Bren, that I want things to be so screwed up - "

"No one thinks that," Frieda said, curling an arm around my shoulders.

I glanced at Gerd, saw the sympathy in her face, then looked at Skye.  We stared at each other.

"No one thinks that," she said.  "But I don't have to rehash all the devastation this has caused.  And only a fool would think it's not going to get worse."

I nodded.  "I'm going to have to stay away from him.  I'm just going to have to - "

Skye huffed.  "Do you hear yourself?  Could you have turned the car around the night you went to Dante's?  Could you have resisted opening your arms to that blade so you could follow him into Hel?"

I thought about this, couldn't recall even the slightest hesitation in either case.  "I don't know," I said.

"And even if you could stay away, what happens when he comes for you?  If you'd tried to walk away from him that last night you were together, would he have let you go?"

I knew the answer to that.  He hadn't.  Skye saw it in my face.  They all did.

My eyes strayed through the glass to where Bren sat talking to Dag and Frey.  His expression looked a little brighter, held a hint of humor, and it only led me to another realization.  Maybe the entanglement was causing the drama between me and Loki, but I was the one who was forcing the others to be a part of it.  I was the one insisting Bren be subjected to it.  I watched him laugh a little and recline back against the couch as I thought of the way I had begged him not to walk away, my naked desperation and panic compelling him to protect me, and making it impossible for him to protect himself.  I knew I didn't have the strength or the courage to do the same for him, but that was exactly what I had to do.

"Happy now?"  I heard Frieda ask Skye, but her voice was flat, subdued.

"No," Skye said.  "But denial's really not an option anymore, is it?"

I barely heard their conversation as it continued, my mind numbing itself to the reality in front of me, the responsibility I had been refusing to accept.  The night got heavier by the minute until we finally wandered inside to try to lighten it, but we only brought the weight with us.  Skye said she had to meet Josh and slipped out.  Gerd and Frey left for their nightly hike deep in the backcountry beyond the resort.  Frieda and Dag hung around for a while, but no comment seemed to spark a conversation, no lull offering the usual quiet companionship or respite, so Dag yawned loudly and tugged Frieda off to bed.

Bren and I sat side by side, staring into the room as we listened to the footfalls upstairs.  Finally, I turned to face him.

"I'm sorry about this afternoon," I said.  "I should never have done that to you.  Put you in that position."

His eyes shifted to me.  "What position?"

"Begging you not to leave, making you feel guilty about it.  It was pathetic.  If I had seen anybody else act like that I would have - "

"It's not about guilt, Jen.  You think I want us to be apart?"

"I think I drove you to want it."

He dropped his gaze.  Shook his head.

I braced myself, tried not to think and instead just jumped into the words.  "If this is what you need, if this is what's going to keep you from hurting anymore..."

He jerked with a silent huff and I fell quiet.

After a moment, I said, "I'm really trying here.  To do what's right, what's best for you.  I guess I don't expect you to make it easy for me, but I'm barely breathing right now and I don't know if my heart's going to start beating again once I walk out of here, so anything you can do to...I don't know, to maybe not prolong it..."

He pressed his temples between his thumb and fingers, sighed into his hand.

I wanted him to prolong it, in a way, but I also felt a frantic need to run before I faltered.  The anguish was already filling my chest.  Soon it would cement me in place.  I jumped up, unsure of how to proceed, how to take a first step.  I struggled not to look down at him as I spoke.

"I'll leave you alone."  The words were mere wind in my throat.  "I'm sorry.  I'm so sorry."

I love you, I thought, and then I turned and started past him.

His hand clamped around my wrist and my whole body leapt, felt weightless as he pulled me back down beside him.  He held me there as if I would float away.  He looked into my eyes, his own swimming with torment.

"I don't know what affect this entanglement has on anything," he said.  "But I guess it's worth finding out.  We were going to have to address it sooner or later anyway."

I stared at him, paralyzed, waiting for him to point the way forward.  I stiffened as his grip loosened, but he held on, ran his thumb over the back of my hand.

"The thing is," he said, "the answers are in Jotunheim.  We're going to have to talk to a priestess to figure out what this is and what we can do about it."

I nodded.  Loki had told me as much, but I had no intention of saying so now.

"And that means I can't go," he went on.  "Not without us spooking the whole tribe and having to explain ourselves."  He sighed as he looked at me.  "So it has to be him."

"Okay," I said eagerly, waiting for the rest, the part that was dragging behind in his voice.  "So..."

"So we don't know if he'll agree to go.  And if he does, I'm not convinced he'll be forthcoming with any information he gets."

"Why wouldn't he?"  I asked.

"Why would he?"

I couldn't think of an answer to either question.

"Regardless," he said, "I'm obviously not foolish enough to ask him myself.  And to be blunt, I don't relish the thought of you anywhere near him."

"I understand," I said when he paused to look at me again.

"So maybe the best thing to do is to explain all this to Balder, see if he'll talk to him about it.  If Loki agrees to go, maybe Skye or Gerd can go with him so we can get an accurate read on what he finds out."

I knew Loki wasn't going to like that, but Bren had to know it too, so I nodded again.

"I don't expect him to want any part of it," Bren said, "especially if it's for my benefit, but if Balder can convince him it's the right thing for you...who knows?"

I wasn't sure Loki would be a proponent of my best interests, especially under the circumstances, but I didn't have a better idea, and this one was the only hope we had of ending this suffering for all of us.

"Okay, so we'll talk to Balder then," I said.

"I'll do it," he said, and there was a sharpness in his tone that made me look up, a hint of scorn in his eyes.  I could have told myself it was my own guilt, but he had every reason not to trust me.

"Okay," I said.  I glanced down at his hand, still resting on my arm, watched it slide away as he straightened up.

"It's not that I - "

"No, it's fine," I said.  "It's probably better that way."

The room fell quiet.  Too quiet.  I couldn't even hear our breath.  I looked at his hand, now resting on his thigh.

"So..." I said, my fingers curling into my palms.  "Are we...what are we?"  I couldn't seem to utter the words together or broken up.

He took in a slow breath, let it out.  "I don't know."  He ran his hand through his hair.  "I don't know.  I just think...for now..."

My heart crashed against my chest and stumbled back.  I closed my eyes.

I felt him brush my cheek.  "It's not what I want to say any more than it's what you want to hear."

I nodded.

"Let's just see where this goes," he said.

I tried to choke out an answer, but it was impossible.  I nodded again.

After a few minutes, we got up together and meandered toward the door.  I opened it, and when he tried to step out behind me, I turned to him and pressed a hand to his chest.

"I want to walk you home," he said.

"Not tonight."  I couldn't look at him.

"Jen..."

"Don't," I whispered.  "Please."

I spun quickly, fluttered down the stairs and took off across the lawn.  And for the first time, he didn't follow me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


I didn't sleep that night.  I had lost my mooring and the lurch of the unknown made me restless and seasick.  When I got home from school the next afternoon, I stood in the suite, gazing around at the emptiness, and realized I was still adrift.  The need to find Bren, to talk to him, to be close to him, overwhelmed me like a compulsion and I grabbed on to the kitchen counter to ride it out.  I needed a distraction, looked at my backpack and remembered that I'd done most of my homework in lunch and study hall.  I tried to recall the last book I'd been reading, whether or not I'd finished it.  There was a time when I hadn't gone a day without reading, but that seemed like a distant dream now.  I could go down to the lobby and hang out with my mother, but she'd see that something was wrong and I couldn't imagine getting through the explanation.

I went to the window, stared out at the barren hill.  I had been afraid of that hill once, and now I knew every rise, every slope, every run and flat.  Bren had told me in the first days I'd known him that if I changed myself, the mountain would change too.  I'd been skeptical then, but he'd been right.  I had lost my fear, and now the mountain was no longer too steep, too icy, too scary for me to ride.  Yet, some part of me longed for those days, when I could stand gazing on the frozen deck, whole in my fear, in my damage, in my aloneness.  When Bren was just a copper spark on the horizon.

The Dark Tower series.  That was what I'd been reading.

Had I finished Wizard and Glass?  I had already bought Wolves of the Calla from the little bookstore in Hope.  I went to the nightstand in my bedroom and knelt to search the stack of paperbacks I kept on the lower shelf.  Wizard and Glass was on top.  I slid it out and stood, brushed the dust away and stared at the mystical orb on the cover.  It looked like a snow globe, or a crystal ball.  But I had learned that even magic couldn't contain the future...time was always turning.  Ka is a wheel, Roland the gunslinger would say.

As I started to flip through to find my place, the blank notecard I'd been using as a bookmark slipped out a little.  I caught it and pushed it back in, opened to the held page and scanned it to see if I remembered where I'd left off.  I found the last familiar paragraph and took the book out into the suite.  The rooms were still too empty, even with a whole universe in my hands, so I went down through the lobby and across to the lodge.  It was where I'd done most of my reading when I'd first arrived at Yew Dales, taking comfort in the rustle of strangers from the security of my mental orb.

The place was empty besides Amy, who was staring into her phone behind the snack bar, and a guy rolling a hand truck stacked with cases of beer toward the bar.  A fire crackled in the hearth, exhaled the dusky scent of woodsmoke into the room, the snapping of the logs reverberating in the open rise above.  I sat down at my familiar table by the window, stared out at the mountain for a moment, then opened my book and began to weave myself back into Roland's worlds.

"If it's ka, it'll come like a wind, and your plans will stand before it no more than a barn before a cyclone."

That wind ruffled the pages from under my fingers, blew cold up my back as I raised my head.

No, no, no...like losing my footing on an icy slope.  I stared, my stomach jumping, knowing I shouldn't speak, or even stay in my chair.  Every second of inaction meant I could be losing more than I'd lost already.

"You bolt, you score points with your boy," Loki said, leaning on his forearms.  "What's keeping you?"

"You came in here knowing I'd run?"

He looked at me for a moment, then sat back.

I reached down absently to dogear my page.  Loki shot a hand out and flicked my blank notecard toward me, his expression full of disapproval.  I slid it into my book and closed it, gazed down at the cover.

"What do you want?"  I asked.

"I want to know why you sent me a question through two proxies."

"It wasn't my question."

"Wasn't it?"

"Talk to Bren," I said, bracing against the table to stand.

"If you want to give him what he wants, you'll have to do better than that."

I settled back, my eyes on the table in front of him.  "Give him what he wants.  Like I'm some groveling fangirl instead of the person who's put him through hell for months."

Silence.

I opened my mouth, closed it, said, "You were the one who said you had to talk to a priestess about the entanglement."

"I remember," he said, his suggestive tone evoking the imagery...me lying underneath him in Gymir's cabin, insisting that I be allowed to go with him.

"So?"  I said through my teeth.

"So.  My intent was information.  Yours is a little different."

"Does it matter?"

"Yes."

"Why?"  I looked up at him, my grip on the edge of the table tightening.

He smiled.

"Because it's for him?"  I said, my voice low with sudden anger.  "Because of some petty, stupid grudge?  Or is it just that you feed off people's misery?  Because that seems to be the consensus."

"Then why ask?"

"I didn't..."  I stopped, closed my eyes.  "Just tell me what you want."

"What I want?"

"In exchange."

"If you're not the one asking, why should you pay the price?"

His stare was so placid, so cool, that I almost felt like I was talking to myself.

"It doesn't matter who pays."  I lowered my gaze again, strummed the corner of my book with my finger.  "Don't you want to be free of this?"

"Of what?"

"The...the entanglement."

"What difference does it make?"

I huffed.  "What difference does it make.  I can't live one normal day.  I can't even dream without being invaded.  My relationship with Bren is nothing but guilt and tension and it's hurting everybody."

"And you're blaming all this on the entanglement?"

This time my huff was more of a gasp.  I could see his expression without even looking at him.  Raised brow, haughty smirk.  I grabbed up my book and slid clumsily from my chair, staring at one stupid combat boot planted on the carpet as I stood.

"It's obvious you're just trying to torture me," I said.  "I hope it amused you for a little while, but we both know I can't make you do anything you don't want to do.  No one can.  So..."

I stormed away, my note card slipping from my book and pinwheeling to the floor.  When I got to the door, I yanked hard, meaning to fling it behind me, but it wouldn't budge.  I looked down, scanned the handle and the lock, rattled it a few times, but it felt as if it had been welded shut.  I spun and scowled at Loki's back.

"Are all the doors broken, or just this one?"

When he didn't answer, I marched back to where he sat and glared down at him.  "You don't have a right to keep me here."

He rolled his eyes up to mine.

"What do you want?"  I yelled, the echo tumbling through the emptiness.  I fumed as I thought back on our conversation.  "I told you, none of that was my idea."

"You agreed to it."

"So?"

As the room fell quiet, I heard the ring of my voice fading in the rafters.  I sat back down and pressed my hands into the table, raised my brows at him, tried to ignore the vertigo.

He looked at me for a moment, then leaned forward, slowly, his eyes hard.  When he slid his own hands onto the table, I flinched back.  My blood raced.  His gaze sharpened as if he'd heard it.

"Don't play with me Jenna," he said, the fine grains of his voice like quicksand.  "You want something, you ask for it."

My pulse was in my throat.  His eyes held me there, wistful blue like the first breath of night, and I couldn't remember what we were doing...if we were playing a game, if we were saying goodbye, if we were plotting, searching, falling...but his tone had frosted my veins, and as I shivered, the moment settled back in.

"So," I said tentatively, "if - if I had asked you myself, to find out how to break this...the entanglement...you would have done it?"

He gave me a soft, pitiless smile.  "Now you'll never know."

I sank even as I rose again, the feeling of dismissal shoving me back toward the door.  There was no arguing with him.  His blows were razor quick and final.  I dragged my gaze off him, dragged myself away, knowing the door would swing easily this time.  As I reached for it, my blank notecard lifted off the floor and flew toward me, sliding neatly between the pages of my book.

I stared at it.  Loki hadn't even bothered to turn around.

"Almost lost your place," he said.
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Thin, blue clouds mottled the sky like soot on snow, the bare trees whisking high in the breeze.  I picked my way down the bank, the brush long and crisp against my shins.  It was slightly warmer on the beach.  The water was low and quiet, trudged around the rocks in that no nonsense way people had of walking in the cold.  The boulders scattered across the river to the island were more prominent now, and I traversed them easily on this shallow side, the soles of my hikers never touching the flow.  The island was littered with broken, faded mussel shells and driftwood, a battered pair of Oakleys with one lens missing, an empty, plastic sandwich bag.  I picked this last up and stuffed it in my jacket pocket as I made my way to the far side.  The current was deep and fast here, its dark canvas perfect for the dull sky, and I wavered a little as I watched it.  Somewhere, on another timeline, I lay still beneath this chilled surface, having lost something - someone - I felt I couldn't live without.  I thought about the courage of the people I knew and loved, about those they had lost, about their brave faces and their sure, even steps.  I wondered, even now, why they went on.  My mother had found herself in her loss, found a new life, happiness and companionship with Val, but the others...Had Gerd known somewhere inside her as she rose each morning in Jotunheim that Frey would come for her?  Had Frieda searched, cycle after cycle, for some way to escape Dag's horrendous fate because she intrinsically understood there was an answer?  What about Skye?  Loki?  How many days, how many lives could someone move and breathe and feel through, grieve through, before living no longer made sense?

I gazed into the dark current for a long time.  The sun waxed and waned, its shallow rays warming my jacket and leaving my bones cold beneath.  Finally I shivered and turned away, glanced at the stretch of pebbly beach where my father and I had often skipped rocks in the summer heat.  I plodded back over the island, across the shallows, up the bank.

I peered up at the mountains as I drove through the Gap.  It looked warmer up there in the bright sunshine, but it was an illusion.  The wind was like a knife on the ridge this time of year, took a slice out of you with every gust.

Frieda walked up on me as I stood leaning against my car behind the hotel.

"Is there something wrong with me?"  I asked as soon as she was within earshot.

"What?"  She stopped and pulled her head back, gave me a confused look.

"Is there something wrong with me?  That I did what I did?  I mean, that I would have...if I'd lost my father and all that other stuff, if..."

She sighed.  "No.  There's nothing wrong with you.  That kind of trauma is - "

"None of you did it.  Reacted that way.  What about your trauma?"

"I guess we're programmed differently."  She waved a hand.  "Taught differently, I don't know.  We're wired to believe we have a place, a role to play.  That there's a specific reason we're here.  That messing with that would screw things up."

"A lot of humans believe that too."

"Not all of them," she said.  "Not you.  I mean, you're not, like, religious or anything...are you?"

"Are you?"  I asked her.

She stared, didn't answer.

A rumble kicked up under our feet and I pressed a hand against the car for balance.  Frieda cocked her head, her eyes wide.  The day dimmed, brightened, dimmed again.

"What's going on?"  Frey asked, appearing out of nowhere, his head swiveling to scan the lot.

"I don't know," Frieda said over the thunder.

They were looking everywhere now, at the distant trees, the sky.  The rumble died out, rose in a violent wave.  Frieda curled a hand around my arm, her fingers biting.  We watched Frey stagger to the center of the lot, stand there with his back to us for a few minutes.  Frieda seemed tapped into him, so I held on to her, waited.  Finally, Frey turned and stumbled back toward us, slowly, his head lowered as if he were listening to something.  He stopped in front of us, still listening, then looked up at Frieda.  His eyes were wide, his posture edgy and unsettled.  She shook her head, her own eyes huge in her pale face.

"What?"  I asked.

A tree snapped and fell up on the hill.  Then another.  We whipped our heads around as a crack opened in the center of the lot, a rapid limb shooting for us.  Frey reached out and jerked us out of the way as it raced under my car.  He threw out a hand.  We watched as the splinter started to climb the brick of the hotel, then slow, snap closed and recede, doubling back under my car, back across the lot, leaving smooth pavement in its retreat.

The rumbling stopped.  Frieda and Frey regarded each other with grave expressions.

Finally, Frey swept a curt hand toward the hotel.  I followed them into the lobby, my nerves buzzing.

A very large man was talking to my mother and Val at the desk.

Cold dread slid over me, and at first, I couldn't quite place it.  But then my heart dropped into my stomach.  I recognized him.  Not his features, but the authoritative set of his shoulders, the weight of his stance.  Odin's once pale skin was as dark and rich as the eye of a sunflower, his long, silver hair now a mane of loamy dreads.

"My God," I whispered.

"I worry about them," Odin was saying to my mother, "so far away in this new world."

Val's expression was stiff, but my mother's attention was entirely on Odin.

"These kids are so brave," my mother said.  "I don't think I'd be able to do it, walk away from everything I know and love into something completely unknown, build a new life there."

"I don't mean to be presumptuous," Odin said, "but isn't that exactly what you've done?"

My mother stared for a moment and then smiled, first at Odin and then to herself.  "Yes, I guess I have."

Val's tight gaze shifted to the glass door.  I turned when I felt the air change.

"Afi," Loki broke in loudly, striding toward Odin with outstretched arms.  "What in the hell could you possibly be doing here?"  He'd infused just enough joviality into his tone to mask his exasperation.  They slapped at each other's backs in greeting.  A little too hard, I thought.

"I was going to go with Farfar," Frey whispered.

"Call him what you want," Balder said without much humor as he stepped up behind us.  "I do."

"Oh, you know your old Afi can't sit still," Odin said, matching Loki's tenor.

"I think you're just checking up on us," Frieda said sweetly, hurrying over to peck his cheek.  I knew it killed her to do it, but her performance was flawless.  "You should have warned us.  We would have had things ready for you."

"That's why I didn't warn you."  Odin winked.  His eye was still an eerie blue, the other concealed with a leather patch.

My mother laughed.  "Well, we have plenty of rooms if you need one."

Val's eyes narrowed.

"Unfortunately, I won't be staying," Odin said.  "This is a quick trip.  I need to return something to an old acquaintance and I don't like to leave my family for long."

"Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry I haven't offered my condolences," my mother said, her face falling.  "You lost your wife not long ago."

"Thank you, that's very kind," Odin said without missing a beat.  He smiled sadly.  "I suppose loss is inevitable for all of us, but it always seems to be a shock, as if we secretly believe we're immortal."

"It's true, isn't it?"  My mother said.

"And I hear you had a scare with Jenna's father recently."

"Yes, he had a fall while he was hiking, but his doctor says he'll make a full recovery."

"Thank the - thank God," Odin said.  "But something like that stays with you, doesn't it?"  He patted her hand, withdrew quickly as Val shifted between them.  He gripped Val's shoulder.  "How about we catch up, son?  I'd like to see this place, hear what you've all been up to."

Val gave him a terse nod.  He turned to my mother.  "See you later?"

She smiled.  "Maybe we can have dinner with your father."

He gave her a flat smile in return.

I didn't know if I should follow them out, but when I spotted Bren and Fen waiting on the lawn beyond the deck, it seemed a good excuse to tag along.  When we caught up with him, neither of us moved toward the other.  I folded my arms and glanced around, awkward and out of place, but I knew Odin's presence meant something, and I felt I'd earned the right to hear it first hand.

I thought I saw hesitation in Odin's gait as he eyed Fen.  I remembered their encounter during the almost battle and wondered if he had an ingrained aversion to him.  The wolf had, after all, swallowed him whole on a thousand occasions, would do it again in a heartbeat.

"You're supposed to be Norse," Balder said to Odin as soon as we stopped.

"Norwegian," Frey corrected.

Odin gave them a thoughtful nod.  "I was curious to see how I'd appear to humans."

"Not Norse," Bren said.

"Norwegian."  Frey said.

"Not that either," Balder said without taking his eyes from Odin.

"The bigotry," Odin breathed, his eye full of dark sarcasm.

"The apples didn't fall from a fig tree," Loki said.  "What are you doing here?"  He was standing just in front of me.  I could practically feel the tension bristling through him.

"Not here," Odin said.

"Why not?"

"Because this moist valley air doesn't agree with me," Odin said, his expression holding a paternal warning.

Loki grinned at Fen and lifted his chin.  Fen took a step or two backward, turned and trotted toward the north side of the mountain.  We started toward the condos, then veered up the hill, Frieda taking my hand so we could speed our pace.  As we pushed through the tall evergreens and into Ringsaker, Val shot a fire into the charred circle of stones.  We gathered around it, but no one sat.  When Skye and Gerd arrived, Odin gave Gerd a nod, stepped up to Skye and pressed a hand to her cheek.  She blinked slowly.  They stared at each other for a moment.

Odin looked around at the trees, the sky.

"What are you doing here?"  Balder asked quietly.

"We have a rather pressing problem," Odin said.  "And calling you home to discuss it was not an option."

"Why not?"  Bren asked.

Odin glanced at him, and then at Loki.  "You left Hel in a shambles.  Much of the island has been destroyed.  The inhabitants have been displaced, and we've no idea where most of them have gone.  Hel is an integral part of the synergy and fate of the nine worlds, many of the warriors resting there destined to play their part in the Great Battle.  Did you think the world leaders, their populations, your own worlds, would have nothing to say on the matter?  Have you even begun to consider the consequences of what you've done?"

Bren planted his hands on his hips, stared at the ground, shifted his weight.  "Fine, people are pissed," he said.  "What do you want us to do about it?"

"Unfortunately, I haven't had a moment to work that out.  And I assure you my input at the councils has been missed.  But we have a bigger problem."

The tension in the clearing seemed to heighten, but no one spoke.

"I brought Hel home to us to convalesce after she was injured in your madness," Odin said.  "While she was resting, she was attacked by a criminal I incarcerated years ago in the caves.  He was disturbed.  He blamed Asgard for his imprisonment, saw her as his captor.  He wanted revenge on all of us.  Once he was secured, Hel confessed that she had freed the prisoners amid the destruction, let them loose on the worlds."

"She told you that?"  Loki asked, his eyes narrow.

Odin gave him a nod.

"Why?" Frieda breathed.  "You gave her the power to rend chains to manage the prisoners, not to free them."  Her astonishment was reflected in the faces of the others - or most of them.

Loki and I exchanged a somber glance.

"She has always had kindness in her heart," Odin said.  "It doesn't shock me that she couldn't leave them trapped there, defenseless against the ruin.  But we cannot know the extent of their bitterness toward Asgard, how many of them would turn their wrath on our world.  It is a distinct possibility that they could align against us, and this threat has caused our people to blame Hel, call for her head.  She was forced to flee."

"Well you can set them straight," Loki said.  "I made her break the chains.  I didn't give her a choice."

Odin glanced at him without an ounce of surprise.  "We all have a choice."

"Fair enough," Loki said.  "Her alternative was to die.  Is that the outcome you'd have preferred?"

"No," Odin said.  "But I suspect most of our citizens would disagree.  Would any of you release that kind of rage on your homeland to save your own life?"

"You think Asgard has inspired that kind of loyalty in her?  Loki said, his expression hard.

"It doesn't matter now," Odin said.  "Her island is in tatters, and she cannot return home to us.  There are rumors that she has taken up with the Muspells, who, of course, place the blame for this unprecedented disaster squarely on Asgard."

"The blame is ours," Balder said.  "We're expatriates.  Surely they - "

"Then it is my responsibility to round up the offenders, isn't it?"  Odin said.  "Punish them for their transgressions."

"If that's why you're here," Frey said, "you're going to have one hell of a - "

"If that's why I was here, we wouldn't be having this chat."  Odin's tone was grave.

"No, we wouldn't," Bren said, moving between Odin and the rest of us, his arms held away from his body.

Odin lowered his head as he looked at him, his eye suddenly dark.  "Save your vigilance old one.  You're going to need it."

Loki stepped in front of Bren.  "What is this?"

He and Odin stared at each other for a long moment.  Then Odin said, "I have sent out some of our best warriors to find the escaped prisoners, and a handful of them have already been returned to Asgard to serve out the rest of their sentences.  Others, no doubt, may elude us for a spell, and if they attempt to mount an attack against us, they will be met with lethal force."  His gaze grew heavy with meaning.  "But there is one who cannot be hunted by a band of my men.  Who cannot be marched through the fields of Asgard and thrown into the hollows below Valhalla in order to quell the bristling of our inhabitants.  Because he does not belong to us, and his covert detainment at my hands would be viewed as an affront to the interworld order.  A crime in itself."

Loki's eyes had sharpened to slits as Odin spoke.  "You chained him in the caves," he said.

Odin gave him a single, slow nod.  "It was the only way I could be sure he wouldn't be discovered."

"Why didn't you enchant the binds?"  Loki's jaw was clenched, his chest heaving.

"Enchantment is meant to deter specific individuals from attempting to free the detained.  And even if I'd done so, that kind of power might have been detected, by Hel or the other prisoners.  We couldn't afford the slightest pang of curiosity.  He was in the highest cavern above the valley where he couldn't possibly have been seen or heard.  Where he couldn't possibly have escaped."

I remembered walking through the rift Bren had plowed into the mountains of Nastrond, remembered peering up at the highest, blackest cave on the rise and feeling a chill.  He had been there.  Perhaps watching us.  I shuddered.

"You should have told us," Loki said.

"Words spread like Muspell fire."

Loki glowered at Odin.  "Maybe you just didn't trust me to leave him there."

"I trusted you not to go pounding on the gates of Hel, demanding an upset of the natural order and seeking to release the inhabitants from the bounds of the island."

"Just following in your footsteps."  Loki countered.

Odin went still.  It was true.  Odin had done the same thing when he had gone to Hel to try to get her to free Balder.

"My quest didn't involve such ruin," he said.

"Tell that to Loki's victims," Balder said.  I stared at him.  It was an odd thing for him to say.  To quip, without an ounce of judgement or disapproval, about the pain Loki had caused when he couldn't mourn Balder.  But Balder had laid this on Odin's shoulders with the graceful toss of a party guest's coat on a bed pile.

"Ah the endless reckoning of parent and child," Odin said.  "Since it will never be resolved, perhaps we could indulge it on another day."

Balder started toward him.  "You pompous assho- "

"You have to make this right," Loki cut in, his hand raised to Balder.  "Tell them it was me who freed the prisoners.  Let her come home before something worse happens."

Odin gave him a look laden with both resolve and regret.

"You're not going to do that, are you?"  Skye asked.  Hurt flickered across her face, suggested she knew the answer.

Odin hesitated as he looked at her, seemed pained by her mere presence.

"He has to," Balder said.  "It would be bad for the whole of the nine worlds to leave her exiled like this.  We adopted her.  She's an Asgardian citizen.  King first, father second, right?"  There was a hint of plea in his words, a hope that this assertion was true.

"It's what you've always believed," Odin said, lingering on Skye a moment longer before turning back to Balder.  "But it's not so."

"So what the hell does that mean?"  Bren asked.

"It means he's going to protect his sons."  Gerd said, her eyes on Odin.  And then I fully understood.  He would not incriminate his children, make it impossible for them to return home.  Not for Hel, who, like Skye, was not a native.  Not even for Asgard.

"The cause of the island's destruction is in question," Odin said.  "Speculation has run wild, rumors have circulated.  Much of this is ambiguous, but the fact that you had something to do with it was never in doubt.  That may be confirmed by any stray refugee at any time, so we cannot deny it.  But that's as far as I'd like it to go.  World leaders, thankfully, are more immediately concerned with mitigating the damage.  And as time passes, so too, I hope, will the rabid howls for someone to blame."

"Rabid?"  Balder said.  "They want accountability.  You're acting like we accidentally shot a fielding on foreign soil."

"It doesn't matter," Odin said.  "We cannot change what happened.  We can only repair what we can.  And try to avoid a greater disaster...one that remains a dire threat."

"That's on me," Loki said.  "And I'll handle it.  But I'm warning you now, this time I'm going to end him."

"And create another interworld incident," Odin said.

"He tried to kill Jenna," Frieda said.  "That's a serious transgression in any world.  Even his own."

"Yes."  Odin said.  "Interesting that he chose to risk imprisonment, exile, possible death to eliminate one human."

"He probably figures Loki will be easier to manipulate if she's out of the way," Frey said.

Odin turned to him.  "How would you have responded if I had tried to eliminate Gerd in order to keep you in Asgard?  Would you have been more amenable to my requests?  Did it work when I employed that strategy with Freya?"

Frey's expression grew murderous.  It changed his whole face, his whole being, made me queasy.

"So what are you saying?"  I asked.  My voice broke strangely in this scene.  I felt out of place, an intrusion.  No longer entitled to demand answers.  But Odin turned his gaze on me like I was the source of a sound we'd all been trying to locate.  It sent a jitter through me, so I went on, reframed my question to say the quiet part out loud.  "You're saying Farbauti's hellbent on killing me no matter what the cost."

His answer was nothing more than a flash in his eye.

"And you can't try to stop him, enlist the tribe's help, or even warn anybody without disclosing the fact that you unlawfully imprisoned him," Skye said.

Odin's eye remained on me as Frey strolled toward him.

"Kind of a dilemma," Frey said in mock thought.  "A lot of moral gray there.  I mean, if he's running around trying to kill Jenna, that's going to create quite a stir.  People will find out.  Maybe they'll find out more than you want them to."

"Perhaps," Odin said, but it was clear they were having a deeper conversation.

"I imagine you'd want to quash that," Frey said.  "And I mean, if Farbauti was somehow able to accomplish his goal, and if maybe he thought you had a hand in facilitating that, he might be willing to keep some unpleasant facts to himself."

"Quite possibly," Odin said.  Frey's implication was pulling at me, but I couldn't break away from Odin's stare.

"We don't kill humans without cause," I heard Dag say.  "They're sacred.  If Odin allowed something like that, Farbauti could use that information to take him down."

"Not without outing himself as a murderer," Frey said.  "It's kind of perfect, isn't it?  Mutually assured destruction.  And of course, there would be ancillary benefits for our noble king, no?"  He eyed Odin for a moment before he went on.  "With Jenna gone, all this trouble goes with her.  Look at all the crazy stuff that's happened since we met her.  You think there won't be more of it?  And if the truth is found out, all he has to do is tell our people what really happened on that island - why it happened - and he'd have all of Asgard behind him."

"In excusing her murder?"  Frieda said, horrified.

"It would be justified, in their minds," Frey said.  "Especially if she was already dead.  Let's not overestimate our countrymen."

"They'd still find out he imprisoned Farbauti instead of returning him to the Jotuns," Dag said.

"You think they'd care?"  Frey asked him.  "If it meant war with Jotunheim, so be it.  When have they ever shied away from bloodshed?"

"This discussion is pointless," Bren said, his voice so quiet it was frightening.  "Because if there was even a hint of something like that going down, we'd stop it in its tracks.  Destroy it.  Our king, our world, all of it."

"Let's not release the arrow at the flutter of a wing," Balder said, his familiar, diplomatic tone trembling with restraint.

"You don't have to help," Loki said.  I turned to look at him.  He had been talking to Balder, but his gaze was firmly on Odin.

Balder smiled bitterly.  "Don't insult me."

The clearing rang with silence for a moment, and then Odin spoke again.

"And so here we are, our troubles laid before us, and the obvious solutions just as unpalatable."

"There's only one solution."  Loki said.

Skye spun toward him.  "The Asgardian king isn't going to kill a Jotun elder in cold blood."

"I'm not asking him to," Loki said.  "I thought I made that clear."

"If you do this," Gerd said, walking up on Loki, her eyes imploring, "and anyone finds out, you'll...you'll - "

Loki cut her off with a laugh.  "What are they going to do?  Send me back to the caves?"

I watched Odin's face pale as Gerd moved in front of Loki to command his attention.  "What about the tribe?  How would they ever be able to accept something like that?  How would they - "

"What makes you think I care?"

"They trust you.  They look up to you.  You've always been...we've always hoped - "

"What?"  Loki said.  "That I was going to return like the Messiah?  Lead you all into peace and prosperity?  If you believed that after everything you've seen then you're fools.  All of you."

She shook her head, her nostrils flaring.  "And if you think any of us believes that this asshole is all there is in there then you're a fool," she said, shoving him in the chest.

He glared at her for a moment, then turned back to Odin.  "I told you what my intentions are.  You want to arrest me?"

"No," Odin said, looking from one to the other of us as he spoke.  "I want this dealt with as quickly and as quietly as possible.  I'll protect you in any way I can, but keep in mind that there are a million ways to fail in this, and they all result in what amounts to Armageddon.  So step wisely."

"Thanks for the pep talk," Balder said.

Odin took a long look around the clearing, drawing in a deep, silent breath.  The giant evergreen that served as a portal began to shimmer behind him as his eye lit on the earth, followed the roots of the trees, rose up the trunks, over the crowns, landed on the sky.  He watched the clouds move through the branches for a moment, then his gaze fell to me.  He stared at me for a long moment.

"I have to return before I'm missed," he said.  He looked from Bren to Loki.  "Strength and swiftness."

He gave us a nod, and we watched him disappear into the rainbow mist.

Balder stalked down the hill ahead of the rest of us.  "I died to get away from that motherfucker," he said, his finger jabbing.  "He followed me to the gates of Hel, came to Earth.  Am I ever going to escape that bastard?"

"No," Loki said, clapping him on the back.

I turned to Val, asked him the question that had been nagging at me since we'd left the lobby.  "According to the story you guys cooked up, Odin's wife would be your mother, right?"

He gave me a guilty look.

"So my mother thinks your mother died?"

"I said she was my stepmother," he mumbled.

"Oh, good then," I said, my snark bordering on disgust.  "As long as she was only your stepmother."

No one spoke again until we filed into the condo, the angry, nervous energy pulling the air taut.

"We should break the entanglement," Dag said, pivoting on us as he reached the living room.  I stiffened.  "Then if Farbauti gets hold of Jenna, he won't see Loki coming.  Any of us, if Loki blocks us.  We could nail him."

Balder fell into a chair under the stairwell and seethed.

"And if he gets hold of Loki," Frieda said, "he won't be able to use him to find Jenna."

"Does he even know that's an option?"  Frey asked.  "When he found Jenna in the clearing that day, he was willing to hurt her to find Loki.  Didn't seem like he was aware they were entangled."

"I think my necklace was blocking it," I said.  "But he felt something.  He just couldn't figure out what it was.  He thought it was because Loki healed me."

"He knows," Loki said.  He lowered himself onto the couch, his eyes moving from one to the other of us.  "He felt it happen when we went back to the first cycle.  His past self was too busy hunting my mother, but I'd just caught up with his present self on the riverbank.  We both felt it when it happened."

"Okay," Frey said.  "But how likely is it that he gets hold of Loki?"

"Depends on what Farbauti has to his advantage."  Skye said.  We all looked at her.  "No one thought Ullur could be hamstrung, but look what happened when Skrymir snagged Sif."  She cringed and eyed Val.  "Unfortunate choice of words."

Hamstrung.  I flinched a little.

He waved her off, considering.  "She's right," he said.  "Also, our old assumptions don't hold, do they?"  He and Loki exchanged a look that said they were on the same page.

"What do you mean?"  Frey asked.

"We're talking about this as if Jenna's a means to an end," Val said without taking his eyes from Loki, "but as Odin implied, it's been clear for a while now that Farbauti's intentions have changed a bit."

"Changed."  Dag said.

"We've always assumed that once he has Loki, he won't care about Jenna," Skye said.  "But that can't be true, can it?  Before he was locked up, he was trying to kill her, and there were times when Loki seemed almost incidental to him."  When no one spoke, she said, "Just saying."

Bren ran an absent hand over his mouth.  "If he's identified her as his main problem, he's going to come for her regardless."

"Let him come," Loki said.

"And what if he grabs her somehow?"  Frey asked him.  "Even with the entanglement, it could take a minute to find her.  Skye's right, last we knew, he wanted her dead.  You want to gamble with timing?"

"If he's hunting her, I'm going to know where she is every second."  Loki said.

"How did that work for you when she was drowning in the park?"

Loki sprang from his seat, jaw hard and rage in his eyes.  Frey tensed, but he didn't move.

"Hey," Bren barked, splaying his fingers against Loki's chest.  "Let's just think about it.  Weigh it out."

Loki's violent gaze snapped to him, to the floor, and softened.  He shifted back and forth, his hands on his hips.  It threw me off, reminded me of Bren.  He looked up at me.  "What do you think?"  He asked quietly.

I stared for a moment.

"I don't know," I said, thinking about Loki's knack for finding me whenever I needed him, and how that could work in reverse.  "I don't love the thought of no lifeline, but any connection could make us vulnerable and - "  And what I couldn't bring myself to voice, especially not to Bren, was my fear that if Farbauti found me, he could easily track Loki, manipulate him however he wanted.

Bren saw it in my face.  "You don't have to make this decision," he said, his expression a painful mixture of bitterness and sympathy.  "It's my call."

"Your call?"  Loki raised a brow.

"I'm responsible for her part in this.  I'll - "

Loki pivoted toward Bren.  "But she doesn't belong to you anymore, does she?"

The room went utterly still.  Several pairs of eyes dropped.  I froze, silently begging Bren not to answer.  But the words had already been spoken, made real.

Loki waited.  Then he said, "That was your choice.  Now why don't you let her make one."

Any hints of tenderness in Bren's face vanished.  "You mean force her to choose between her safety and yours?  That kind of cruelty's more your thing, isn't it?  Still get off on stuff like that?"

Loki gave him a dry smile.  "The real fun would be in you having to watch her decide."

Bren walked up on Loki, got in his face.  "You think you're special?  She'd sacrifice herself for anyone.  That's who she is."

"Then I guess neither one of us is special," Loki said, pushing him off.

Bren eyed him, clearly fighting his bloodlust, then he planted his own hands on his hips and stared at the carpet for a long time.  Finally, he looked up at me.  "What do you want to do?"

My mind flashed with all the times Farbauti had tried to use me to get to Loki.  In the clearing where Tyler had attacked me, on the bank of Sunfish Pond, at the edge of the vortex...and he hadn't even known about the entanglement then.  If he got just me, who knew what he would do?  Maybe they could get to me before something horrible happened.  But we all knew what his plans were if he got hold of Loki, and they were nothing short of apocalyptic.  I explained this as calmly as I could, tried to keep the emotion out of my
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