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Without Bren, riding the mountain at night was
different. The lightning electricity I felt with him was quelled to
a hum that I could almost hear beneath the low whistle of the wind
in my ears. The others would always be stronger, faster, as agile
in midair as they were on the ground, but once the day was done and
the lifts were closed, they often seemed content to coast, and it
was easier for me to blend with them. I watched Frey's dreads bob
as he scrawled from one edge of the run to the other, vaulting
jumps as easily as I would have stepped over a fallen branch in the
woods. I followed in his wake, taking advantage of the flat swipe
he left in the ungroomed terrain. Frieda's fiery braid whipped the
air just inside my peripheral vision, and as I turned to look at
her, she smiled and threw me a wink. Sometimes I got the feeling
that they were all indulging me, like a senile dog who needed to be
walked, but I didn’t argue the point. Riding with them kept me near
to Bren, and allowed me to remember with unwavering clarity the
magical sheen he had painted onto my world. When we were all
together, his presence was strong. We were connected to him through
our rings, and the closer we were to each other, the closer we were
to him.

Yet, I never felt him more powerfully than
when I was alone up here.

Frieda seemed to understand this without
words.

I held onto her waist as she manipulated our
way uphill to the summit for a last run. I had seen the swells dip
and make straight our upward climb so many times, had seen the
trees sway and part to allow us to pass, but it was still enough to
make me gape. It was something my mind relegated to the world of
imagination until the very moment when it was before my eyes, and
then tucked away again as soon as it was over. When we reached the
top, Frieda scooted over toward Dag, wound an arm around his waist,
and spoke to me at a volume just a shade above her normal purr.

"We can take the green trail down if you're
tired, Jenna."

"No," I said, pausing to make sure the others
heard us. "You guys go have one crazy run. I'm going to head down
toward the lodge and see if I can find my mom. She thinks we're
watching TV at your place and I don’t want her to come
looking."

I thought I heard Skye let out a sigh of
relief. She didn't always take the night tour with us, but she had
been hanging around more than usual - most likely to maintain a
clearer vision of what was happening in her native world, where the
threat of war grew more real by the day.

"Are you sure?" Frieda asked with exaggerated
shock. It was too enthusiastic, but like Skye, the others were
craving to let loose and didn't notice.

"I'll be fine. My ankle's starting in on me
anyway." This part was true. My ankle had never been the same since
I twisted it when I was first learning to ride, and some nights,
when it was damp or I had taken too may runs without a break, it
reminded me of that. "It's just a short trail," I added, afraid to
provoke concern. "I'll see you guys tomorrow."

A shadow of worry darkened Frey's face for an
instant and was chased away by Frieda's bright tone.

"Okay. Text me when you're down?"

"Sure." Our gazes locked for a long second,
and then I sat back onto the snow and began to readjust one of my
bindings.

"Don't forget to text." Frey said. I smiled.
It had gone this way again and again over the past few weeks. Maybe
they all knew what Frieda did, that I needed the mountain to myself
for a while, or maybe they were afraid to say anything that might
send me into tear-filled hysterics, but either way, their sympathy
worked for me.

I watched them drop over the edge of the run
and coast for a few seconds before Dag raced ahead, hit the first
small jump, and sprang into the air. This set off the others and
they disappeared, one by one, below my line of sight and dissolved
into bursts of voices fading into the cold night.

I leaned back and let the quiet fill the
empty space.

Bren and I had made the summit ours. It was
where he first showed me who he was. Made me understand it. It was
where we came to unknot our fears and insecurities, untangle our
worlds and weave the fragile strands together into something
stronger. It was where we said goodbye without saying it. I could
feel his energy when I was with the others. But here, alone, I
smelled the pine in his hair and tasted the wintergreen on his
lips. I felt his heartbeat against my own. I listened to the things
he had said to me, whispers captured in the trees and frozen into
the snow beneath me, and believed that soon, I would feel the
warmth of him.

I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out
my phone, and shot a quick text to Frieda that I was back at base.
She knew the truth, but would pass the text on to the others. If I
needed her, I could just slip the chain from around my neck, hold
Bren's ring in my hand, and call to her. But if I didn’t, they
couldn’t see me. The chain Val made for me prevented all
supernatural hackers from jailbreaking my head.

I crept down the first hill, a little
reluctant to leave my perch, and moved in long, slow curves,
thinking of the brief images I had seen of Bren during the past few
weeks, when we had tried to look through to Asgard. They all saw
much better than I could - and Loki and Skye better than anyone -
but they needed me because I had Bren's ring. Its power had been
strengthened when he gifted it to me. That was the way dwarven
steel worked. So I had seen him sitting by a hearth fire with Sif,
watched him smile when he sensed our presence. I had followed as he
stalked the snowy woods of his world, arguing with Thor about the
dangers and ethics of going to war with the Jotuns, and felt his
tension and frustration in my own body. Once, we caught him sitting
alone outside a cabin in the middle of a vast, dense forest, where,
Dag told me, he had lived when he had withdrawn from Asgard. He
talked to us there. Told us that the Jotuns were still planning
their attack, and that the Elders were considering preemptive
aggression. The only reason they hadn’t acted was because they were
afraid Bren would move to stop them. But he was certain that
eventually someone would be the first to strike and at that point,
he would have no choice but to side with his people.

"I don’t have absolute power over the
Jotuns." His voice had been like an echo in my mind as we sat
around the kitchen table in the apartment, hands joined. "And if
Asgard becomes unified in the decision to attack, my attention will
be on straining against a dam break. It would be a perfect time for
the Jotuns to advance."

"Don’t the elders see the logic in what
you've just said?" Frieda had asked him.

"No one sees logic when they're itching for a
fight. We've kept them from initiating Ragnarok for so long that
they've become aggressive. They're blind, and hungry for the power
they feel they've lost. It's like trying to drag a toddler away
from a plate of cookies."

At this, Frey had huffed out a cynical
chuckle. I wondered if toddlers ate cookies in Asgard, or if this
was an image Bren had picked up from my world. For some reason, I
hoped it was the latter.

I had wanted so badly to speak to him alone,
but my skills weren't honed enough yet, and whenever I tried, he
was little more than a muffled blur. Once Frieda tried to help me,
and it was enough so that I could feel him missing me…feel him
hurting as much as I was, but for now, hearing him required a
group.

As I carved another long swipe against the
hill, I wondered what he was doing at this moment. Was it night in
Asgard? Was he with his mother? Could he sleep with the fate of
worlds weighing on him? The worry and separation overwhelmed me as
it often did, and I took a deep breath, cut around a curve, and
picked up speed, letting the icy wind numb me. Dark trees rushed by
my vision as I leaned into the hill, gaining momentum, listening to
the howl in my ears until I felt the heaviness tear away from me in
shreds. My board began to stutter and I knew I had pushed it to its
limit, but I didn’t pull back. I let it whisk me over the ruts and
bumps left by a thousand other blades, feeling myself lifted here
and there and surrendering to the air when it wanted me. My heart
raced, warning me to dig in, but I shook my head and pulled a
fierce sneer against the wind. And so, in the following seconds,
nature did what I would not. I raced up over the backside of a jump
I hadn't seen and caught more air than I ever would have intended.
For one frozen moment I hung there, fear rising in my stomach,
every detail of the shadow world sharpening around me, and then I
was tumbling head over board toward the left side of the run. I
skidded to a stop inches behind an ice-capped boulder. Pain shot
sickly through my ankle and I saw stars.

I cried out and scrambled to unbind myself
from my board, feeling my ankle swell inside my boot, and knew that
if I took the boot off, I'd never get it back on.

"No," I growled, grabbing at my leg. What was
I going to do? I clutched at the chain around my neck, but I
couldn’t rat Frieda out to the others, couldn’t even call her by
herself, because she'd never let me out here alone again. Was I
supposed to crawl down the mountain? Even if I made it, my mother
would see what had happened and know that I was up here after
hours.

The pain made it difficult to think, and
already the cold was seeping through my clothes and chilling my
bones. I rocked back and forth, soothing myself against what I was
sure was at least a sprain, and tried to draw some reason out of
the haze. A thought came to mind, and at first I let it dissolve
back into my subconscious, but as I realized there was no other way
out I resigned to let it form.

I slipped the chain off my neck and pressed
the ring into my palm, panting back the agony long enough to create
an image in my mind. I held the thought for a few seconds, feeling
the ring heat in my hand, then released my breath and let the
necklace drop. The swelling was growing worse, the pain pulsing red
lightning through my body, but not even a minute passed before Loki
slid through a stand of trees and pulled up beside me, spraying a
sheet of snow across my legs.

"What the hell is this?" He said.

I hadn’t seen him since the night Bren left,
except as part of our little vision circles. I didn’t know which
one of us was avoiding the other, but I wasn't surprised to be
greeted this way now.

"I screwed up." I said, my voice strained. "I
can’t call them. They won’t let me come out here alone again."

"Why not?" He asked with mock wonder.

I gave him a hard look. "Can you save your
sarcasm for base? Please." This last word cracked in my throat.

He stepped out of his skis, hunkered down and
reached toward me. I winced and he drew back, then laid his hand on
my boot, his face still. After a long pause, he said, "There's a
small hairline fracture."

"It's broken?" Panic hit me fast. It was
almost a relief from the throbbing.

"They'll probably treat it like a sprain. It
will be fine in a few weeks."

"No," I said, sounding like a cranky kid. "My
mother can’t know I've hurt myself up here."

"So tell her you did it on the way back from
Frieda's."

"She won’t believe it. And neither will a
doctor." I felt angry tears well in my eyes and didn’t care.

He watched me, motionless, for a long time.
Then he stood up and began to pace. His jeans and jacket were
blacker than the night, turning him to a sharp shadow in motion.
When he scrubbed his hand through his hair, it occurred to me that
he was struggling.

"You know a way out of this?" I asked him. He
ignored me, his hand still buried in his pale locks.

"Loki…I'm hurting here."

"I don’t know." He shook his head at the
snow.

"What?" My glassy tone caused him to glance
up. He walked back and hunkered down beside me again.

"I don't know," he whispered, staring at my
ankle. I let him consider. Whatever it was, I knew pushing him
would provoke an argument, and I didn’t have the pain threshold for
that. Finally, he raised his eyes to mine.

"I may be able to fix it."

"How?"

"Healing is a Jotun thing. But some have more
skill with it than others. I've only done it once before."

Hope welled inside me. "Do it."

"It's not as simple as that. Even if I pull
it off, there could be side effects."

"Like what?" I didn’t really care. I wanted
both the pain and my predicament gone.

"They're different for everybody. One Viking
could hear his healer's voice from worlds away. I don't know how
long it lasted. And there was a warrior some Jotun probably had
money on who picked up the power of sight when he was healed. He
saw remote events in his head, but he couldn’t control it. It drove
him mad."

I barely registered these things, the pain
making everything else in creation trivial. "I don’t care. I'll
risk it."

Loki shook his head again, still
deliberating.

"Just do it." It was as loud and harsh as I
had ever been with him, but he looked at me with perfect
stillness.

"Easy."

"You don’t understand how much pain and
trouble I'm in." I shouted.

He held my gaze for a moment, then raised a
brow. The things he had been through in Asgard were
unspeakable.

"I'm sorry, I'm just…"

"Relax."

He grasped my shoulders and peered into my
face. His eyes swirled like lazy pools on the edge of a stream, but
held their hue. At once I began to feel calmer, more focused. The
pain was still there, but I was hovering above it. My breathing
slowed.

I heard him tell me to keep still. I felt the
pressure of his hands against my ankle…felt heat radiate up my legs
and spread through the rest of my body…felt thousands of tiny
shocks spark through my bones. His eyes never left mine. I don’t
know how long the moment lasted, but I knew when it was done. The
electricity, the warmth, even the intensity in his eyes drew back,
and the pain was gone.

He let go of me, hooked my necklace out of
the snow with two fingers, and held it in front of my face. I bowed
my head and let him slip it around my neck.

"Thank you." I said. Now that I was healed, I
noticed the strangeness of being alone with him. As his ghostly
stare unsettled me, the memory of the first night I met him crept
into my head.

"Where's Fen?" I asked.

"Snoring in my living room with his paws in
the air." He said. Then, "I'll ride with you to base. Lest you hurl
yourself into a tree or brook."

I hissed as I grabbed for my board. He rose,
snapped into his skis, and waited for me.

 


Riding behind Loki was easy. His turns were quick and
sharp, and he loved to kick up glittering curls of spray that
served to mark my way. No matter how many times I had to slow to
navigate a sudden steep or a patch of rough terrain, he remained
close, as though we were connected by a rope that may slacken, but
never snap.

We reached base and rode our momentum to the
hotel. I glanced at him as I freed myself from my board and slid it
into the rack.

"What I said up there, about you not
understanding…"

He kicked off his skis and grabbed them up,
then turned to me.

"I didn’t mean it." I said.

He stared. It was stupid to think he might
let me off easy.

"So…" I trailed off.

"No." He said. "You’re right. I mean, I've
never sprained my ankle. It must have been horrible for you."

I waited for the flicker of humor in his
face, and then rolled my eyes. "You said it was a fracture."

"Hairline fracture."

"Still a break."

"It would've healed on its own."

"I would've been limping for weeks. What
would have been the point of that?"

He held my gaze for a long time. Green had
streaked into the blue in his eyes and at just that moment, flecks
of gold began to glint through.

"That's a good question." He said.

As I watched him turn and walk back toward
the condos, I thought about those last words. They were more than
he had ever given me.
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My days at school passed as long blurs at the edge of
my perception. They streamed by in surreal murmurs that rose and
hushed with my movement from room to room. In the cafeteria, Laura
and Dillon were the only objects in my focus, but even they were
images floating on some shallow surface of reality. My outside
floated on that surface too, stabbing at my salad and laughing at
their jokes, but my inside had pulled away like the pit inside an
overripe peach and I felt myself there, solid and heavy, anxious to
shrug off this world.

Dillon was careful not to ask about Bren too
often, and Laura always waited for him to broach the subject. He
had a better emotional gauge than she did, and knew to keep his
questions brief. I always gave them the same answer: Bren was still
in Norway, and wasn't sure how much longer he'd need to stay. I
barely remembered what I'd told them about it. Something about a
sick grandparent. I was grateful that Brianna was no longer sitting
at our end of the table, where her hawk eyes and cruel curiosity
would have done us both harm.

Today had been abnormally warm for March, and
I was blinded by the sparkling melt of ice and snow as I cleared
the heavy front doors of the school and started toward my mother's
car. My boots squished in the slush as I stepped off the curb and
yanked open the door.

"You won't have to do this much longer." I
said, sliding into the passenger seat.

"I don’t mind." She said. She glanced in the
rearview and pulled out into the flow. "But I'll bet you’re excited
to be able to drive yourself."

"It'll be more convenient. For both of
us."

"I guess so." She pushed on the radio, her
hand hovering above the seek button for a moment and then drifting
back to the wheel as Nirvana broke through. We settled in for the
ride.

 


I got a text from Frieda just as I dropped my
backpack on the floor of my room. I sighed. I had been looking
forward to falling backwards onto my bed and drifting off into numb
sleep for an hour or two. I could ignore the text, but I wouldn't.
She never ignored mine. I looked down into my phone. She wanted me
to come to the apartment.

Okay. What's up? I texted back.

Tell you when you get here.
Cryptic.

I threw my hair up into a ponytail, grabbed
my jacket, and headed out.

I couldn’t shake the subtle buzz of nerves in
my stomach. She wanted me in person. It could be nothing, or it
could be bad news about Asgard. Or about one of the others. Or the
worst, about Bren. I had learned to push these things from my mind.
If I didn’t, the thoughts froze me in place and made me unable to
ride, finish my homework, or do anything except sit wherever I
happened to be and conjure up terrible scenarios until I broke
down. I gave my head a brisk shake as I heaved open the door to the
apartment building and stepped into the hall. Frieda opened their
door before I raised my hand to knock.

"Hey." She said. She had a wet, nervous look
in her eyes.

"Hey." I stepped inside and looked around.
The kitchen table had been pulled away from the wall. Dag, Frey,
and Val sat around the far side. Two empty chairs remained - one
matching the others, and a wooden one, which I registered as stolen
from beside the plant in the foyer.

"So what's happening?"

Val leaned back in his chair and held my
gaze. "We'd like to get a view into Asgard."

"Okay. So why all the shadiness?" I took the
wooden chair. Dag's eyes locked on Frieda's as she sat down beside
me. She shook her head in a tiny, wide eyed way that made him
sigh.

Frey leaned on his elbows and rested his head
on his clasped hands for a moment, then looked up at me. "Nothing's
changed, as far as we know." He said this in his sandy, relaxed
way, which usually calmed me, but now Val was glancing from one to
the other of us, poised on the edge of speech. I turned my
attention back to him.

"So how long are we going to sit here and not
say things?" I asked. As Frieda scooted her chair in, something
else dawned on me. "Where are Loki and Skye?"

"Skye's at work." Frieda said.

"And we didn’t call Loki." Val said. "Not
this time."

"Not this time? What's that mean?"

Val let a second or two play out before he
spoke. "It means we'd like to speak with Bren alone. Just us. The
past few times we've spoken to him, he's been quiet and reserved,
and it has occurred to us that he may not be able to speak freely.
If there's something happening in Asgard that we should know about,
something he'd need to convey under more secure conditions…"

"Wait a minute." I said, throwing a hand up.
"Am I missing something here? Bren has filled us in every time
we've talked to him. I know his mood has changed, but he has a lot
on his mind. Why would he hold back?"

As was their habit - if they knew I would
come to an answer on my own, and in a timely manner - they remained
silent until it lit me up. It didn't take more than a few seconds.
I glanced around the table again. All the chairs full.

"You don’t want them here. Loki and Skye.
Because they're Jotuns."

"It's not that cut and dried," Val said.
"Under conditions like this, things get complicated."

"You’re the ones complicating it." I said.
"Skye lived in Asgard, didn’t she? And when she came here, she came
with you. She's been with you, on your side, all this time."

"Skye came here because she was in love with
Bren." Dag said, and I felt a little pang in my chest. He stared at
his hands as he went on. "Now she knows it's never going to happen
with him, so she has less reason than ever to be loyal to us."

"That's a terrible thing to say." Frieda slid
her hand up to his shoulder. When he didn’t look at her, she dug
her fingers in. "You think that's all there is to her? Some crush
she had years ago?"

"It wasn't years ago." He pulled her hand
down into his lap and held it there.

"Look," Frey said. "This isn’t an ideal
situation. Maybe it's not right…"

"It isn't." I said.

He nodded at me and continued. "Fine. But as
long as there's a possibility that Bren is censoring his
communication, we've got to do this. We all have people in Asgard.
Family and friends. If they need us, we need to know."

"He would tell you." I said.

"Not if it was more important that some of us
not return." Val shifted his weight and fixed me with a pointed
look.

I stared at him. "You mean Loki?"

"If Loki sides with the Jotuns…if he returns
to his home soil…his power will be formidable."

"But he hasn't given us any indication that
he would do that." I said. "Neither of them has."

"He has done it before. He fights with the
Jotuns at Ragnarok. Every time."

"But things are different now."

Dag leaned back in his chair. "That's
naïve."

"Dag." Frieda hissed, yanking her hand out of
his.

He remained still for a moment, but then his
eyes found mine. "I'm sorry," he said. He looked like he might
continue, then just shook his head.

"Is it also naïve," I asked, forcing my voice
to remain even, "to think that Bren might trust them? He trusted
Loki to stay here with us…let him have the ring. And he's trusted
Skye all along."

As they exchanged glances, I pressed my back
into the wooden spokes, let them knead my knotted muscles.

Frey said, "You didn’t know Bren when he
lived in Asgard. He was different."

"So I've heard."

"You've heard words." Val said. "His solitude
and his anger made him darker than you can imagine, Jenna."

Immediately, I thought of the storms I often
saw in Bren's eyes, of the terror I had felt of him the day that
Loki came into our world.

"He barely tolerated his own kinsmen," Val
went on. "But when it came to those of other worlds…he could be
utterly destructive."

"Then how were you all his friends?"

"Asgardian bonds are strong. They endure
through the cycles. We were loyal to him even as he changed into
what he became, but we spent most of our time holding back his
wrath."

They all watched my face, waiting to see if I
would accept what Val had said. In the end, I had to. There had
been hints of this truth since the day I met Bren.

When I remained silent, Val spoke again. "Now
he is back in Asgard, immersed in everything he came to hate. The
scheming, the power grabbing, the aggression. If most of it is
coming from Jotunheim, we have to consider the possibility that
some of his old…attitudes… have resurfaced. If so, he may not give
us any information with a Jotun present."

"We have to find out, one way or another."
Frey added, a hint of regret softening his expression.

The seconds spun out into the silence like
heartbeats. They were waiting for me, and I felt like the pressure
might push me over in my chair. But I couldn’t quite believe it.
Couldn’t imagine that the second Bren walked back across that
bridge into Asgard he had become someone different…someone I
wouldn’t recognize. Each time I found him in that vision world we
shared, the shock of him threatened to overwhelm me. His hair had
grown longer and his muscles had carved themselves out in stunning
relief, his gaze set deep in his stony expression, but as soon as
he sensed me there, his easy smile would warm his face and light
his eyes until he was the Bren I knew. Maybe it was easy to
convince myself of that, to see only what I wanted to see when I
was missing him so deeply. Maybe in the minds of the others, he had
once again become the dark threat they were all afraid of. It was
unsettling to consider which image might be true, and as I realized
that they had the longer perspective, I felt I had to trust
them.

But I didn’t know how I would face Loki after
this. After I had conspired with the others for the sole purpose of
keeping something from him when he had agreed to stay here and help
us. And how could I exchange even one civil word with Skye knowing
I had betrayed her? I wanted to escape from this. Get angry. Tell
them I wouldn’t be a part of their suspicion and pettiness. But as
I looked up, ready to accuse them, I saw nothing but anxious
concern on their faces. Concern for their loved ones. Concern for
their home.

My hand wandered up to the ring around my
neck. Maybe they could do this alone, but with all Bren's energy
focused on the unrest plaguing Asgard, it was likely they would
need me.

"Won't they know?" I asked. I felt my stomach
tighten.

"We can block for a few minutes." Frey
said.

"How? Aren’t Jotuns better at seeing than
Asgardians?"

"There are more of us. As long as they don’t
suspect anything, they won’t try to break through."

As long as they don’t suspect anything. Like
we were planning to go on a cyber shopping spree with stolen credit
cards.

"This isn't right." I said, slipping off my
necklace.

"No, it isn't." Frieda said. "I'm sorry."

 


This time, when we joined hands and I closed my eyes
to conjure the images of Bren that most stirred my emotions -
sitting with him on our summit ledge and watching the moon, lying
on his bed with my head against his chest, his smile - more than
just vague light and fleeting pictures appeared behind my eyes. As
I lost the sense of sitting around the table with the others and
let myself dissolve into the space around me, my head filled with a
warm, honey glow that sparkled with glints of gold like a firefly
forest. At first, it was everything, everywhere…but slowly, shapes
and figures started to emerge.

Bren came into view first. He was clearer
than I had ever seen him in my mind. He was sitting on a boulder at
the edge of a river, the water rushing violently past him,
disturbing the air and lifting the copper strands from his temples.
A dense forest loomed darkly to his left and stretched back as far
as I could see. I had no view of what was on his right, but I heard
shouts of effort and victory, punctuated by heavy, metallic clanks.
I strained to locate the scuffle, but it seemed my perspective was
fixed.

"That's the Ifing." Frey's voice was a soft
echo in my head.

I tugged at Frieda's hand as was my custom
when I had a question. The gesture felt more like the pull between
two magnets than any physical contact.

"It's the river between us and Jotunheim."
She said from somewhere in the realm of my mind.

I focused on Bren's face and noted again how
clear everything seemed. He smiled, and I felt the warmth of him
all around me. It was uncomfortable, to have to hold back all that
I wanted to say, to have to guess at what he might say to me, if we
were alone. As I looked into his eyes, I noticed varying hues
playing over their maple gleam. They did not change completely the
way Loki's did, but instead kept their warmth while other colors
passed through and were gone one after the other. I drew my view
back to scan the rest of him, and noticed that the same hues played
on his skin and on the rocky ground beneath him. I had a silly urge
to look for a disco ball hanging somewhere above his head, but what
I saw instead as I scanned upward was Bifrost far in the distance,
a rainbow arc suspended over the land. I could not see where it
began, but as it descended into Asgard, it faded until its
connection to the ground was all but invisible. I wanted to see
more and tried to shift for a wider view, but came back to myself
when I heard Val speak.

"What have you learned?"

Bren's smile settled into a somber line. "The
Jotuns are close to something. I can feel it. Especially here." He
turned his palms down toward the water.

"Are they near the banks?" Frey asked.

Bren shook his head. His brow furrowed as he
watched streamlets tumble over the rocks.

"Do the Jotuns know you're home?" Frieda had
asked him this before, and he gave her the same answer as always.
Probably.

"As long as you stay on Asgardian soil your
power is at its height." Dag said. "You can hold them off until we
find out what their plan is. Once we know, we'll shut them
down."

"I'm not going anywhere." Bren said. "At
least for now." This last was said for my benefit, and there was a
moment of respectful silence while I absorbed it.

"What have the seers been able to glean?" Val
asked. I had learned that Asgard had its own version of spies. They
were called seers because they could sense things happening at
remote locations without being detected by those they were
watching. Most Asgardians could see, but could only block for a
short time before they were sensed.

"No more than I have. Small meetings in
unlikely locations…groves…the seacoast…deep in the woods. The
information is passed among select individuals in fragments. The
few who have all the plans must be blocking together, so that we
can’t isolate one of them and break through. But from what we can
gather, they are sketching out an attack." He paused for a moment
and then went on. "Muspellheim is involved in it somehow. We've
picked up a lot of chatter from there."

"The Muspells don't have the stones." Frey
said. "Not with you there."

"It is an alliance that serves them in the
final battle," Val added, "but if they attempt the same strategy
now, you'll cut them off before they cross the border."

Bren shook his head. "And they know it.
There's something we're missing. We have to wait."

"It would be easier to see if we were home."
Frieda said.

"No. If you returned, it would embolden the
elders. All they'd have to do is initiate the battle. It's an
automatic loss for the Jotuns."

"But if our circle was complete, we might be
able to see through their block."

"Not likely." Bren said. "It would be a few
of us against a few powerful Jotun elders. All things being equal,
they're better at the mind stuff than we are."

Another heavy silence fell. Because all
things weren't equal. We had Jotuns in our circle, and just then,
it seemed that the cool breeze from the river rushed through the
void where they should have been.

"Unless Loki thinks we have enough juice to
take them." Bren added.

Just when I thought I would slide from my
chair and crawl away to escape the tension, Val broke through it
with the simple truth.

"They're not here."

Bren was still for a moment, then nodded.

"We wanted the opportunity to speak freely,
if necessary."

"I have always spoken freely." Bren's tone
had taken on a sage, otherworldly quality.

"Yes." Val said. "But I am hesitant to trust
Loki."

"And Skye?" Bren asked with a wry smile. "Has
she succumbed to the dark side?"

I grinned a little in spite of the rock in my
stomach. I had caught Bren watching the Star Wars movies more times
that I could count.

"Not that I am aware of." Val said. "This is
just a precaution. I made the call because I felt it was best to be
safe."

When Bren didn’t speak, Val continued.

"To be fair, both Jenna and Frieda were
against it."

"I was for." Dag said.

"I was in, too." Frey added.

Bren rose from the boulder and turned his
back to us. He took a few steps and stopped, the vivid arch of
Bifrost far beyond him.

"That sounds about right." He said, without a
hint of judgment. As he spun and walked back toward the bank, I was
once again stricken by the brilliance and clarity of him. I
half-expected to feel his breath on my skin when he sighed.

"I have always had a tendency to apply all
that I have seen to everyone, everywhere. To be rigid." He put his
hands on his hips and returned his gaze to the water. "That is the
Asgardian way…and the Jotun way. And this is where we are." He
watched the streamlets eddy and swirl, crash against rocks, force
themselves through narrow fissures in rough, insistent surges. We
watched with him.

After a while, he glanced up.

"As far as the Jotuns go, they cannot
implement a plan without unity. That will require a sharing of
information too widespread to hide. Sooner or later, they will have
to make their intentions clear to the rest of the tribe, and when
they do, we will know what they are."

"It could be too late by then." Dag said.

"Yes. But a preemptive strike defeats our
purpose."

"Our purpose is to destroy them before they
destroy us."

"Our purpose is to avoid destruction."

I was stunned by the authority in his voice,
but also by his restraint. So many times while he was earthside, he
had nearly attacked Loki, heedless, if even for a moment, of the
damage it would cause. He had threatened him, seethed with rage,
stalked and brooded over the mere fact of his presence, and yet I
saw no sign of aggression in him now. His movements were
controlled, his expression calm, his words carefully measured. For
the first time, I was able to absorb some small hint of his age,
and the stranger truth that he had no age at all, but was, in fact,
timeless.

And then he ran his hand through his hair and
clocks everywhere resumed their ticking.

Val said, "At any rate, they cannot defeat
you with an attack at the border. They must have a more
sophisticated strategy."

"We'll know soon enough." Bren said. "Dag,
you'll have to borrow a few seconds worth of patience."

Frey laughed. "No one here has any to
spare."

Bren did not smile, exactly, but his eyes
gleamed. His silence implied the end of the conversation, and, as
had been the custom of late, indicated that he would turn his
attention to me. The energy of the others dimmed as they withdrew.
Their presence lingered, but it was as if they had meandered into
the distance and begun their own conversation in hushed tones.

Usually, my alone time with Bren was little
more than static, but this time, every detail of my inner vision
was crisp. I watched the changing hues play on his skin and
wondered if they were emanating from the bridge. I heard the rush
of the river and the hiss of the wind in the trees. I caught the
peculiar scent of Asgardian air, heady and bright, like the
mingling of a red rose and a new penny.

Bren scuffed at the grass, then studied the
disturbed ground as he spoke. "I miss you."

"Me too." I swallowed the ache. Not because
of the others, but because any trace of pain in my voice would stir
his guilt.

"Are you all right?"

"Everything's fine here. I'm worried about
you."

"I've told you a hundred times not to worry.
Nothing can hurt me here. I'm going to take care of this, and then
I'm coming back."

He never said 'home.' It was a word reserved
for Asgard.

"If nothing can hurt you, then what could the
Jotuns be planning?"

He let a few seconds pass, then raised his
head and gazed across the river to whatever loomed on the far
banks. "I wish I knew. But they can’t hide forever."

I shuddered, thinking it might be better if
they did. "I just want it to be over."

"I know." His gaze changed, became shallow.
He was looking directly at me now, into the space in his head where
my image floated. "Jenna, the longer we're together now, the
greater the chance that Loki or Skye will pick up on it."

"We should never have done it like this."

"We do have to be careful," he said. "But
there's a difference between caution and suspicion."

This was meant to comfort me, but I had never
felt more unworthy of him. He was an ocean of insight and I was
groping in the depths.

"I think we all realize that now," I
managed.

He nodded again, and we let another risky
moment rise and fall.

"I love you." He said.

"I love you too."

We never said goodbye, and in this new
vividness the word hung even more heavily between us. He smiled,
and I smiled, and then a surge of warmth eased me back into my
body, my chair once again solid beneath me. When I opened my eyes,
I felt the wound of separation, and then the familiar moment of
disquiet as I met the gazes of the others. My pain had been their
pain; their worry and homesickness had been mine. It was an
intimacy none of us could escape.
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Frieda and I sat at the little kitchen table long
after the others had gone. We hadn’t spoken, each of us working out
in our own way how to move forward from this place. Neither of us
specialized in secrecy. Maybe it was because we were girls, but I
didn’t think so. I had the feeling that Skye could earn a varsity
letter in stealth. It actually cheered me to imagine her regarding
us with her blank, wide-eyed stare as she cracked a diet soda and
leaned against the fridge, while the body of the last person to
annoy her chilled inside. But my smile disappeared as I realized
that body probably would have been mine.

"What?" Frieda said, throwing me a puzzled
smirk.

I shrugged. "Just random thoughts. Corpses in
the fridge."

She laughed. I loved her for not asking.

"But you know," I said when it got quiet
again, "if Skye was keeping something from us, she wouldn’t lose
sleep over it."

"No." Frieda paused to mull that over. "But
she wouldn’t do it out of bigotry."

The word was ugly. I let myself fall back in
my chair. "Is that really what this was?"

"I think so."

I sighed. "So do I."

I didn’t say it, but it was dawning on me
that I should have been the one to stop it. I didn’t understand the
rift between Jotuns and Asgardians the way the others did. I knew
that they had different abilities, and that they were enemies in
battle, but I was not immersed in their cultures or experiences. I
might have offered a different perspective, one unswayed by bias,
but I had been hesitant. Who was I to ante up my nearly seventeen
years of life experience on the east coast of America, and think
that they would stand up against the aeons these immortals had to
draw upon? But maybe this was one time when my young soul would
have been useful.

 


I walked home sometime after dark, slipping on an ice
patch here and there as I peered up at the rough diamonds tossed
onto the velvet March sky. The air was clear except for the misty,
rhythmic plumes of my breath, and the silence made the night
timeless. Evening ski had come to a close with the approach of
spring, and once the sun was gone, no matter what hour it was, it
felt like midnight. Usually, the stillness was comforting, but
tonight I felt relief when I hauled open the sliders and the warm
light of the lobby surrounded me. I inhaled the scent of fresh
coffee and registered the strum of an acoustic guitar coming from
the small bar down the hall to my right. The tension I had just
managed to shake off returned to my shoulders.

"Hey." My mother said from her office
doorway. "Are you in for the night?"

"I guess so." I jerked my head toward the
bar. "I thought he played in the lodge bar."

"It's been closing early. Everybody seems to
be piling in over here. Mr. Neil says it tends to happen at the end
of the season."

Loki had taken up guitar. When I first caught
glimpses of him sitting by the fire in the lodge, absorbed in
plucking too quick and deft for anyone not to notice, I fought the
urge to tell him to leave. I was afraid that the extra attention
would cause trouble, but I knew that he would never do anything I
told him to do, and would probably make an antagonizing game out of
it instead. He had somehow gotten his
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