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The first blow fell at two thirty on a thick August
afternoon. It pierced the world with a violent crack and sent a
mighty current of thunder rumbling through the ground beneath me. I
didn’t stumble. I guess I'd been waiting for it.

I was fishing a small kid out of the water at
the bottom of the slide I was working, and felt his arm slacken in
my grip. I looked down, saw his pale, freckled face go blank and
his gaze lose focus. He calmly straightened up, and as soon as I
let him go he waded out of the pool and began to meander around
with the other dumbstruck guests.

A second kid - an older girl - shot out of
the slide and plowed into my legs, catching me off guard. I
staggered, righted myself, and quickly helped her to her feet, but
she, too, was slow and blank-faced as she made her way out. I
scanned the park, taking in the slackened jaws, the dead eyes, the
aimless movements of new zombies ambling beneath the beating sun.
Their consciousness had been cut...that meant something worse was
com -

- waves began to rush around my thighs and before I
could take a step, a tempest of water wrapped around me, churning
up over my head until I was deaf and blind. I gasped, my lungs
bucking, the pressure tearing at me as if I were caught in the
undertow of a rogue wave, and then I was quickly released, first my
legs, then my torso and arms, and finally my head as the cyclone
spun up into the sky above me. I lurched forward, braced my hands
on my knees, coughed out in a gush and heaved in a few shaky
breaths. Then I wiped at my eyes and blinked around at the forest
of cyclones wavering in the air above the pools, the slides, the
rapids and the tubing river, the streams on the mountain and the
pond beyond the lodge. They began to strain toward each other,
spinning and elongating until their tops finally joined at a
central point, forming a liquid star, the arms stretching out over
the park in every direction. It hovered there for a moment, and
then the star itself began to spin, picking up speed, the sound
like crashing surf, the air kicking up around me and whipping wet
strands of hair back from my face. It became a massive, blurry
disk, cracking and snapping as it spun, and as I watched the edges
sharpen and grow transparent, I realized it was freezing. The
rotation began to slow and the star tilted, descended, hit the
ground at the foot of Lenape Mountain on its edge and became a
wheel, bouncing a few times as it picked up momentum and cut up
through the trees with purpose, mowing a dark, straight line toward
the crest. A moment later, I jerked bolt upright at the sound of an
earsplitting crash. The giant blade had found its target. A geyser
of ice exploded out of the woods near the summit, spreading into
the sky. Hail showered the park. I shivered as tiny, cold shards
collected in my hair and across my bare shoulders.

I'd been sure Bren would draw first blood…but
it was Loki.

 


 


 


2


 


I stood frozen in place, waiting for the next hit and
scanning the guests for any sign of lucidity. As the last of the
hail hit the ground and the thick, glittering blanket began to melt
on the concrete, I heard low rumbling echoing in the woods closer
to the condos…No, not rumbling, growling.

I hurried out of the pool and past the
freckled kid and his slender, vacant-eyed mother, picking up speed
as I dodged and wove through groups of dazed guests. As soon as I
hit the grass, I broke into a jog and followed the sounds of Fen's
fury. I veered into the woods just before the bonfire site and
found him lurching in Balder's grip. He had grown to his true size,
his massive, furry neck flexing against Balder's iron hold, his
amber eyes furious. Balder had also gone full Asgardian, his hair
spilling over his shoulders, his biceps and chest straining beneath
his torn shirt. His denim shorts were shredded at the hems, his
massive quads working hard to hold his ground. I crept forward,
twigs snapping beneath my bare feet.

"Keep your distance." Balder said, his voice
gruff with labor.

I couldn’t imagine Fen hurting me, but I
stopped in my tracks just the same.

"Knock it off," Balder gasped at Fen. "It's
over."

Frey sprinted up behind us, slowing as he
approached Fen and squaring off in front of him. He reached up,
pulled Fen's huge head down and worked to catch his gaze. "Easy,
easy," he said. Then, "I don’t feel anything from Ullur. You?"

"No." Balder said. "But I don’t trust
it."

"Easy now," Frey said to Fen as if he were
speaking to a child. "All is well."

"He drained the pools?" Balder asked,
struggling.

"Gerd's taking care of it." At this I
registered the rush of water somewhere overhead.

They stumbled as Fen lunged again.

"Gods, can't we get Skye to calm him down?"
Balder choked out, his arms and legs shaking with effort.

"She's dealing with the guests."

Balder let out a snarl as he was yanked
forward, his feet digging deep ruts into the soft ground.

"Back off him."

Loki strode through the trees toward us, the
tang of cedar filling the space. His jeans were ripped, his t-shirt
in tatters. Fen relaxed immediately, Frey and Balder staggering
with the sudden easing of muscle and will. Loki shoved Frey out of
the way and pressed his head against Fen's, staring into his eyes
and muttering gentle, soothing words I didn’t understand. A flash
of the night in the apartment above Dante's lit up in my head -
Loki holding me, speaking softly through my tears.

"Is there blowback coming?" Balder asked.

Loki stroked Fen's muzzle for a moment, then
stepped away. Fen began to pace among the trees, taking longer and
longer strides, throwing off the tension. His musky scent mingled
with Loki's.

"Is he going to retaliate?" Balder asked
again, his voice sharp, his muscles still rigid as he scanned the
woods.

Loki shook his head, his platinum locks
shrugging off their length and settling around his face. He looked
up at Balder. "I didn’t ask him."

"Dude." Frey said. "It’s the middle of the
day."

Loki shifted his gaze to Frey, gave him a
nod.

"There were people in the pools. They're
hiking all over the mountain."

Loki nodded again.

Frey's eyes grew wide. He flipped his palms
and took a step toward Loki. "What the hell were you thinking?"

Loki's eyes found mine. Until then, I had
almost forgotten I was there. I was numb with shock, my mind
insulating me from most of what had happened, but I knew I had left
my post at the slide, and that none of the employees or guests were
where they were supposed to be, so I grabbed that thought and held
on.

"Put all the water back where it belongs." I
said. "And then wake up the guests. These people paid for the whole
day and they don’t deserve this."

I turned and walked from the woods, my feet
shedding pine needles as they found the grass. The sun fell hot on
my back as soon as I cleared the canopy. The air was heavy with the
last of the evaporating hail, and I found it hard to draw a clean
breath. August was suffocating. It almost made me look forward to
school.
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I changed as soon as my shift was over and went to
look for Bren. Frieda thought he was still in the woods, felt
further and found him at the summit of the mountain. She wanted to
come with me, but I held her off. There was still a lot of daylight
left, and I needed the time alone. The hike up was challenging, my
legs tired from working all day, my lungs struggling to pull some
oxygen from the stifling air, but it was cooler beneath the trees,
their shade a welcome respite from the glare of the day.

I followed Frieda's directions up the hill,
veering left beyond Ringsaker and picking up a narrow trail that
wound to the top. Grateful for level ground, I caught my breath as
I stumbled my way along the rocks, finally crossing to the far side
of the summit when the outcropping of boulders Frieda had described
rose in my view. I spotted Bren as soon as I dropped below the
peak. He was sitting on a rocky ledge, his hair fluttering in the
warm breeze sighing over the valley.

"Hey," I said as I lowered myself beside him.
I scanned his body, knowing I wouldn’t find any damage. "You
okay?"

He nodded. "Sorry about the ice shower. I
wanted to melt the blade in the air but the thing must have knocked
the wind out of me."

"This one's not on you." I said. "He should
never have done something like that while the park was open." My
words hit me a second after I said them. I shook my head. "I just
implied that mowing you down with a giant blade of ice would have
been okay if he'd done it at a different time."

Bren gave me a wry smirk. "I know what you
meant."

But what did I mean? How much of their way of
thinking had I absorbed? How much human sanity and reason had I
left behind to survive in their fiery subculture? I sighed. Bren
slid his fingers into my hair and stroked my cheek with his
thumb.

"You should have called me when your shift
was over. I didn’t want you to hike all the way up here after you
worked all day."

I shrugged. "You wouldn't be here if you
didn’t need a break. Besides, you always come to me."

"It's easier for me," he said. Then, "I
thought you’d be angry."

"I am. But not at you."

He locked his eyes on mine. "I'm the one who
declared war, Jen."

I nodded. "Well I don't have the energy to be
pissed at both of you."

"Fair enough." He looked out over the valley,
mist hovering like a ghost lake above the trees. "Did you see
him?"

"Briefly. Fen was rabid and no one else could
calm him down. I told him to clean up and went back to work."

He laughed quietly. "You've come a long way
from post trauma."

I thought of the dreams and hallucinations
that had plagued me after we got back from Asgard. I hadn’t let
Bren take them away from me, wanted to avoid any more supernatural
tampering and work through them at human speed. But in the end,
Loki had made the decision for me. I had realized what he'd done
the night I went to his apartment above Dante's, and hadn’t figured
out how to tell Bren. But now that he'd referred to it directly, I
couldn’t stay silent.

"I've been meaning to talk to you about
that," I started slowly. "I - "

"I know," he said, turning to me again. "Loki
took care of it."

I searched his face. "I didn’t know it at the
time…"

"I did. I knew it the second you got home
from school that day after your first exams. I could feel it. The
lightness in you."

"Why didn’t you say something?" I couldn’t
read his expression, but his tone seemed conversational,
controlled.

"Because I was afraid you’d make him take it
back. You were adamant about working through it on your own, but
you didn’t seem to understand that you weren't equipped for that
kind of damage. I was glad he did it. I was just hoping by the time
you figured it out, you'd let it go."

I stared at him, absorbing what he'd said,
processing the implications. He'd known this, and had kept it from
me…but I had kept it from him, too. And his intentions were more
noble than mine had ever been.

"You know, humans are stronger than you
think," I said. "I would've been okay eventually."

"Maybe," he said, his expression suggesting
he'd given it some thought. "But you had exams, and they have long
term consequences. And frankly, it was killing us all to watch you
suffer like that. Sometimes you have to take one for the team."

I huffed at the irony of this. Taking one for
the team was how I'd ended up with trauma in the first place,
wasn't it? Bren read the thought on my face.

"None of it was fair to you," he said. "But
if you're determined to be caught up in this mess, you have to let
us fix what we can. You're always telling us we can’t behave like
gods in the human world. Well, you can’t navigate the world of gods
with a human compass. The concept applies to both of us."

"And yet I watched a giant, heat-seeking
Chinese star try to destroy you, watched you crush it into a
hailstorm in the middle of August. All in front of a park full of
guests."

"And yet I watched you freeze with fear every
time it rained, panic every time you smelled smoke, wake up
screaming in the middle of the night for months. Until someone who
has nothing to lose by ignoring your wishes drove it out of you,
that is."

I glanced down at the ledge, traced a red
vein through the rock with my eyes until it splintered into smaller
branches and disappeared under Bren's hand. "I'm sorry about
that."

"Like I said, I'm not. It was the right thing
to do."

"Respecting what I wanted was the right thing
to do."

"Well, I guess he and I have different ways
of loving you."

"He doesn't…" My words faltered. I looked up
at him. "It's not like that."

His smile touched his eyes, gave them a
wistful gleam. "It is what it is. And you can't keep running from
it, Jen. We'll never get past it that way."

"There's nothing to get past." I slipped my
arms around him, peered into his face.

His grin warmed as his hands curled around my
waist. "That Chinese star would beg to differ."
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I fell asleep on Bren's couch before the sun went
down, lying in the circle of his arms. I dozed for a couple of
hours, flashes of watery cyclones and whirling blades of ice
disturbing my light drowse, and then he walked me home early.

"I want you to get some rest," he said as I
opened the sliders to the lobby. But I'm here if you need me."

I nodded. I wanted him to stay, felt the
loneliness already, but I was exhausted from the day, and if I was
being honest with myself, still angry over what had happened. I was
too tired to sort out the rational from the irrational, the
innocent from the guilty, so I kissed him and went inside. Sydney
smiled at me from behind the desk. My mother had the night off. I
texted her to see if she was upstairs, and she replied that she and
Val were having dinner in town. They had gone to look at Blue Creek
Ski and Board. I remembered her telling me that Bill, the owner,
was moving to Colorado, and that she thought Val should consider
taking it over and turning it into a custom shop. As I imagined how
that would work - Val becoming a business owner, anchoring himself
in town and mingling with the public - my mother sent a second text
asking me if I wanted her to bring me home something to eat. I told
her I was going to sleep, fibbing that I had eaten at Bren's so she
wouldn’t worry, and headed upstairs, but as soon as I hit my bed I
was wracked with memories of what had happened in the park, and
thoughts of what could happen if things got worse. And they
would.

I rolled over, slid open the drawer in my
night stand and reached under the notebook there, my hand closing
around the compact Sif had given me. I drew it out, the ruby in the
center of the five-pointed star glinting in the dark, sat up
against my headboard and opened it, peering into the mirror. It
swirled with silver fog. A moment later, Sif's eyes appeared -
always blue in the glass - and then her warm, freckled face, her
golden hair.

"Jenna," she said. "Is everything all
right?"

"No emergencies," I said quickly. Then, "I
guess I just wanted to talk."

She smiled, her eyes sparkling. "I'm so glad
you called on me."

I hesitated for a moment, then said, "There
was an incident today. Between Bren and Loki."

"Yes. There was a tremble here. Bren must
have been very angry."

"I'm sure he was. Loki used the pools here to
create a huge blade of ice and sent it up the mountain after him."
I heard the inadequacy in my description, didn’t know if I was
still in shock, or just becoming accustomed to it. "It was worse
than it sounds." I said.

"I can imagine." Sif's brows drew together.
"It was unprovoked?"

"Sort of. I mean, Bren initiated this thing
between them but - "

"And there were humans present?" Her
expression was growing more troubled by the second.

"Everywhere." I said. "They were in the pools
when the water was sucked out. They were in the park. I think Skye
did something to…sedate them, or whatever, but still…"

Her gaze turned inward. "Loki hasn't behaved
like that since Balder's death. What reason would he have for doing
something so irresponsible?'

I sighed, the guilt growing heavy in my
chest. "Bren doesn’t want him to have any contact with me. There's
been a lot of tension. I just…I don’t know what to do about
it."

Her eyes found mine again. "This is not your
fault, Jenna. Sometimes we can’t help the way we feel, but we make
our own choices when it comes to acting on those feelings."

I wondered how much she knew, wondered if
Bren talked to her about these things, or if she'd seen them on her
own. "I just don’t know what to do." I said again.

"You’re a fierce connection between them, and
there's a lot of power in that bond, however reluctant. You'll have
to let it run its course for now. Getting between them will only
make things worse."

"But what about the people here?"

She fixed me with a look full of certainty.
"I'm not making excuses for Loki's behavior today, but I have to
believe they know better than to harm anyone. Our elders will not
sit by and allow humans to be endangered without cause, and they
know it. The last thing they'd want is an Asgardian contingent
arriving earthside to demand an explanation."

I thought about this. "I can’t imagine either
of them risking that."

Sif's expression softened. "I'm so sorry you
have to endure this, Jenna. Especially in light of all you've been
through. They don’t quite understand how egregious their behavior
is in a place like Earth. I'll speak to Bren, try to make him see
that there are better ways to approach this tension with Loki. He
seems a little more receptive to compromise lately."

"I wish I could say the same for Loki," I
said.
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My shift ended at noon the next day, and I spent the
afternoon shopping the outlets in town with Frieda and Gerd. We
were supposed to meet the guys back at the apartment when their
shifts ended at closing, but we got caught in a clearance sale, and
by the time we turned away from the American Eagle counter and
headed out the door with our bags, the sun was setting.

"Whoops." Frieda said. "We're late." She
pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at it as we walked to
my car. Gerd and I did the same.

"Anyone get a message?" I asked.

"They know better than to get between a girl
and her outlets," Frieda said. "Especially when Gerd's
involved."

We laughed and threw our bags in the back. A
clap of thunder boomed as I closed the trunk and we all looked down
as if I had used too much force. It might have been believable if
it had been one of them. When we peered up at the sky, quickly
dusking but clear, I caught an orange glow near the horizon beyond
the town. I squinted as it pulsed and flared.

"What?" Gerd asked.

"The sun doesn’t set in the east here." I
said.

We stared for a moment, and then jumped as
another boom rolled toward us. The eastern sky brightened. Frieda
closed her eyes.

"It's them, isn’t it?" I said, my voice
flat.

She nodded. "We'd better go."

 


For millions of years, the Delaware River had been
sawing the Appalachian ridge on the border of New Jersey and
Pennsylvania into two distinct mountains - Mount Tammany, atop
which sat Sunfish Pond, gleaming with its secret stash of
pulverized sunstone hidden beneath the silt and roots blanketing
the bed, and Mount Minsi, a rugged and woodsy climb scattered with
scenic outcroppings and primeval, fairytale groves. The river
snaked between them, cutting around their bases and winding through
the deep, rocky valley that someone, long ago, had named the
Delaware Water Gap. As I drove along the highway and into the Gap,
the river to our right leaden in the twilight, I caught a flash of
fire on the summit of Tammany. Through the windshield, I watched it
form into a giant ball, roll out over the ridge and explode in a
shower of sparks. I thought of the millions of humans and animals
who had tread upon these hills over the ages, hunting and hiking,
foraging and fighting, living and dying…They had barely left a
scuff compared to the damage that could be done tonight.

We pulled into a visitor parking lot and got
out, scanning the cliffs of Tammany. Another fireball flared and
then flickered out in a rumble. My pulse quickened.

"That's Bren's work, isn’t it?" I asked,
glancing at Frieda and Gerd as they came around the car to stand
with me.

Frieda nodded. "What are they doing
here?'

"Loki's been here all day," Gerd said.

"So Bren came after him?" I asked.

"Well," Frieda said, shrugging, "after
yesterday…"

"Where's Fen?" I wove a little to see through
the trees, a tremble in my stomach.

"He's with Balder." Gerd said. "They’re at
some falls in western Pennsy. Probably trying to keep him out of
this mess."

As I opened my mouth to respond, I saw a
shadow back out onto the ridge. Strong build, long hair whipping in
the high breeze, but in the falling dusk, I couldn’t make out who
it was. And then the figure spread his arms, slowly, the palms
turning up in invitation. I sucked in a breath as a blast of fire
shot from the trees like the rush from a hose. Loki thrust out a
hand and the stream of fire became a wall, climbing into the night,
his silhouette black against the flames. The wall burned on and on,
and then suddenly, the whole scene winked out in darkness. I
blinked, urging my vision to adjust, my eyes moving over the shady
hulk of mountain.

"Where are they?" I asked. "Are they still
there?"

Before anyone could answer, another massive
ball of flame roared across the ridge, caught Loki in a split
second of light, and swallowed him up as it arced over the Gap. The
sky, the rocks, the river were washed in the tawny blaze. It lit up
the road, the parking lots, flickered on our faces. As the fire
spread out like a cloud, I saw Loki emerge, stark against the
cobalt sky, and plunge toward the river. His fist shot downward as
he hit the water and the impact sent a massive geyser high into the
air. It crashed into the flames, the hissing and cracking filling
the night, smoke choking the valley and obscuring our view. It
rolled closer and closer until we could barely see ourselves
through the acrid gloom.

It muted everything…sight, sound, the feel of
the air…and for a moment I felt that I was once again dangling from
the edge of Bifrost, the nothingness waiting to envelop me. I held
onto the buck in my lungs, the ashy scent in my nose, the vague
notion of Gerd and Frieda somewhere near. And then the smoke began
to churn and back away, to recede from the space around me until I
could see myself, the concrete at my feet, Frieda stepping into the
clearing, her eyes sweeping in wide arcs as she drove it back
farther and farther, drove it beyond my car, beyond the lot, beyond
the road and the forest and up into the hills.

I turned in a slow circle, watching my world
settle back around us. Then I fixed my eyes on the river. In the
place where Loki had crashed down and sent up the geyser, there was
only water, flowing and glinting in the night.

"Is it done?" I asked, a tremor in my
voice.

"For now." Frieda said quietly. When I turned
to her, my eyes burning, my body heavy with spent adrenaline, she
said, "Let's go home."
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The last ski run on the north face of Lenape Mountain
was a wide, rolling swatch called Mountain Mile. It was carpeted
now with long, sun-crisped grass and wildflowers of purple and
yellow and pink. Alongside it wound a steep, narrow trail that led
to the summit. Night had fallen, but the moon gilding the Mile
beamed through the trees and dusted the trail, making the climb
comfortable and familiar in the dark. About two thirds of the way
up, I stopped and veered right onto a short, bushy path leading to
a crop of boulders overlooking the run. I climbed up onto the
flattest of them and sat, my breath still a bit labored, the stone
cool against my spent legs.

I listened to the rustle of deer and smaller
animals in the woods all around me, watched the grass on the Mile
sway and bristle in the warm breeze. The lights of the resort
glimmered below, the music from the bar thrumming like a faint
heartbeat. I breathed it all in, slowly, holding it in my lungs as
I thought of the fiery battle that had raged just an hour ago on
the cliffs of the Gap and then winked out in a haze of smoke. I was
sure the trees had been healed, the animals and the fish in the
river protected, but did that make it okay? Did it negate the
damage?

I heard a rasp against the rock and whipped
around, hoping it was just a squirrel or a fallen branch. My heart
thumped as I watched Loki lower himself beside me.

"You scared the hell out of me." I said.

He looked across the Mile to the trees on the
far side.

"You shouldn’t be sneaking up on women in the
dark. God."

"You shouldn’t be on the trails by yourself
at night," he said.

"You can find me now? Even with my necklace?"
I knew he'd been able to see my dreams and feel my emotions since
he'd healed my ankle, but we had no way of knowing where the side
effects would end, or when.

He shrugged. "Maybe."

I fixed him with an impatient stare.

His eyes flicked to me. "I was on break at
the bar. I saw you walk by through the window."

"I could have been going anywhere."

"Park's closed. Nothing beyond it but the
trail."

"I'm not on the trail."

"I can sense your vitals."

"I could've been a deer."

"You’re not that graceful."

I gave him another hard look. "A bear,
then."

"They’re not nearly as ornery."

I raised a brow.

"Bears tend to chill. You’re agitated most of
the time."

I stared at him until he looked at me again.
Then I said, "I wonder why."

He didn’t answer.

"It has to stop." I said. "This thing with
you and him."

"Not my choice."

"Just don’t engage."

"Don't engage."

"Right. Don’t engage. Just walk away."

He laughed. "You know better than that."

"What's the worst that could happen?"

"If I turn my back on a supernova?"

I paused as I thought about that, thought
back on all the times I'd seen one or the other of them strike.
Don’t engage. What had I meant by that? Was that something
I'd picked up from a junior high bullying assembly?

"You aren’t exactly innocent anyway." I said.
"You froze the park the other day. And everyone in it."

"Dramatic."

"Are you serious?" I shifted to face him.
"What would you call it?"

He turned back to the run.

"I talked to Sif about it." I blurted before
I could give any real thought to keeping it to myself.

He nodded, watched a bat dart up from a tree
and swoop over the Mile. "They probably felt it there."

"They did." I said. "She said if the elders
think you’re putting humans at risk they'll come here." Then I
thought of something else. "What about Balder? Odin doesn’t know
he's here. If the elders come here - "

"Yeah, Balder's already voiced his concerns,
loudly and with considerable damage to the condo."

The irritation died in my chest. "He broke
things?"

"Anger tends to radiate from guys like us."
He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. "He yelled.
Things broke."

I sighed. "I guess I can’t blame him."

"Nope."

His hair looked silver in the moonlight, his
skin glowing against his dark t-shirt. He was as still as a
sculpture.

"Going on a rampage around all those
humans…putting Balder at risk. It isn’t like you." I said.

He fixed his gaze on mine, a harsh gleam in
his eyes. "You haven’t been paying attention."

I let out a sarcastic bark. "Really? Maybe
you should tell that to Bren. He seems to think I've been paying
you too much attention."

He watched me for a minute, then said,
"They've told you things about me, right? Whispers of violence and
destruction. Do you think because you were spared the details, none
of it's true?"

A chill ran through me. I'd heard stories
about Loki, most of them unpleasant and some of them downright
sinister, but other things - worse things - had only been hinted
at. And I hadn’t asked for elaboration, had I? Hadn't asked a
single curious question. So many of their beliefs about him had
proved wrong…maybe I was hoping the rest would turn to mud beneath
his raincloud of misunderstanding.

He was still watching me. I drew in a shaky
breath, hunting for some words, any words, my lips working to form
them from thin air.

"Let it go." He said. "You've seen enough
ugliness."

His paternal tone sounded too much like
condescension. I laughed again. "And I see more every day. You
don’t seem too concerned about it. But I guess that's because
you’re a soulless monster, right?"

His gaze sharpened. He looked at me for
another second, then sprang to his feet, paced to the head of the
path and stood staring into the woods. The canopy rustled above us,
the trill of katydids loud and shrill in my ears. Finally, he
turned, took a step.

"You knew what would happen if I came
back."

The words bit me like a rattlesnake. Again, I
opened my mouth to speak, and came up empty. I wasn't sure what I
knew. I only remembered missing him…swallowing my tears day after
day until I'd nearly drowned in them. My throat tightened at the
thought of it.

"I didn’t…I - " was all I could croak
out.

"It was my choice," he said. "But don’t talk
to me like this is about indifference."

I lowered my eyes, stared at my fingers
pressed white against the rock. After a moment, he walked back
toward me. I heard him draw in a slow breath and sigh it out.

"I told you to let this go," he said.

"You were talking about your dubious
past."

"All of it. You're not ready for it."

I cleared my throat, wanting to give him a
defiant glower, but I couldn’t lift my gaze. "I told you to stop
making decisions for me."

"Jenna."

I curled my fist against the boulder.

"Look at me."

At first, I couldn’t move, but when he
stepped closer, my panic loosened the grip of deeper fears. I
raised my head. His eyes were fierce sapphires in the glint of the
moon.

"You want to do this now?" He asked.

Every muscle in my body went rigid, the pound
of my heart stealing my breath. He let it go on for a while, his
eyes locked on mine, then he nodded.

"I'll walk you back."

 


As we wound our way down the hill, I tried to
remember when things had gone awry, tried to pinpoint that one
moment when the thread had gotten stuck in the needle, had bunched
up and twisted into this reality where there were no days without
knots, no thoughts or conversations without tangles. Was it when I
jammed my ring onto Loki's finger so he could stay in my world?
When he kissed me on the bank of the Gjoll?

We cleared the trail and started along the
base of the mountain, the lights of the resort brightening with
each step. After a while, I glanced at him.

"What?" He asked without looking at me.

"If I hadn’t come to Dante's that night,
would you have come back?"

We walked a little further, then he said,
"Does it matter?"

I stared ahead. "You know it does."

His steps slowed as the lodge loomed on our
right. The windows were dark, but the lights on the deck threw a
champagne glow against the beams. I let my eyes move over the bulbs
strung along the rafters as we passed.

"I was going to come the night of the
festival," he said. "After, when they'd gone to look for the rest
of the fragments."

"To see me?"

He gave me a nod. "But then your mother
ambushed me and talked me into playing, and that set things on
another course."

We both smiled as we thought of my mother's
subtle but deadly powers of persuasion, able to break even the will
of the gods.

"So…" I started. We were quickly thrown into
the swatch of darkness between the lodge and the hotel. I stopped.
He took another step or two and then turned to me.

When he didn’t speak, I said, "Forget it,"
and moved to brush past him, but he stepped into my path.

"What are you asking me Jenna? Do you want to
know how deep I'm into this? Or how much of it is your fault?"

I hadn’t thought I’d been asking either of
those things, but Loki had a way of pulling back everything I
thought I wanted to reveal what lurked beneath.

"You haven’t had your guilt fix in a while,"
he said. "If I tell you I wouldn’t be here right now, that this war
wouldn't be raging if you hadn’t hunted me down and cried in my
arms until I had no choice but to come back, will that make you
feel better? Give you the rush you need?"

Shame roiled like a swamp in my stomach. My
face flushed. Suddenly the heat was stifling, choking me with green
dampness and the cloying perfume of overripe flowers. I tried again
to move past him, got far enough to suck in a breath that sounded
suspiciously like a sob before he grabbed my arm and spun me
back.

I glared at him. "I didn’t hunt you down. You
were in a bar ten minutes away and everybody within a hundred miles
knew it." I twisted in his grip but he held on. "And I didn’t want
to cry in your arms, but you pulled me in and held me there. You
wouldn’t let me go."

"Did you want me to?" His gaze was brutal,
relentless. I shivered under the weight of it.

"Did you miss the part where I was
struggling?"

"Nope." He said. "It was right before the
part where you told me how much worse things were when I was
gone."

"Oh, right." I said, giving him a bitter
smile. "And then you reminded me that you weren't really gone,
because you were stalking me all that time."

"So what are you worried about?" He said,
releasing me. "You have all your answers."

I stared at him, my expression falling as I
tried to remember what I had asked in the first place, and whether
I had really gotten an answer. And then, why I'd thought I deserved
one.

I dropped my arm. "I know you don’t owe me
anything. I don’t know why we keep doing this."

He regarded me for a moment, his expression
smooth and unreadable, then he peered up at the stars winking
through the summer haze. He looked for a long time, then he said,
"When true winter starts to fade in the south, the Ifing rushes
like crazy. It swallows the banks in a lot of places, but along the
Braid, eddies form between the rocks. They swirl around and around,
but the current is so fierce that it balances the momentum, so if a
leaf gets caught in the whirl, it doesn't get sucked into the deep.
You can watch it spin for hours…days, if you want."

I followed his gaze up to the Northern Cross,
my eyes moving over the red and blue giants of the Cygnus
constellation and settling on Deneb. It was one of the most distant
stars that could be seen with the naked eye, and in a few million
years, it would explode in a supernova.

"So, I guess I'm the leaf, and you’re the
eddy?" I said. "Or is Bren the eddy? He seems more like the
rocks."

"He's the current." Loki said.

We lowered our gazes, stared at each
other.

"I thought the current was fate, or life…or
some other profound intangible."

"He's bigger than all of that, Jenna." He
gave me a look heavy with the suggestion that I’d forgotten
something important. "He's outside of all that."

I shook my head, slowly, remembering who Bren
had been in Asgard, how his countrymen had looked at him with
reverence, awe. "I guess I don’t understand what that means."

"It means he's seen every pattern, every
probability, every outcome." Loki said. "He's seen the cycles
turning against each other like cogs. He knows the consequences of
every action, every decision. He's watched creation rise and fall,
over and over, watched humans and gods rise and fall."

I let his words roll through me, unable to
grab onto them. Maybe I had forgotten these things about Bren - a
little - or maybe I had just turned away from what I couldn’t get
my head around.

"But he's here now," I said. "Walking the
worlds. Living in a body. Living life."

"Yes," Loki said. "And that gives him
tendencies, loyalties, emotions. But while those things define us,
they confine him. His real strength comes from the ability to
harness the power beyond those things, to send that current through
anything, shift courses, move mountains."

"Are you saying he'd use that power to get
what he wants? That he'd use it to - "

"I'm saying a river is a river no matter what
it wants. And if you're caught in the current, you flow, you fight,
or you drown."

My gaze trailed as I thought again of our
time in Asgard, of how Bren had attracted every eye, commanded
every salute, silently demanded complete obedience not just from
his people, but from every element of his world, even as he
threatened its destruction.

"Then why wouldn’t he have just stopped
Ragnarok from the beginning?" I asked. "Or any of the other
horrible things that have happened?"

"He's not the creator." Loki said, his gaze
still so maddeningly serene that anyone watching would have thought
we were talking about Buddhism. "Whoever created the worlds defined
the parameters. As far as any of us can tell - at least where I'm
from - certain things have to happen. They're like strands woven
together to form existence. And we're all caught in that net."

"But if some of them haven’t happened yet,
and we already exist, can’t we influence - "

"Time is a wheel, not a line."

I folded my arms, his words feeling vaguely
familiar to me, and pushed at the grass with the toe of my shoe. "I
thought it was a bunch of strands."

"So maybe it’s a dreamcatcher."

I looked up at him. His eyes were swirling
with blue and green, golden spokes radiating from his pupils.
Mesmerized, I thought, You're the dreamcatcher.
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It was late, and Sydney was already at the reception
desk, so I headed up to the suite to find my mother. She was
standing at the picture window in a pair of gray sweat shorts and a
tank top, a cup of tea steaming in her hand. When she heard the
door close, she turned and smiled, her damp ponytail flicking.

"Hey," she said. Her eyes moved over me.
"Didn’t you find anything?"

I gave her a confused look as I kicked off my
hikers.

"You went shopping with the girls, didn’t
you?"

I stared another moment before her meaning
dawned on me. "Yes. Yes, sorry. I dropped my bags off earlier when
I came up to change my shoes. I'll show you what I got
tomorrow."

"Okay," she said. "Changing shoes again, or
are you in for the night?"

"I have to meet Bren. I was supposed to see
him earlier, but I got caught up." I went to the fridge, grabbed
out a cold Coke Zero and cracked it open. As I took a long swallow,
I caught her stare over the rim and put the can down the
counter.

"What?"

She shook her head, her brows raised.

"What? What is it?" I took a few steps toward
her, leaned on the back of the loveseat.

She took a sip of her tea, lowered the mug.
"How old is Loki? Out of curiosity."

"Out of curiosity?"

"He has to be at least twenty one, right? I
wasn't sure if you had to be of age to play at a bar, but I thought
I saw a beer next to his stool the other night."

"Is that a problem?"

"No." She raised her brows again. "I like
beer as much as the next guy."

"I'm not crazy about it."

"It grows on you."

"That's what I hear."

She nodded. "And what do you hear about Loki?
How old is he?"

I stared at her. What was I going to say? Had
he given an age to anyone yet? Would anything I made up contradict
another story? And how would I explain the public drinking if he
was supposed to be my age? That would mean he could've gotten the
resort in a world of legal trouble.

"Actually, I think he is 21," I said,
turning back to the breakfast bar for my Coke.

"You think?"

"I'm not sure. I don’t make a point of
discussing Bren's relatives' ages with him, but I think he might
have said something about how the drinking age in Norway is
different, and Loki was the only one who wasn't affected." I hoped
this was true. My knowledge of international drinking laws was
light.

My mother looked at me for a long time, then
she set her tea down on the end table, sat on the couch, and drew a
knee up toward her chest. "So that makes him a little old for
you."

I froze with a mouthful of soda, then gulped
it down, the bubbles harsh in my throat. "For me? What do you
mean?"

She smiled, looked at me from the corner of
her eye. It was a look my father had given me a thousand times.
Roughly translated: Don’t bullshit a bullshitter.

"What are you talking about?" I asked. "Bren
and I are together."

"I know." She said, holding up a hand. "I get
that. But Loki's a very nice guy - "

"He's nice to you," I cut in.

"To you, too, as far as I can see," she said.
"He's really smart…loves music as much as you do…"

"What's your point?"

She stared at me again, then let out a long
sigh. "Okay, let me put it this way. You’re not even eighteen yet.
No one expects you to marry the first boy you’re serious about. It
would be perfectly normal for you to - "

"Cheat?" I slammed my Coke down, droplets
splashing my hand, and gave her a hard look. "That's what we've
normalized now?"

Her face fell. She closed her eyes, opened
them on me. "Of course not. It would be wrong to cheat. That's not
what I'm saying. I'm just trying to tell you that it's natural to
be drawn to other people. It's normal, when you have things in
common with someone - "

"What did Dad have in common with Alison?" I
asked. "He's brilliant, she's a moron. He's in shape, she's a mess
- "

"We're not talking about your father."

"Yes we are." I said. "What he did made you
think that it's somehow okay - "

"No." She shook her head. "What he did made
me realize that you have to be honest with yourself from the
beginning, or things will end up being more painful for everyone
than they ever had to be."

We fell silent. In the hallway, the footfalls
of a small child pattered by, accompanied by happy screeching. A
maternal voice called from farther away.

My mother took a swig of her tea and slid the
cup back on the table. Then she said, "Your father needed to be
needed. He needed to take care of people, protect them, teach
them."

"He needed to be a hero."

She tilted her head back and forth. "If you
want. And at first, that made me feel safe…special, even. But
little by little, it took away my independence. My self-confidence.
And I came to resent it. To resent him. I fell out of love with him
long before Alison was ever in the picture."

I stood there, stunned, memories of my
parents flashing and dying in my head like bulbs. In none of these
memories was my mother smiling, but in some of them - the younger
ones - my father was. Sometimes he was even laughing. I came around
the loveseat and sat down.

"But you were so hurt when you found
out."

"I was heartbroken that you were going to
lose your family and your security." She said. "So was he. But I
think I knew about Alison all along. And you know what?" She threw
a hand up, let it fall. "I don’t think I cared. The only thing
either one of us really cared about at that point was protecting
you."

I studied her as I processed this. She was a
different person now. Hair longer and darker, eyes brighter,
posture straighter.

"That doesn't make it right." I said.

"No, it doesn't. And that's on him. He
should've left before he made that decision."

"To sleep with her, you mean."

"Yes. But Jenna, we all deserve to be happy."
She gave her head a rough shake. "More than that. We deserve to be
challenged, called out, pushed. We deserve to laugh, even at
ourselves, and we deserve someone who can help us do that. And we
deserve to feel like we have something to give."

I looked into her eyes as they searched mine
and realized how lonely she must have been, how sad. I swallowed
back a lump in my throat. "You've given me everything my whole
life," I said.

She smiled. "And that was everything to
me."

"But it wasn't enough."

She straightened up, her face sober. "No, I
didn’t say - "

"No, it’s okay," I said, holding up my hands.
"I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant…" I tried to understand
the sorrow I'd seen in her face as she recalled these things…it
looked so foreign against the new light in her eyes. I wondered why
I hadn't noticed it then, when I had spent so much more time with
her than I did now. "I just meant I'm glad you're happier now. I'm
glad you found a job that you love. Everybody here loves you."

Her smile brightened, warmed her face.

"And I'm glad you found Val." I added.

"Are you?" She gave me an anxious look. "I
know it's got to be a little weird for you."

"Oh, totally weird." I said. We nodded at
each other. "But he makes you happy, right?"

She swiped her tea off the table. "You know
what? Val's a very smart guy, very insightful and competent."

"No doubt." I said, thinking she didn’t know
the half of it.

"But we're looking at this place in town, at
what it would take for him to start up a custom shop, and he's
constantly asking for my advice, listening to what I've learned
from running the hotel…things about business I picked up in
college. It’s nice to be seen as an equal, to be respected."

I thought about this. Val had infinite
resources and skills at his fingertips, and yet he valued my mother
for her own strengths. Maybe it was because she had found them in
herself first, once she had left
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