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      Thunderously mocking laughter captured Loki’s attention, and he raised his eyes to the roof of the cave.

      “Come down here, coward, and let’s end this,” Loki bawled.

      Odin’s reply — a hailstorm of energy.

      Loki readied himself for the punishing fury, only to have his feet knocked out from under him by a slender body. He reeled across the floor like a drunkard, and fell flat on his back.

      Winded, he blinked, his gaze landing on Sela’s delicate countenance.

      “Must I save your cute butt every time, ástin mín?” She smiled at him. Being able to call Loki my love again, fueled her determination to end Odin. Brushing a kiss to his lips, she planted the palms of her hands on his chest and pushed herself upright.

      Loki was surprised — although why eluded him, this was Sela after all — when her swords materialized in her hands. Wait… no... awe supplanted surprise as he registered it was more than that; her hands had actually become the swords.

      He intended to ask her how she managed that trick, but this was not the time.

      He followed his wife, and the pair confronted Odin. Savagely, Sela slashed at the Asgardian’s face. One of her blades sliced his left ear from his head.

      “You two are the bane of my existence,” Odin sneered and, seizing Sela as though she was nothing but a ragdoll, threw her at Loki. “Your deaths will be like sunlight after the storm.

      The couple toppled to the ground, jarring Jörmungandr’s head.

      Their combined weight caused the serpent’s grip on his tail to falter. He struggled to maintain his grasp, deepening his bite. His body arched violently against the chains, sending powerful shockwaves through the Earth’s crust.

      Spying cracks developing in the stone cavern, Odin concocted a new battle plan.

      Ignoring Loki and Sela, he switched his attack to the World Serpent, concentrating his magic on the gaping wound at Jörmungandr’s tail. He doubled his efforts when he saw the flesh begin to cleave in two.

      Without warning, Odin felt himself being yanked from the air. Arms cartwheeling, he could not stop his downwards plunge and slammed onto the stone floor.

      Heaving himself to his feet, he soared again, only to suffer a repeat performance.

      Slow to rise this time, his infuriated gaze sought out Sela and Loki, bracing himself to destroy them both for daring to assault him, baffled to see the pair preoccupied with trying to save the mangled remains of Jörmungandr’s tail.

      That was when his focus darted to the diminutive, glowing figure in front of him. Red eyes, brimming with loathing, stared down the All Father.

      “I think you will discover the bane of your sorry existence is me,” Anna’s pure, bell-like tones, in stark contrast with the venom emanating from her prey.

      “Nature and Magic have judged you guilty of abusing your gifts, Odin of Asgard,” she pronounced judgment in the most ancient of tongues.

      “There will be no mercy for you, Old Man. Your death will be complete, and your existence will be wiped from memory.”

      “No.” Terror clawed at Odin upon hearing the sentence. “How dare you speak to me with such blatant disrespect, girl?” he objected strenuously.

      “I am Odin of Asgard. I am all magic. A pitiful creature such as you cannot possibly possess the power to destroy me. No one does. Your pathetic family will never know peace,” he threatened for good measure.

      Incandescent with rage, Odin summoned all his power, and cast it at the insolent urchin, satisfied when Anna vanished in a towering tempest.

      Rising to his feet, he prepared to rid the Realms of her parents as well.

      “Is that the best you have, Asgardian?” The angry voice boomed from within the stormy mass.

      Stupefied, Odin watched the brat absorb the blast and emerge unscathed. He scrambled to bombard her with another volley.

      Too late.

      Anna stretched her arms out in front of her and clenched her hands together in a death grip.

      Odin glanced down at his sides, feeling his arms being crushed under a tremendous, invisible pressure.

      Convinced Anna had summoned creatures from whatever pit of Helheim, she had crawled out of, he was appalled to realize, it was the child herself who controlled his fate.

      Reduced to begging for his life, Odin screeched a painful pledge, “I-I believe in your strength, child. Spare me, and I will grant you anything you want; untold wealth, and dominion over all Realms but Asgard.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna silenced his shrieks.

      Slowly, her eyes opened and focused on his chest. “Your immortality has been rescinded by your malfeasance.”

      Her proclamation echoed with a strange dissonance, at odds with her usual melodic tones.

      Odin, the All-Father, once the most honorable, the most noble, and the most wise was doomed.

      “Was it worth it?”

      Giving him no chance to reply, Anna drew in a long breath, inhaling the immortal magic from his body then, lifting her arms, hurled the malevolent god upwards.

      Helpless, Odin was propelled towards the unforgiving stone ceiling of the cavern. He tried to fight the swift ascent, to no avail — Anna’s power was too strong.

      Odin crashed into the craggy roof. His neck snapped upon impact, and his body went limp. Anna forced him through the crevice, which shredded his flesh as he was ground against the jagged edges, and pitched him into the magma.

      The fires of Earth consumed the once mighty god, instantly.

      Anna watched the molten rock fill the hole left by Odin’s body. A few drops of sizzling magma fell to the cavern floor, immediately solidifying into a single chunk of obsidian streaked with a rare and almost neon blue.

      “Who’s pitiful now?” she asked the fetid air pertly.

      Bending, she picked up the stone, shoved it in her pocket, and ran to join her parents.
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      In the decade since Odin’s demise at the hands of Anna Helsdatter, life for the family had gained a sense of normality.

      Anna had watched her mother, Sela, grow into her powers, thanks, in no small part, to the long-suffering — and often amused — guidance of her father, Loki. Now, Sela was able to control her magic without ending up in a certain Dublin pub… although Sean and she had become fast friends, swapping recipes whenever enthusiasm got the better of her.

      During the process, Sela had regained her passion to lead but, heeding past mistakes, was no longer driven by the desire to accumulate land and wealth.

      Husband and wife had agreed to assume the roles of Protectors of the Peace for all the Realms within Yggdrasil, allowing the most powerful entity in existence to focus on the more important trials with which someone her age had to contend.

      That of being a teenage girl, attending the local high school, and getting embroiled in all the stuff, regular kids seem to find irresistible. While this sounded good in theory, in practice, it did not necessarily equate to a smooth adolescence.

      With parents who could, literally, pop in and out of their daughter’s life, it was not uncommon for Sela to materialize when she sensed Anna was about to do something, she should not.

      The primary example, and one which remained a bone of contention between Sela and Anna, occurred on the latter’s first date, during her sophomore year in high school.

      A boy on whom she had developed a serious crush, invited her to the movies. On the way home, they stopped, and perched on the hood of the boy’s car to gaze at the stars.

      When he decided to take the initiative and give Anna her first kiss, Sela appeared from nowhere and dragged her daughter home, after wiping the entire night from the boy’s memory — of course.

      The pair bickered for the rest of the evening and well into the early dawn. At length, Sela terminated the quarrel using the parental weapon, against which no child could argue… Because I said so!
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        * * *

      

      In those moments, Anna sought refuge in one of two locations.

      The first being the, supposedly, protective realm of her loving grandmother, Laufey. The ancient woman hid the child for extended periods and, with no daughter onto whom she could pass her wealth of knowledge, was happy to have an accomplice who shared her interest in potions, remedies, and recipes.

      During these intervals and with wicked glee, Laufey divulged details of Loki’s childhood, the good and the bad. Despite extracting Anna’s promise that she would never use the information against her father, the escapades provided endless ammunition with which Anna could torment the god.

      Anna justified forsaking her grandmother’s trust by asking herself… would Dad fail to take advantage of such juicy information?

      It was a truth Laufey could not deny, especially when she saw her son’s mischievous twinkle in Anna’s eyes.

      The respite in this realm lasted until the day of a singularly acrimonious clash between Sela and Anna.

      Unable to find her daughter in any of the normal haunts within Yggdrasil, to apologize for overreacting, Sela dared to check in the last place she should risk — Laufey’s kitchen.

      Readying herself for the anticipated physical assault associated with this domain, Sela was surprised — as were the two she was seeking — to discover that, imbued with Freya’s magic, she no longer had to fear the time shift.

      Relieved her daughter was safe in the care of her mother-in-law, Sela asked whether she might be of any help.

      This led to Sundays at Grandma’s for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Anna’s other retreat was the adjacent house on the ranch, abode of Auntie Freya and Jacob. Already a second home when her parents were away on business, it became a bolt hole for Anna if things between mother and daughter were too terse for comfort.

      Freya refused entry to Sela until tempers had cooled, and Anna had witnessed her aunt dousing the younger woman with a hose on more than one occasion, suggesting Sela go home until she got a grip.

      Not that Anna escaped lightly. Freya had no hesitation in administering a verbal clip around the ear and, while she might offer her niece a haven, she did not take sides. “You two need to think before you speak,” was her constant catch cry.

      “Try listening to each other instead of blowing your tops. You never know, you might learn something.” Freya’s tolerant smile took the sting out of her admonishment and, skilled in the art of diversion, usually followed up any ticking off with a plea to help bake cookies or assist in some other household chore.

      From deity to mortal, Freya had embraced the transition, and never regretted her decision to confer her considerable powers onto Sela, shouldering the role of — as Sela insisted on dubbing her — ‘domestic goddess’ with aplomb.

      Anna was endlessly amazed at the ease with which Freya had adjusted to her change in status and, most especially, how her once vain aunt had accepted the aging process.

      Despite wearing the Stetson, her husband had gifted her on their wedding night, the sun had bronzed her skin to a shade which belied her Nordic heritage. Anyone outside their circle, would be hard pressed to believe Freya was not reservation born and bred.

      Her legendary blonde hair had blanched gracefully into beautiful white with attractive ash-gray highlights, and worn in a ponytail under the aforementioned Stetson when working the herds or, occasionally, a ballcap if she was visiting her cats in the mountains at the edge of the range.

      That was not to say she had lost all her magic. Freya still had one or two tricks up her sleeve, which she used with alacrity, should circumstance demand. Neither had she any qualms about stepping in where angels... or gods… feared to tread… if there was no ‘earthly’ alternative.
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        * * *

      

      In this same vein, it was Freya who raised a concerning question, one day when Anna was tending the garden with her aunt.

      Taking a break, they sat atop the picnic table, sipping lemonade. Freya had been silent most of the afternoon, something Anna knew to be out of character. Freya’s gaze was fixed on the horizon, but Anna could see something weighed on her mind.

      “A silver penningar for your thoughts,” Anna ventured.

      “As if you could afford one of those with today’s exchange rate, my dear.” Freya laughed. “So let me give this one for free. Do you believe in reincarnation?”

      “That’s a heavy topic to discuss over a glass of lemonade, dontcha think?” Anna replied, trying to forestall this particular conversation.

      Since her conception, Anna had wondered about her abilities; where they came from and how she had been able to reach out to Freya from the womb. The crux of the matter being that, if reincarnation was remotely possible, why were her memories confined to the beginning of this existence?

      Freya paid no heed to Anna’s attempt to deflect and, continuing to stare into the far distance, spoke her mind.

      “There’s something about you, something I feel I ought to recognise, yet I can’t put my finger on it. As though we have met somewhere, or time, before. Even Jacob can’t curb his curiosity over how quickly you took to hunting and the outdoor life. If you are from my past, reaching out to me from your mother’s womb makes sense.”

      She studied her niece.

      “Why didn’t you talk to your mom instead of dragging me into it?”

      Freya’s swift change of subject brought a crooked smile to Anna’s face. It relieved her of the necessity to contemplate a potentially checkered past, which may or may not have ended in an altercation with her favorite aunt.

      The question Freya had posed was no less thought-provoking.

      She recalled the time, she had tried to communicate with Sela, and the latter’s unsatisfactory response.

      Instead of her mother comprehending what Anna was desperate to convey, all she received was a motherly pat on her head when Sela stroked her pregnancy bump, and crooned what she had assumed to be a soothing, “It’s okay, precious, settle down. I promise to lay off the deviled ham and ice cream until after you’re born.”

      “Believe me, Auntie, I did, but Mom was so filled with pregnancy hormones, she thought what she was hearing was all in her mind.”

      Freya chuckled. “Yeah, Sela still has too many voices in her head.”

      Jumping down from the table, she held out her hand to Anna. “Enough philosophizing, those weeds aren’t going to pick themselves.”

      “I could make them.” Anna grinned hopefully, as she took the proffered hand and followed her aunt.

      “And miss all this fresh air and exercise? Not a chance
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