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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Ever dance with a werewolf in the pale moonlight?
 
   A gentle breeze brushed against my cheek, the scent of vanilla orchids embraced me. I sighed and nestled closer into the thick arms that held me as we swayed to primal music. The sound of drums became more of a feeling, a percussion in my blood that was drowned out when I laid my head against his chest. His heartbeat was a precious melody, and his scent, that spicy wolf musk I thought of as home, was sweeter to me than the orchids. His heat warmed me and enriched his scent all at once. I looked up and smiled at the way the moonlight turned his face into a half-mask of dramatic shadows.
 
   Those shadows suited Trevor's mood lately, he'd been so up and down since we'd made our relationship official, it seemed like he was two different people. I couldn't blame him though. Between the one sided Froekn Binding which shackled him to me for life(but not me to him), the Thunder God ex-boyfriend I couldn't avoid, and my new collection of werelions, it was understandable. I'd be a little insecure too.
 
   We were dancing on the VIP level of Moonshine, our club Trevor had built to give the Froekn more morally(my morals not theirs) acceptable jobs than assassin work. The werewolves had killed people for the gods and had made a good living out of it for many more years than I'd been alive. The gods had difficulty killing other gods(a magic thing) and since the Froekn technically weren't gods, more of a subspecies like the vampires, they didn't have a problem with it. Plus, the wolves enjoyed to hunt, so things had worked out well for them.
 
   Until I came along.
 
   The Godhunter. A mid-level witch turned vigilante in the name of humanity. When I think back to the early days of my Godhunting escapades, I'm shocked to be alive. I really knew nothing, just the base facts that gods were the survivors of Atlantis, using their advanced technology and magic to control and manipulate humans. 
 
   The Atlanteans had set themselves up all over the world as deities and when worship started to wane, they developed other ways to suck energy from us. They claimed the dead from wars as sacrifice but in order to have war casualties, you must have war. So they continued their manipulating ways and began to instigate war among us. That's where I dropped in. The witch crusader, executing gods with righteous indignation.
 
   Only, like I said, I knew very little. I had no idea, for instance, that some of the gods were opposed to the way humans were being treated. Some gods actually took pride in forming symbiotic relationships with their followers. Keeping to the original plan, they gave guidance, protection, and good fortune in exchange for the worship they received.
 
   After years of hunting, discovering good gods was a bit of a shock. Kind of like following a Neo-Nazi home to find that his oldest son was in love with a African-American girl and was running away from home to be with her. Shocking but in a good, fist-pumping, happily ironic, kind of way.
 
   I got over my shock and joined a group of rebel gods led by Thor, the Viking God of Thunder. I'd fought beside them and occasionally with them. Thor and I had dated but things didn't work out. A couple of times. I have a talent for fucking things up in my love life. Okay, in my life period. But the last break-up I take no responsibility for. It was all Thor. I'm still a little bitter and maybe a lot in love with him.
 
   Then, in the midst of the Thor debacle, my very own Werewolf Prince Charming came in and swept me off my feet. It's always darkest before the dawn, and all that crap. I thought I'd never get over Thor. I mean how do you get over loving a god? I'll tell you how: move on with a werewolf. They're faithful, sexy, built like gladiators, have great stamina, and are great to snuggle with when they turn furry. Hell, even when they're not furry.
 
   Trevor's real name is VéulfR, it means Sacred Wolf, as in the first born son of Fenrir, the Wolf God. So I'm not kidding when I call him a Prince. We bonded while Thor and I were still together... and I don't mean normal couple bonding so don't judge. I didn't even have a choice about it. It's a long story but basically I have a little piece of Trevor's soul inside me now. When I die, that connection will pull him into death with me. A fact his father was a little upset over at first, since Trevor was previously immortal.
 
   I'm not bound to Trevor however, making ours the first one-sided mating bond in the history of Froekn society. Since it's a werewolf thing and I'm a human, that makes us another first. Two firsts, I was throwing the werewolf world into a tizzy.
 
   I tried to resist Trevor after I'd broken it off with Thor but in the end, I gave in. Call me weak but take one look at the tall muscled frame, amber eyes, movie star good looks, and thick dark hair, then see if you could walk away. I dare you. Double dog, er double werewolf, dare you.
 
   So it was me and Trevor now, and even though the Binding has had some drawbacks, it's had a lot of perks too. The simple act of touching him can be an erotic experience. For example, dancing with him in this replica forest, the fake moonlight from the “moon” surveillance system shining down on us, his hot hands skimming over the thin silk of my dress, was turning into torture. Fabulous, sizzling-hot, werewolf torture.
 
   I broke away from him, just a tad out of breath, and he smiled knowingly down at me. I was used to this since at five-three(and a half),  most people look down on me, but I still took umbrage over his expression. I slapped him on a thick bicep.
 
   “Take pity on the poor human,” I sauntered over to the railing so I could watch the rest of Dark Horses' performance. Trevor had hired the band pretty recently but we could already see an improvement in business. Since business was great to begin with, that was saying a lot. Maybe it had to do with the fact that all four members of the band were gorgeous horse-shifters. It made me wonder about the hung like a... oh, never mind.
 
   “You're a goddess now, remember?” My wolf came up behind me, grabbing the rail on either side of me and effectively trapping me but I didn't mind. I mean, are you really trapped if you want to be there?
 
   “How could I forget?” My gaze wandered over to Kirill, my Ganza. Kirill was staring at me of course. It was kinda his job as my right hand man... er, lion. It was also just Kirill. My Russian black lion had been horribly abused by his last Tima and I had saved him from both insanity and death. It made him a little clingy.
 
   So how did I get to be the heart of the Intare, Tima to a pride of werelions? Well, I have this unique ability for stealing back the energy gods took from humans. I could drain their power completely, effectively stealing their magic and killing the god. Previously, I'd been the boogeyman of the god world, simply for hunting them but this new power was turning me into Dracula, Jason, and Freddy Krueger combined. I'd killed not one but two goddesses already, collecting numerous powers and an entire pride of werelions along the way. Oh, and a cool new palace.
 
   I was now the Goddess of Love, Sex, Victory, War, and Lions but I usually just simplified it to Love and Lions as Sex, Victory, and War were all a part of one goddess' power. Inside me curled a lioness just waiting for the chance to come out and play. Yes, I could turn into a huge cat. Then there was that little piece of Trevor inside me. The wolf soul had changed me a little and I had changed it as well. It had gone from male to female, now viewing Trevor's wolf as her mate. I know, it's a little strange but if you think that's odd, wait till you hear about my Nahual.
 
   My Aztec spirit animal is essentially the animal me, we all have them but most of us don't know about them. Through some deep meditation and a healthy dose of necessity, I connected with  her. She's a white jaguar with beautiful golden spots and she was definitely in charge of my little menagerie. She regulated, like when the wolf and lion went at it, and settled things quickly. I know, talk about your internal battles. 
 
   At least War, Sex, and Victory weren't animals and my Love magic took the less aggressive form of a flock of butterflies. Funny since, out of all of my magics, Love was the most powerful. Love could empower people to do great things or inspire them to evil. It could manipulate or guide, be a muse or a sadist. Love could start wars and finish them.
 
   When Aphrodite held the magic, she took it to a darker place. I liked to think that I saved it from her and that I would never abuse the power of love. It's a tricky magic though. Sometimes using it for what you believed to be good, could have unsettling repercussions. I was still new to it, still learning, but there were moments when I worried about turning into ol' Afro.
 
   We were watching Lord of the Rings the other day, my friend Tristan is a junkie and has to get an occasional LOTR fix, and we got to that part where Galadriel refuses to take the ring. For those two people out there who have never seen LOTR, Galadriel is an elf and the ring has enough power to level kingdoms. She goes through this whole enactment of what were to happen if she took the ring. She likes to think she'd do good with it but she knows in the end, she would become this dark goddess, using the power to dominate. It's a very striking image and it made me squirm a little. Would Love do that to me eventually? Or even one of the other magics? Or the combination of all of them? What would happen if I lost control or lost my mind?
 
   Thor had warned me once about taking too much. He wasn't sure how much my human body could hold or handle. He said that even though I was full of magic, it didn't make me an immortal and I needed to be careful or the magic could kill me. Pan had added to that with “Yeah, look at Horus, he's full of shit but that doesn't make him a toilet.” So if the threat of turning into an evil, murderous bitch wasn't bad enough, I had the whole dying thing to add to it. Good times.
 
   Dark Horses finished their set, much to the disappointment of the Monday night crowd, and dispersed into different directions. I watched the bassist, Ilario, head toward the bar but he got waylaid by a gaggle of women. I smiled as he smoothly wound his way through them and set a fresh course toward refreshment. I was watching his progress so intently, I didn't notice the lead singer coming up the steps behind me. Trevor did though.
 
   “Hey, Rain,” Trevor's greeting turned my head towards the stairs.
 
   Rain. Short for Rainieri. All the Horses were Italian but Rain was Roman, as in Roman Legionnaire. He smiled at me as he approached but it didn't reach his eyes. Maybe it was just me but Rain never seemed happy, never really at ease. I'm sure his female fans would disagree with me but every time I looked at him, the only thing I wanted was a stiff drink. He was the first man I'd ever met who my War magic responded to like a long lost friend. It leaped to attention when Rain was near, the sounds of battle seeming to fill my head for a moment. The screams of horses were the worst, innocent tools of battle struck down without thought, and for the first time, I wondered how many battles he'd fought in equine form.
 
   “Hey, Boss,” Rain answered in his quiet, low voice. It was like he saved all the volume for the stage. I'd never heard Rain speak to someone louder than mid-range. “Vervain,” his eyes were deep, chocolate brown, a color I wished my own muddy brown ones could be, and when he said my name, his voice matched them, becoming a purr worthy of any Intare.
 
   I felt Trevor tense beside me and shot a frantic look at my mate. There was the shadow side again, like Trevor's evil twin, jumping to the surface to cause havoc. He'd always been so easy going before, it was odd to see him behave this way. Not that I blamed him in the least. I would have left him if I had to put up with a pack of hot women hanging all over him but then I tended to bail on relationships for the smallest little thing. It was a flaw I was trying to work on, especially since Trevor became my guy.
 
   “You sounded great tonight,” I said lightly as I shot Rain my what the fuck look.
 
   “Thanks,” he leaned casually against the rail a little down from me and gave me a lazy grin. “I'm glad you enjoyed it.”
 
   Trevor began to growl.
 
   “Relax,” Rain laughed, “I was just teasing. Keeping you on your toes. Just because you got some werewolf bond going on, doesn't mean you should go lax on protecting your relationship.”
 
   “Our relationship is fine, thanks,” I frowned at him, wondering what his game was. I'd known Rain for two months  and I'd already realized that the one thing he took from his Legionnaire days was an ability for strategy. He always had a plan.
 
   “Good,” Rain looked out over the crowd as if uninterested in the conversation. “If I were your man though, I'd do everything in my power to make sure you remained mine.” He straightened, winked at me and walked away.
 
   I stared after him, frowning as I saw him reach the bottom of the stairs and watched the throng wrap around him, the women making eager passes and the men wanting to shake his hand. What was he doing now? Why in the world would he want to mess with my love life? I was 99.9% sure he had no interest in me sexually, so I didn't think he was trying to break us up. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was Loki in disguise.
 
   The Trickster God happened to be Trevor's Grandpa but that didn't stop him from messing with me. Loki had forced me to fight Sif(Thor's ex-wife) to the death, thereby ensuring the death of either myself or my relationship with Thor. Obviously, it was the later. Hmmm, maybe Loki had been on Trevor's side after all. I never would have left Thor for Trevor otherwise. I hadn't thought about it like that before.
 
   When I looked back at Trevor, it was with new suspicion. Had he anything to do with it? He was the one who had told Loki where to find me. I shook my head. No, that was crazy. Trevor would never have knowingly put me into harm's way, if for no other reason than it would be risking his own life as well. Then again, maybe he viewed the risk worthwhile, and he did have an over abundance of confidence in my fighting skills. I'd bested him and his two brothers in a fight. It lent me a certain amount of credibility with the Froekn, I guess. But no, he wouldn't have done that to me. He loved me.
 
   “I love you,” he said suddenly, almost as if he read my mind. He pulled me over to a hill shaped couch, nestled back in some trees.
 
   “I love you too, honey-eyes,” I laughed, trying to let go of my dark thoughts, and snuggled into his side, pretending for just a moment that we were a normal couple. There were no werewolves, no werelions, no vampires, and no gods. Just us, in love for real.
 
   The thought made my teeth clench. For real? What did that mean? What we had was real wasn’t it? Why couldn’t I just leave things alone and be happy? I always had to pick at my happiness and worry about it. Like there was only so much happiness allowed to one person and if you got too much, the Happy Police would knock down your door and take you away. “Sorry Ma’am, you’ve violated section 28.3 of the Happiness Code: Excessive happiness with a werewolf. I’m going to have to take you in.”
 
   “Hey, you okay?” Trevor tucked his face down to look at me.
 
   “I'm great,” I ran my fingers through the hair at his temple and he sighed, his eyes closing automatically. His body swayed forward, pushing me into the faux-grass covered back of our couch. I felt his arms wrap around me and then his mouth was on mine, ferocious and demanding. I finally pulled back, holding his face in my hands. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I just have this horrible feeling that you’re pulling away from me,” he shook his head and sighed. I didn’t know what else to do, so I lowered my hands to his shoulders and began to massage them.
 
   “I love you,” I sighed as the music faded into the background. “It’s just, sometimes I wonder how much of it’s magic.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You love me because of the Binding, baby,” I tried my hardest to be gentle. “Is it really love if you don’t have a choice?”
 
   “The Binding isn’t about love, it's about commitment,” he looked like he was about to throttle me. “It builds desire but only to solidify the commitment, the bond. When werewolves perform a Binding, it's assumed that love is already there. We wouldn't bind ourselves if it wasn't.”
 
   “So, it doesn't make you love me?” Boy had I misunderstood.
 
   “No, I love you because you’re amazing. I love you because you have the spirit of a witch and the heart of a Froekn. The Binding isn't what makes me love you. It’s just an excuse to stay with you, even if you stop loving me.”
 
   His words had the immediate effect of unleashing the waterworks and he wiped my tears away gently. My big bad wolf could be such a softie and it made me wimp out too. All my anxiety flowed away and the tears were half from relief, half from affection. I pulled him against me, holding on tight, hoping that this new security would last.
 
   “How could I ever stop loving you?” I whispered into his shirt. He pushed me away and dropped to his knees, while he took my hands in his.
 
   “Then marry me,” he stared up at me intently, wolf eyes all aglow.
 
   “What?” I barely got the word out.
 
   “If you love me, then marry me,” he kissed my hands. “You don’t have to bond with me, just marry me like humans do.”
 
   Like humans do. The words swirled in my brain, coming to their obvious conclusion. A conclusion that I’d already known but hadn’t felt so profoundly until that moment. Trevor wasn’t human… he’d never been human. What kind of future did we have? I'd begun to think he was perfect for me. He wasn’t immortal since he’d bonded to me, so we could grow old together like regular people, and he seemed to love like I did, completely. With Trevor came some semblance of normalcy but what would marriage mean? Was I ready to marry a werewolf? Have little wolf babies? I just didn’t know.
 
   “Vervain,” he started to look wounded. Damn it, Trevor didn’t play this game, acting the victim was a Thor thing. Why was he being like this?
 
   “Trevor,” I knelt with him and took his face in my hands. “I don’t know if I’m ready to take that step. It's so soon.”
 
   “So you love me, you say you’ll never stop,” the hurt look was turning into anger. “But you won’t commit to me?”
 
   Commit. Sweet baby Jesus, wasn’t that a woman’s word? I sighed but before I could say anything more, he stood up and dropped my hands. I stared up at him in shock, feeling lost on my knees alone. He was furious. The little piece of him raced around inside me, like he was tearing at me from the inside as well as out. It was almost unbearable.
 
   “Trevor,” I stood on shaky legs and reached for him but he pulled away.
 
   “Enjoy your evening, Rouva,” his face fell into the cold angles of a stranger as he turned and walked down the stairs. 
 
   I just stood there like an idiot, gaping after him. I didn’t call him back. I couldn’t get my voice to work. I just kept thinking, He can’t leave me, he can’t. Trevor was the one who was supposed to stay. Forever. No matter what. This was the one relationship I shouldn't have been able to fuck up. 
 
   Then the voices came. The same voices that taunted me when Thor ended our relationship. Telling me men are all the same. They all leave in the end. They all hurt you no matter what they say in the beginning. The worst part is knowing that those voices are all really just me. Why do I do this to myself?
 
   I sank to the ground, up against the couch, and hugged my knees to my chest. The bastard just stormed off like a child. I was getting mad and I welcomed it. I pulled that anger around me like a shield because if I didn’t, I was going to fall apart. Is this what I’d been missing all those years I’d been single? Well who needed it? I was better off alone, just me, my cat, and a lot of batteries. There’s a reason why some women turn into little old cat ladies. Cats are easy; you feed them, you love them, and they love you back.
 
   “Vervain.”
 
   I looked up, hoping it wasn’t Ty. I didn't want to have to explain things to Trevor's little brother. It wasn’t Ty though, it was Odin. Much, much worse.
 
   I'd gone to Odin for training in shifting. During the course of the training, we'd fallen asleep and I woke up to him kissing my shoulder. I know, not exactly cataclysmic but Odin had unnerved me before the incident. After that little kiss, I couldn't get him out of my head for weeks.
 
   There were so many reasons why forming an attachment to Odin would be a bad thing. Not the least of which would be the werewolf who'd just stormed off but also, the fact that Odin was Thor's father kind of squidged me out. Then there's him being one of the “bad” gods who I was technically at war with. Oh the list goes on, so basically, I'd avoided him ever since. He was the last person I wanted to see.
 
   “Are you alright?” Odin had his one eye focused intently on me.
 
   Why do people always ask you if you’re alright when you’re obviously not? And why do those words always send you over the edge and make you lose what little control you may have gathered? I started to cry; big, ugly, body-wracking sobs, like my world was falling apart. The poor guy looked appalled for a second before he dropped to his knees and pulled me into a tentative embrace.
 
   He rocked me gently and amazingly, I felt calmed by him. It felt good to be there. It felt right, like I'd done it a thousand times before. I snuggled closer, desperately needing to feel something steady. Then the crisp scent of clean mountain air filled my nose. Smelling Odin was like standing on a cliff, you could almost feel the wind blow through your hair. It cooled and invigorated me. It filled my lungs and refreshed me. My tears dried and I looked up at him, startled.
 
   He’d wrapped his leather jacket around us and I hadn’t even noticed. I could feel the warmth of his body but still, I was pleasantly cool. His face was close to mine and I pulled back to get him into focus.
 
   Dark brown hair falling to his shoulders, close-cropped beard along his angled jawline, a long nose, and sharp brows. Odin’s one beautiful eye gazed down on me and then there was a bright flash. I blinked and saw him with both eyes. The image was fleeting, like a memory superimposed over reality, but it was vibrantly clear and it made me gasp. Then it was gone.
 
   “What is it?” He stroked my cheek gently, wiping away the remnants of my heartache.
 
   I just stared at him awhile. Most men would have gotten nervous or repeated their question but Odin just waited patiently. He was the God of the Dead as well as the Sky, so it made sense that he’d have patience. I appreciated the quiet, my vision had been disturbing.
 
   I took a few breaths, listening to the stream behind me make its way to the edge of the second floor where it flowed over the side, becoming a waterfall and crashing into the pool on the first level. From serene to violent, it felt like an appropriate soundtrack for my emotions.
 
   I’d never been one to have visions before, and now I'd had two. Both connected to Odin. The last had been during our training session. He had reached out a hand to me and I had a glimpse of the same hand looking darker, more tan. I thought I heard something too but for the life of me, I couldn't recall it anymore.
 
   It just made no sense. Why would I see images of Odin looking differently? What did it mean? It’s not like seeing him whole was some great revelation. I already knew he hadn't been born with only one eye. Weren’t visions supposed to tell you something important? Weren’t they supposed to foretell the future? I was so screwed up, I couldn’t even have a proper prophecy.
 
   “When did you lose your eye?” I finally asked.
 
   He blinked rapidly. “A very long time ago. I gave it to Mimir as payment for a drink from his well. The well is an old relic of ours and can grant great knowledge if the sacrifice is great in kind. Mimir always said my eyes were too beautiful for me to have two of. So now he has one of them.” He shrugged as if losing an eye were like losing a tooth. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I just saw you with both of them,” I frowned, his information hadn’t helped. I'd never even met Mimir. Would this person have a part to play in my future? “I don’t know why, it makes no sense.”
 
   His face went still and I pulled further back, studying that stillness. Then he took a deep breath and bowed his head. I forgot about my own pain as I watched his. It must be hard for him to remember being whole. I wondered if he regretted giving up his eye. Maybe the nonchalance was just a mask for his sorrow. I felt bad for judging him so quickly. My hand moved up through his hair, brushing back some hanging strands as I leaned down to look into his face.
 
   “I didn’t mean to bring back painful memories.” I said. I thought I heard him whisper but it was too low to make out. I could’ve sworn he said something about me being the painful memory, but that’s just ridiculous. I hardly think one shoulder kiss could cause heartache. I may have the Love magic now but I hadn't used it on him. “What was that?”
 
   “Nothing,” he looked up. “Are you going to tell me what happened with Trevor?”
 
   Trevor! I felt the crushing hurt return and inhaled sharply. “He asked me to marry him.”
 
   “And this upsets you?” Odin sat back on his heels with a shocked thump and pondered me like I was a new species.
 
   “No,” I sighed. “I’m not ready. We just started living together, it's too soon to get married. So I upset him, which in turn upsets me. He says I should commit to him if I love him.”
 
   “No pressure then,” he smirked and I laughed. I couldn’t believe he cracked a joke in the midst of my misery. That was kind of my specialty.
 
   “Exactly,” I shook my head. “That’s the thing with Trevor. There’s always been pressure on me, even before we were a couple. He bonded himself to me without my knowledge or permission, and then suddenly I’ve got the responsibility of this man’s life on my hands. I have to touch him at least once a month or he’ll get sick and die. Die! How’s that for pressure?”
 
   “Binding is very serious,” Odin frowned. “He shouldn’t have entered into it without your consent.”
 
   “He says since I saved his life, it belonged to me anyway,” I leaned back as I explained. “I started the Binding without even realizing it, when I refused his offer to defend me.”
 
   “Right,” Odin nodded, “I'm familiar with the process. It's supposed to show that they’re steadfast and you’re deserving or some shit like that.”
 
   “Yeah but usually it’s between two wolves and they both make the bond,” I rubbed my aching temple. “He was bonded to me before I knew what was going on. I didn’t want him to be tied to me, wasting his life being faithful to me while I loved another man, but Thor said I'd become his happiness and Trevor would be content just to touch me occasionally.”
 
   “Then you and Thor had a falling out,” Odin prompted.
 
   “Yes, and Trevor took care of me,” I shook my head. “I’m making it sound like he wheedled his way into my life and took advantage of me.”
 
   “And he didn’t?”
 
   “No, he was just there to help me. At one point, he used the bond to transfer my pain to himself. He literally carried the load for me. He camped on my porch for three days, waiting for me to let him in. He's been amazing. Then we got together and Fenrir started pushing for babies. Can you believe that? He’s like an annoying mother-in-law.” I pounded my head back against the couch. “Trevor gave me half of this club and we’re living together but he still says I’m pulling away. Now he wants marriage. He told me before, that he’d be around no matter what, even if I were to leave him for someone else. So why has it all suddenly changed?”
 
   “The Froekn can be very psychic,” Odin shifted to lean against the couch beside me. “Something about their ties to the moon. Maybe he senses something coming.”
 
   “Nothing’s coming,” I looked around at the beautiful club he’d created. All the work he’d put into giving the Froekn legitimate jobs so I’d be happy. “I love him. Maybe I should just marry him.”
 
   “No,” Odin sat up straight and then relaxed back when I looked at him sharply. “I mean, don’t give in to him just because he’s insecure. You should marry him only if you want to, not because you feel like you have to.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right, I don’t know, maybe it’s a moot point and I’ve already lost him.”
 
   “He’ll never be lost to you,” Odin’s voice wavered. “He’s a bonded Froekn, nothing you do will ever keep him away.”
 
   “Yeah but you forget that I'm part lion now,” I grimaced. “The cat has changed things. There are times when I feel like my lioness wants me to be with a lion. I get strange urges, focus on things I shouldn't. I can feel her pushing at me like an instinct, like an animal conscious telling me I'm going against the laws of Nature by mating a wolf. It's like she doesn't care about my feelings, there's no compassion to it, just right and wrong.”
 
   “You don't give her enough credit,” he cocked his head and looked at me over the top of one leather-clad bicep perched on his knee.
 
   “My lioness?”
 
   “Aren't you a cat lover?” He frowned at me.
 
   “Yes,” I thought about Nick, my gray tabby. I'd never accuse him of being heartless. “But a house cat is a lot different from the wildcat its descended from.”
 
   “The cat was born when the lion sneezed,” Odin said with a smile. “They are very alike.”
 
   “Yeah they hunt and kill things for fun,” I smirked.
 
   “Saved by the Lioness.”
 
   “What?” I frowned at him now. “Are you speaking in code?”
 
   “It was a show on Animal Planet the other day,” he grinned and I had the oddest image of Odin sitting in front of a TV, in a EZ chair, watching Animal Planet.
 
   “You have a TV in Valhalla? How exactly does that work?”
 
   “I have something even better,” he grinned like a two-year-old with a puppy. “A device called Hlidskjalf which allows me to see into any realm. It also catches cable.”
 
   “It catches...” I blinked several times. “Holy shit, you're Santa Claus!”
 
   “Hardly,” he made a face and looked over his excellent physique.
 
   “You can see anywhere?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you have a beard.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Asgard does get pretty cold.”
 
   “Yes but it's not the North Pole.”
 
   “Do you own any reindeer?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Elves, red suits, a sleigh? Do you ever have the urge to make toys or fill socks with candy?”
 
   “No, Vervain,” he chuckled(rather like Ol' St. Nick). “You're getting me off track.”
 
   “Oh right,” I thought back. “Back to your Santa-esque ability to see all over the world and also catch cable. I'd like to point out that I don't even catch all the cable channels and I actually live in this realm.”
 
   “If you're finished griping about your lack of channel choices?” He looked at me with a raised brow. It was raised over the missing eye so it was a little disturbing.
 
   “Of course,” I waved my permission, “please proceed, Santa. Or would you rather I called you Nick? Like my cat.”
 
   “Keep it up and I'll start calling you Vivian,” he warned.
 
   “Damn you, how do you know about that? You are Santa!” 
 
   My biggest pet peeve was when people insisted on calling me Vivian instead of Vervain. The friendly and helpful(by that I mean, rude and unaccommodating) people of the DMV were constantly trying to correct the typos in my name. Yes, my name is actually Vervain Alexandrite Lavine. No, not Vivian Alexandra. Yes, I know it's strange, it's my name. No, I don't want to change it to make your life easier. Could you please just print up my driver's license?
 
   “I told you,” he smirked at me and tapped his one eye. “I see all.”
 
   “You perv.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You should, you big perverted Santa Claus.” I glared at him. “You better not have ever watched me in the shower.”
 
   “Vervain!”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I sighed but inside, I was giggling. Odin could actually be fun. Who knew? “Tell me about the Disney Channel.”
 
   “Animal Planet,” he sighed right back. “There was this show where they follow some poor creature around, filming its life but not interfering.”
 
   “They call that reality TV,” I patted his head like he was slow. “Was it the cooking one or the sewing one? There's lots more but those are the really good ones. Oh, I do like the ghost hunting ones too. There's one with this really buff host who always ends up screaming like a little girl in pigtails. Oh yeah and there's a new Southern version of it with guys who look like they're in ZZ Top going around saying things like My ghost radar is goin off like a buck in ruttin season.”
 
   “How does anyone finish a conversation with you?” He looked truly baffled. “It's an animal show. I told you it was called Saved by the Lioness. Are you doing this to torture me or do you find this subject completely boring?”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I let one little giggle out and he shook his head at me. “Go ahead. I just have to say first that I hate those shows. They follow an animal around and when it gets into trouble, they're all like Oh this poor zebra is gonna drown but we can't help it because that would be interfering, how messed up is that? You know that zebra is like Hey, a little help here? You've been filming me all day but you can't even toss me a rope?”
 
   “I quite agree,” he patted my head. “Now shut up. This particular show was following a baby wildebeest around and it got lost from its mother.”
 
   “See, I'm already depressed.”
 
   “If you would allow me to continue?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “In the process of trying to make its way back to its mother, it got surrounded by a pack of hyenas.” He narrowed his eyes when I made a face at him so I kept quiet. “It looked as if the show was going to be quite a short one but along comes this lioness and she saves the little wildebeest from the hyenas.”
 
   “Not,” I said, dumbstruck.
 
   “Yes, indeed.” Odin looked thrilled to be finally impressing me. “She ran off the hyenas, and the baby, who was too young to know that it should fear this predator, followed her and cuddled with her a bit before he went on his way.”
 
   “That's amazing.”
 
   “Yes, but what does it say to you, Lion Queen?”
 
   “That a lioness can show compassion.”
 
   “Exactly,” he nodded like he was a professor and I, his worst but somehow finally cogitating, student. “It isn't simply compassion though. She shows mercy to an animal she would normally hunt. She has compassion for her prey. Just because your lioness has personal views on who she believes you should be with, it doesn't mean she has no understanding of love, or sympathy for your views. Give her some respect and maybe she will help you with your hyenas. Metaphorically speaking.”
 
   “Wow,” I frowned, fighting the urge to make another Santa joke. “That's kind of beautiful and really insightful. Thank you.”
 
   “Of course,” he reached over and took my hand.
 
   “Well isn’t this sweet?” Thor was suddenly standing over us, glaring at our joined hands. What the hell was he doing here? “Is this why I saw Trevor stomping off?”
 
   Odin started to get up and I could feel his anger like a drop in barometric pressure. I squeezed his hand and when he looked at me, I shook my head. This was my battle. He leaned back and inclined his head to me.
 
   “Odin’s just offering some comfort because Trevor took off on me.” I was used to Thor’s rudeness, so I could keep calm. Some small part of me actually welcomed it after the strange way Trevor had been acting.
 
   “So why did Trevor run off?” Thor sat down on the end of the couch.
 
   “We had a disagreement.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About none of your business, that’s what,” I raised a brow at him.
 
   “Yet it seems to be Odin’s,” his eyes were starting to fill with lightning.
 
   “Ah fuck, Thor,” both men stared at me with wide eyes. “Trevor proposed okay? I said I wasn’t ready and he got pissed. You happy now?”
 
   “Why aren’t you ready?” The lightning immediately started to die down to little sparks.
 
   “It’s only been a year,” I dropped my head to my knees.
 
   “More than that since you bonded,” Thor corrected me and I looked up at him in surprise.
 
   “I’m just not ready.”
 
   “You’ll never be ready,” Thor’s voice was too sad to be concerned over Trevor.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You pick things apart, Vervain,” Thor glanced at Odin uneasily but continued. “You need to find things to blame in case something does go wrong. Then you can say I told you so and be done with it.”
 
   “I didn’t pick us apart,” I felt my teeth clench.
 
   “Vervain,” Thor rubbed his forehead, “I came here to apologize to you tonight. I love you. I miss you but I want you to be happy. Why don’t you let yourself be happy?”
 
   “So you think I should marry Trevor?”
 
   “No,” Thor sighed. “Yes. Whichever makes you happy. Stop worrying about ifs and whens. Just do what feels right.”
 
   What makes me happy. What did make me happy? I frowned as I considered. Trevor made me happy when he wasn’t acting like a jealous idiot but would marriage to him make me happy? Maybe. Did I want little werewolf babies? Maybe not but then I wasn’t sure if I wanted any babies, werewolf or otherwise. Would waking up next to him every morning for the rest of my life, make me happy? I suddenly thought that it might.
 
   “Alright,” I got to my feet.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Thor’s face twisted into concerned lines.
 
   “I’m going home,” I leaned over and hugged him tightly, letting myself remember us in a good way for moment. It had been so long since I held him. I inhaled his wonderful scent, felt the massive muscles under my cheek tense, and then I let him go. In every way I could. “Thank you, Thor and thank you too, Odin.” I turned and looked down at the one-eyed god who was still lounging against the couch.
 
   “Before you go,” Odin got up, brushing off his jeans. “I was wondering if I could speak with you later.”
 
   “Tonight?” I squeaked a little in surprise.
 
   “No,” he smiled. “I was thinking later this week. I have something I need to discuss with you. It’s actually why I came down here in the first place.”
 
   “Sure,” I nodded. “Um, why don’t you come by Moonshine on Thursday?”
 
   “How about around seven in the evening?”
 
   “That works for me,” I handed Odin a business card. “In case you get lost and have to call me.” I kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “thank you again,” before I turned and kissed Thor’s cheek too. “I told you when I left, I'd never forgive you.” His face fell. “But I think I'd like to make peace with you.”
 
   “Peace then,” Thor pulled me into another hug before I could escape. “I’m always here if you need me, darling.”
 
   “Thanks, Baby Thunder,” I whispered and pulled away before I embarrassed myself more.
 
   I made my way downstairs and through the “trees” that grew right out of the floor, passing the waterfall and the Froekn bouncers, to walk out the main exit. I walked round back, to the employee parking, but as I was making my way to my car, I felt a strange tingle between my shoulder blades. I turned slowly, preparing to flick my hands down and release the blades housed inside my gloves. One quick movement and I'd have four stilettos sticking out above my fingers, each imbued with god magic.
 
   In the shadows across the lot from me, a dark figure stood. He came forward a little when he saw my regard and the light hit his face. His skin was pale, his eyes dark, and his smile feral but it was his elongated canines that gave him away.
 
   “What do you want, vampire?”
 
   Kirill growled and it startled me even more, I hadn't realized he was following me. It showed how badly Trevor had shaken me. Kirill followed me everywhere, I should have known he'd be there.
 
   “Nothing,” the vampire chuckled. “Just browsing.” With that, he turned and was gone.
 
   “Great,” I growled. “Cause I just didn't have enough weird shit going on right now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Trevor wasn’t at home like I thought he'd be.
 
   I curled up with Nick and fell asleep on the low sofa in my Moroccan living room as Kirill watched me intently from the dining room table. I hadn't said anything about Trevor and he didn't ask. He already seemed to know something was wrong. So he just went into guard mode while I went to sleep.
 
   Before I knew it, it was morning and I was achy from camping out on the sofa all night. I rubbed my face and pushed the blanket away. Blanket? When had I got a blanket? Kirill. Must have been. He was like a mother hen sometimes. I got up and went into the bedroom.
 
   No Trevor.
 
   I had a horrible sinking feeling as I approached the closet but his clothes were still there. I let myself have a small measure of relief before I grabbed the phone and called his cell. No answer, it went straight to voice mail. I texted him Where are you? and still no response. Then I called TryggulfR. He hadn’t seen him and Fenrir was at his Hall in the God Realm.
 
   I didn’t want Fenrir to know anyway, so I said no to Ty's offer to fetch him. I couldn’t face the inevitable questions and the distinct possibility that it was all my fault. My hands began to shake so I went into the kitchen to make a pot of PG Tips tea while I waited. There really wasn’t anything else to do.
 
   I took my tea out to the backyard and sat on the iron bench next to my koi pond, hoping the scenery might calm me. After a little while, Kirill joined me, sitting beside me quietly and holding my hand. I tried to contemplate the beautiful fish but every time their scales flashed gold I’d think of Trevor’s eyes. So I ended up just staring at Nick as he lazed in the sun, feeling my eyes lose focus on his soft fur, imagining another darker pelt beneath my hands. I shook it off and tried to look somewhere else, somewhere safe.
 
   It didn’t matter; everywhere I looked there was a Trevor memory. The whole damn house was infused with him. I’d made love to him in a spot not too far from my feet. It had been a perfect moment, a perfect love, even though he’d been in werewolf form at the time. It hadn’t mattered to me, it was Trevor. So why had it mattered when he proposed? Maybe Thor was right.
 
   Yet even sitting there, feeling my heart constrict with a horrible aching pain, a part of me held back. I loved Trevor, more even than I'd loved Thor, but a part of me whispered no, not yet. A part of me held its breath, waiting for something big, or maybe just waiting for something to fuck it all up… like I just had.
 
   I started to imagine a future without Trevor. No warm arms around me, no fierce kisses, no laughter. An empty shell of a life. He’d come to visit of course, he’d have to, but they’d be cold visits, cold touches, just long enough to keep him alive, and wouldn't that be worse? Instead of being able to move on, I'd have to break open the wound every month. When I died, he’d die with me but it’d be alone, each of us in our own beds, separate, till death did us part for good.
 
   Great, now I was crying again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Nick was chasing chameleons in the mock-orange bushes bordering my property when Trevor finally got home. He came bursting through the back door, stopping suddenly when he saw me, and the panic eased out of his face as we looked at each other across the yard. My tears had finally stopped and I’d been sitting in a red-eyed stupor with Kirill's arm around me. Hope sprang to life in my chest and I had to stop myself from getting up and running over to him. I couldn’t handle the rejection if this was merely goodbye.
 
   He walked over, eying me warily along the way. I saw his nose twitch as he scented the air, his forehead crease as my swollen eyes registered. He never truly lost his animal instincts, even in human form, and I realized I didn’t want him to. I didn’t want Trevor to be anyone but Trevor. I didn't want a human anymore, I wanted him.
 
   I set my cup down carefully on the wrought iron of the bench and stood up. Kirill had faded into the shadows and silently left us. He always knew what was needed of him.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor whispered shakily and the tears started falling as I launched myself at him. “I’m sorry,” he buried his face into my hair and I felt his body shake. “I love you so much, it makes me crazy sometimes.”
 
   “Why are you so jealous suddenly?” I squeezed him hard before leaning back enough to look at him. “What’s changed? What have I done to make you so insecure?”
 
   “It’s not you,” he sat down on the bench and pulled me into his lap. His face was strained, dark circles under his eyes, and a tight, self-reproaching look around his mouth. “I keep having these nightmares about you being in love with someone else.”
 
   “Nightmares?” I remembered what Odin had said about the Froekn being psychic and a shiver went down my spine.
 
   “The dream is always the same, this man comes up to me and tells me you loved him first. He says I can’t stand between you. He says nothing will stand between you.”
 
   “What man?” I stroked his cheek. “There’s no one from my past who could take me away from you.”
 
   “Not even Thor?” Trevor searched my face. “In the dreams I can’t see his face but something about him reminds me of Thor.”
 
   “No, honey-eyes, not even Thor,” I kissed him gently and he picked me up to carry me inside. I found myself clinging to him, burying my face in his neck. He smelled like musk and warm, spicy wolf. He smelled like home. My whole body reacted, shaking in relief and desire.
 
   My dress disappeared, along with his clothing, before he laid me on the Chinese wedding bed that dominated our bedroom. The walls of the bed, which was like a little room all on its own, were carved with dragons and phoenixes. Light filtered in, patterning me with their strange shadows, and the smell of sandalwood seeped into the air. He crawled over me and I felt the magic rise up to tease me, the magic which bound him to me and made every slight touch rapturous. He growled low and tremors shook through me.
 
   Trevor rubbed his face along mine, then down my neck and over the cleavage pushed high by my red bra. The part of his soul I kept was swirling inside me, filling me with delight as he stroked pleasure over my skin. I raked my fingers through his thick, black hair as he continued to draw his face down my body. He hadn’t scented me like that since the first night we were together and I was glorying in the soft attention.
 
   “I’m still yours,” I stroked his cheek and he looked up at me with eyes that were glowing with passion.
 
   He was beautiful, with those bright wolf eyes and all that black hair falling in loose waves around him, making his eyes stand out even more. His arms were bunched with the effort of holding himself above me, making sexy angles and curves. His wide chest was devoid of hair, odd when you thought of how furry he could get, but I liked the smooth planes of it. He lowered himself, pressing his chest to mine.
 
   “I know, Minn Elska,” he kissed my stomach and a sweet fluttering started beneath his lips, “I just need my body to accept it. The wolf in me needs to reclaim his mate.”
 
   “Claim away,” I laughed, spreading my arms wide, and he smiled wickedly before yanking off my underwear and then flipping me over to repeat the marking process on my back.
 
   When he covered every inch of skin, he turned me over again and spread my legs, sliding his hands up my inner thighs and around my hips. The glow of his eyes captured and held mine as he lowered his face and I was shaking even before he licked me slowly, in one long, sensuous, lapping motion.
 
   Hot breath blew over me as he focused on the right spot and began to flick his tongue quickly. I nearly came off the bed but he held me down with arms around my hips. Then he bit me, not hard, just a love nip, and growled as he worried at me gently. The growl vibrated through me, pushing me over the edge. I screamed as I came, my legs shaking so much, I was afraid they’d fall off and roll away. Bye, legs, nice knowing you.
 
   My eyes were closed in ecstasy, so I didn’t see him crawl up me but I definitely felt him through the entirely too short journey. Then his warm, wet mouth was working my skin again. I found a reservoir of strength and wrapped my legs around him, so I could arch up and rub against him. Trevor’s tongue was magic, just slightly rougher than a human’s. It was the perfect texture for licking skin... mainly mine. I came again, my breasts have always been sensitive but with the addition of a little Froekn magic, I was lost. I was losing track of the number of orgasms already, was that two or three?
 
   “I want you on top,” he rolled onto his back and pulled me with him. “I want to see you above me, claiming me as well.”
 
   I widened my eyes at him. This was new. I was used to getting marked. Blue had left bite marks in my neck and then Thor had covered them with a lightning shaped scar from just below my right ear to my collarbone. When I’d finally ended up with Trevor, he’d covered the lightning with his bite but his teeth marks eventually faded and although he renewed them once in awhile, Thor’s lightning still curved down my neck. The idea that I’d finally get to do some claiming of my own for once, excited me. Maybe I’d even leave my own mark.
 
   I smiled slowly.
 
   Before I climbed on top of him, I slid down between his legs. He raised his head and an eyebrow. I gave him my secret, libidinous look as I took him in hand and began to work my own magic on him. His legs tensed around me, lifting a little and pulling in to hold me. The scent of his arousal filled my head and his body flinched deliciously. When I lifted back up, his eyes were glowing brighter, casting shadows under his cheekbones. The cheekbones themselves, seemed sharper, more defined. I continued until his breath was coming fast and he was gripping my shoulders desperately.
 
   “No more,” he groaned, “get up here now or I won’t last.”
 
   I slunk up him and straddled his body, guiding him inside me. He fit so perfectly, it made us both sigh, and I once more appreciated the fact that he wasn't overly endowed. Women always rave about a “large” man but frankly, they scare me. I like a normal size that fits as it should, without pain or stretching. I don't want to have to work at making love to someone. Trevor was my normal, perfect sized man.
 
   I reached up and took a hold of the bed’s carved ceiling. I was able to weave my hands through the carvings and use it to steady myself. It was a good thing the bed was an original antique and not a new reproduction, or it might not have been able to withstand our treatment of it.
 
   Trevor moaned and I looked down to find him raising his hands up my waist to cup my breasts, which were lifting high from my raised arms. Heat and pleasure swirled around us, tingling against my skin. The magic grew in strength till it permeated us and sank deeper, to join our souls along with our bodies. I saw the wolf inside me slinking around another wolf. Even though the wolf was his originally, she'd become mine, merging with me to form a unique Froekn. His wolf nipped around her playfully before they twisted together, blending until I couldn't tell which was which. I cried out with the intense pleasure, the perfect completion, then let go of the bed to fall over him. 
 
   My face landed perfectly in his neck and I bit him gently. Trevor’s arms tightened around me, pulling me closer while he made gruff sounds of pleasure. So I bit harder and he bucked his hips up into me. His flesh filled both my mouth and my body while his arms surrounded me. I felt lost completely in Trevor, ceasing to be just Vervain, I was becoming something new.
 
   I sucked as I bit in, feeling wild and powerful with his body thrusting inside me and my teeth in his neck. My Nahual and lioness even raised their heads, letting out rumbled sounds of pleasure. The orgasm shook through me and into him, then back to me in a circle of sensation till we were both screaming.
 
   When there were only aftershocks left trembling through us, I sank to the bed beside him and he pulled me close, his arm cradling me while he stroked my hair. I looked over and saw a set of dainty teeth marks in his neck, enclosing a dark red stain. The smile spread across my face. It felt good to have proof of my possession. Horrible but true, I finally understood why the men loved to mark me.
 
   “You took the claiming to heart, Rouva,” he had a huge smile plastered on his face.
 
   “Look at you,” I laughed and pulled back a little so I could see him better. “You’re actually pleased that I bit you.”
 
   “Of course,” his brows twitched in a quick, confused motion. “It’s a sign of your desire for me. I’ve wondered why you haven’t done it before.”
 
   “Bite marks are badges of honor then?”
 
   “Among the Froekn, yes,” he smiled wide. “Now I don’t have to listen to TryggulfR tease me about not pleasing you in bed.”
 
   “You’ve been getting ribbed because I haven’t bit you?” I sat up and gave him my why do you have to be so difficult face. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Would you tell me if I didn’t express my pleasure with you in a way you expected? Or would you just hope that someday we’d be close enough for me to understand all of your needs?”
 
   “Point taken,” I shook my head. “But there are things I can’t possibly know about and I’d rather you tell me than leave me to be surprised by them.”
 
   “In the future I’ll tell you,” he pulled me back down. “Right now I’d rather show you how much I desire you.”
 
   I smiled as he rolled over me. All that time and I’d believed Trevor’s bites were a primitive way of him marking his territory. I’d forgiven him because I’d assumed it was part of his wolf nature and Nature was a demanding mistress. Knowing that it was a display of desire put a whole new light on it. It was a hell of a lot more sexy than just being branded like a cow. It also explained why the female wolves had all smiled knowingly at me when they saw the bites he’d left. I guess I was destined to be a chew toy… a love chew toy. I could live with that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Tristan and Jackson came over for dinner on Wednesday night. Tryst and Jax were my gay power couple. They were also part of a select group of my human friends who knew about all this god stuff. They didn't know everything though, like, say, Trevor. I hadn't told them about my living with a werewolf. They knew Trevor was somehow involved in the god world but they didn't know specifics. So I had invited them over to break the news.
 
   Jackson was dressed in a crisp, pink, button-down shirt and expensive jeans. His dark hair was impeccably styled and his face was model-perfect. Tristan, on the other hand, had on a pair of well-worn jeans and a green T shirt which proudly announced that he had found Waldo. His spiky red hair was not a color found in nature but it set off his blue eyes perfectly. They were both from the South but the difference between New Orleans, Louisiana, where Jax was from, and Nellieburg, Mississippi, where Tryst was raised, was extremely apparent.
 
   Jackson handed me a bottle of tequila as they walked in but his eyes were all for Trevor. My wolf tended to have that effect on people. Jax looked him up and down as if he was giving him an internal rating. I was hoping Trevor scored a ten but his casual clothes might have brought him down a point or two in Jackson's opinion.
 
   “Tequila, huh?” Trevor took the bottle from me.
 
   “It's a favorite of mine and Miss V's,” Jackson explained. “You drink?”
 
   “Of course,” Trevor smiled his lopsided grin. “I love to have a few shots and howl at the moon.”
 
   “I'll get the shot glasses,” I gave Trevor a quick glare as I headed into the kitchen.
 
   “So you finally got our girl,” Jackson's voice carried over to me as I rooted in my cupboard.
 
   “Why do you say that?” I could hear a trace of amusement in Trevor's.
 
   “Well, last we met,” Tristan added, “you were merely auditioning. Looks like you landed the lead.”
 
   “Boys, really,” I came around the corner with the glasses. “Can we not give him shit?”
 
   The last time the boys had seen Trevor was when I'd just broken up with Thor. Trevor hadn't looked so good, having shouldered three days worth of my emotions, while he camped out on my porch, waiting for me to let him in. The boys had come to check on me, since I wasn't answering my phone, and found Trevor. That little stunt had endeared him to them and I knew this dinner would only seal the deal.
 
   “Don't worry about it, Minn Elska,” Trevor took a glass and went to the table. “They're just doing their job as your friends.”
 
   “Minn Elska?” Jackson frowned. “What is that, Scandinavian?”
 
   “Old Norse actually,” Trevor lifted a brow. “Very close, I'm impressed.”
 
   “What does it mean?” Tristan joined Trevor at the table.
 
   “My love,” Trevor said it so matter-of-factly, like Old Norse endearments were the norm.
 
   “Huh,” Jackson took a glass from me, tapped me on the nose with it, and lifted a brow.
 
   “What?” I followed him to the table.
 
   “He's charming in a rugged kind of way,” Jackson smirked. “Very Thom Gunn.”
 
   “Tim Gunn, you mean,” I reached for the bottle.
 
   “No, Thom,” Jackson laughed. “The poet not the Project Runway guy.”
 
   “Oh,” I shrugged, laughing. I glanced at Trevor, “Jackson's a poet.” I turned to the fridge. “You want a Cherry-Vanilla soda, Tristan?”
 
   “Sure.” Tristan's gaze lingered on Trevor. “You know, now that he's clean and fed, he kinda looks like Alcide. With those haphazard dark curls and all.”
 
   “It's a step up from Eric,” Jackson gave his quirky, twisted smile that he made when he thought he was being witty. Even if no one else got it. Especially if no one else got it. “Though Thor was pretty damn hot.”
 
   “Is this gay code?” I frowned as I handed Tristan his drink. “I've never dated an Eric. Or an Alcide, for that matter.”
 
   “Hello?” Tristan gasped. “True Blood? Alcide the werewolf and Eric the vampire.”
 
   “Well it took him all of three minutes to peg me,” Trevor shook his head and shot back some tequila.
 
   “Wait,” Jackson looked instantly suspicious. “Tristan was talking about your looks. What are you talking about?”
 
   “Uh, don't you guys want some lime with that?” I turned back to the fridge and pulled out a lime.
 
   “You think Thor looks like Eric?” Tristan was still on the True Blood conversation.
 
   “Actually no, Thor's got way more muscle,” Jackson impatiently waved him off. “But they're both blonde Vikings.”
 
   “Thor's actually a redhead,” I put the lime in front of Jackson on a cutting board.
 
   “He is?” Jackson cocked his head to the side as he thought about it. “The two times I've met him have both been in dim lighting.”
 
   “Oh who cares what color that ogre's hair is?” Tristan took the knife I was bringing to the table and began cutting the lime with angry thumps that had me concerned for his fingers. “He's gone and good riddance. You should never have gone back to him after the first time he made you cry.”
 
   “Vervain already copped to that one,” Jackson carefully took the knife away from Tristan. “But this last time, that's worthy of nasty name calling and I suggest we start with cretin.”
 
   “Oooh, me next,” Tristan clapped his hands. “Ummm... lickspittle!”
 
   “Cockaloram.” Jackson rebounded.
 
   “Ninnyhammer.”
 
   “Mumpsimus,” Jax raised an eyebrow at Tryst in challenge.
 
   “Trollfoot!”
 
   “Trollfoot? Really, Tristan,” I took a seat at the table and watched as my friends subtly checked out my boyfriend. “You need to stop with the Lord of the Rings kick.”
 
   “Oh trollfoot is not associated with Lord of the Rings,” Jackson was choking back laughter.
 
   “No?” I eyed their gleefully evil expressions.
 
   “Nope,” Tristan giggled. “It's when you grow your big toenail out really long and then you stick it up a guy's...”
 
   “Okay!” I stood up as Trevor turned shocked eyes to my friends. “That's enough, we get it.”
 
   “Saying he looks like Alcide is a big compliment, by the way,” Tristan nodded toward Trevor.
 
   “Thank you,” I slid back into my seat. “Sorry babe, you're about to be discussed like a piece of meat.”
 
   “Any time you want to parade me in front of your friends, I’m willing. You’ve done much more than that for me.” Trevor smiled at me over his shoulder.
 
   “Oh she has, has she?” Jackson raised an eyebrow. “What have you done now, Vervain?”
 
   “I don't even know where to start,” I ran a hand through my hair.
 
   The guys looked at each other, then Jackson poured a shot of tequila and pushed it over to me. “Start right there, shug.” The New Orleans really came out in his voice when Jax got intrigued.
 
   “Good call,” I shot back the drink and took a deep breath. “You guys now know what I do. You know I was dating Thor and you know generally why we broke up.”
 
   “You killed his ex-wife,” Tristan nodded. “I don't know what the man was so upset over. Most guys would have thanked you.”
 
   “Yes, well,” I shrugged, “C'est Lavine. Such is my life.” Trevor smirked at me but true to his word, he let me handle telling the guys. “What I haven't told you, is at one point I was being hunted by werewolves.”
 
   “Holy shit, you're boyfriend is a werewolf!” Tristan stood up, knocking over his chair.
 
   “How the hell did you get there so quickly?” I waved back Trevor who was tensing up.
 
   “I said he looked like Alcide and then Jackson said Alcide was a werewolf,” Tristan picked up his chair but sat back down in one further away from Trevor. “Trevor said I'd pegged him. Am I right?”
 
   “He's not just a werewolf,” I smiled over at my man. “He's the eldest child of Fenrir, the Viking Wolf God.”
 
   “Is he related to Thor?” Jackson looked horrified and a little gleeful. “How white trash of you.”
 
   “We're not related,” Trevor was barely restraining his mirth.
 
   “Erzulie Freda be praised for that,” Jackson poured himself a shot.
 
   “So wait,” Tristan had finally backtracked to what I'd been trying to say. “You said they were hunting you. That means they're the bad guys.”
 
   “Werewolves are contract killers for the gods,” I sighed. “I know, not the best profession but Trevor's got out of the family business now by opening the club and he's hired a lot of the Froekn in an effort to get them out of the family business as well.”
 
   “In an effort to make you happy, you mean,” Trevor picked up my hand to lay a kiss on the back of it.
 
   “Wait,” Jackson held up an imperious finger. “Froekn? Old Norse again?”
 
   “Yes,” Trevor looked like he was starting to enjoy explaining his history. He probably didn't get a chance to do it very often. “It means Valiant. My father named us his Valiant Ones.”
 
   “How valiant is killing people?” Tristan muttered.
 
   “Very, in the Viking era,” Trevor smirked, “But my girl here doesn't approve, so I've given it up.”
 
   “So you guys are pretty serious,” Jackson was watching Trevor intently. “You living here?”
 
   “Yes, we're very serious,” Trevor practically glowed when he said it, which made Jackson's expression lighten a little. “At least I am.”
 
   “And yes, we're living together,” I clicked my glass against Trevor's and shot back the tequila. It burned when it hit my stomach and I gasped a little. “And you know how I feel about you, honey-eyes. You don't need to fish for compliments.”
 
   “Ooooh, groovy pet names,” Tristan was relaxing again. “Must be serious.”
 
   “We're bonded,” Trevor brushed my hair back. “Well, I'm bonded to her.”
 
   “Bonded,” Jackson frowned. “That doesn't sound good, V. Why didn't you tell us all this before, when we were urging you to do him?”
 
   “It wasn't my secret to tell and as far as the Binding, I've found it has its perks,” I winked at him. “But it is what it sounds like. Werewolves, like real wolves, mate for life. When a werewolf couple decides they're in love, they go through a ritual. One offers their life to the other, the other refuses, then the first denies the refusal. I know, confusing, basically you have to give your life to your mate and they have to free you three times before you've proved that you love each other enough to be bound forever.”
 
   “The Law of Three,” Tristan was a witch as well.
 
   “Exactly,” I nodded. “Trevor attacked me. I won but I let him live, so he vowed his life to defend mine. I refused it of course. I'm not down with the whole life for a life thing.”
 
   Jackson groaned, “So you started a magical ritual without meaning to.”
 
   “Correct,” I jabbed my finger in the air at Jackson. “Trevor figured his life was mine anyway and when I gallantly,” I smirked, “refused him, he decided to leave it to fate.”
 
   “Fate happens to love me,” Trevor laid an arm across my shoulders, “because twice more I offered my life to Vervain and twice more she refused it. Now she has a piece of my soul inside her.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” Jackson rubbed his temple. “He's bound to you but are you bound to him?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “The bond isn't complete. We're not even sure I could complete it, being human and all.”
 
   “So you’re married to a werewolf?” Tristan was starting to like the idea.
 
   “Not exactly,” I turned my attention to my empty shot glass.
 
   “I’m married to her,” Trevor jumped in. “She still hasn’t decided.”
 
   “You haven’t decided?” Jackson took a deep breath and poured tequila into my sad empty glass. “He's bound to you forever but you haven’t decided?”
 
   “It wasn’t like I had much of a choice,” I grimaced, hoping this wouldn't upset Trevor all over again.
 
   “And yet, here he is,” Tristan said it like it was something wondrous. He shared a look with Jax.
 
   “I just told you I had no choice.” I glanced at Trevor. “No offense, babe.”
 
   “Exactly,” Jackson pounced before Trevor could say anything. “And what do you do when you feel trapped?”
 
   “I bail,” I made a sound of self-disgust. “You’re right. I don’t like being backed into a corner.”
 
   “Vervain worries too much,” Trevor was annoyingly calm. 
 
   “She does, doesn’t she?” Jackson shared a moment with Trevor. How sweet.
 
   I frowned at them both. “I just like to know where I’m heading, unlike you two lemmings who’d just follow everyone else over the cliff at a dead run.”
 
   “You should try it sometime, baby,” Trevor nuzzled my cheek. “It can be very freeing.”
 
   “Yeah for about thirty seconds, and then you hit the ground,” I muttered.
 
   “So you finally found a good man who’ll stick around forever but he’s not a man at all, he’s a werewolf,” Tristan snorted. “Go figure.”
 
   “Go figure what?” I narrowed my eyes on him.
 
   “The only good man’s a wolf,” he smiled, “well besides my man that is.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jackson said in a clipped, you're exactly right, kind of way.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I leaned back into Trevor. “All the good human men are gay.”
 
   “Yes, we are,” Tristan leaned into Jackson, who'd been lifting his glass.
 
   Jackson stopped, mid-lift, and glared at Tristan. “I've got a perfectly filled shot here and you're about to disrupt my meniscus.”
 
   “That sounds vaguely dirty,” I smirked, eying the trembling surface of the tequila.
 
   “Only you would use that word in a sentence while drinking tequila,” Tristan groaned and sat back in his own chair.
 
   “Hey,” I poured some for myself, stopping way short of creating my own meniscus. “At least he used it properly.”
 
   “There is simply no other word to describe the outwardly curved liquid surface of a glass of tequila,” Jackson huffed, then shot it back without spilling a drop. “Any other way would take too much time.”
 
   “That's how I feel about a few curse words,” I laughed.
 
   “Has Vervain ever told you how she hates it when people call her Vivian?” Jackson raised a challenging brow.
 
   “No,” Trevor looked a little confused. “Why would people call her Vivian?”
 
   “Oh, I love you,” I kissed Trevor on the cheek.
 
   “Because no one is named Vervain and people hear what they expect to hear,” Jackson was undaunted.
 
   “Leave my name alone,” I whined. “So my mother's a witch and she thought naming her daughter after one of the most powerful herbs in magic was a good idea. So what?”
 
   “Don't you mean leaf your name alone?” Tristan interjected.
 
   “Har, har,” I grimaced.
 
   “I think it's a beautiful name,” Trevor kissed my forehead and Jackson groaned while Tristan made his Awww face. “Besides, it's obviously worked.”
 
   Okay, so maybe I could get used to this Binding thing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Thursday night I threw on some jeans and a tight black shirt, slashed in a few strategic places. Trevor drove me to Moonshine on the back of his Harley. Don’t ask me what kind, all I know is that it didn’t have those stupid looking handlebars that made grown men look like five-year-olds on their first tricycle. Concerning a bike, it was all I cared about. Oh, and that it ran. Though he sure did spend a lot of time tinkering with it.
 
   Seems to me that if you pay a lot of money for something, you shouldn't have to keep messing with it and spending more money on it. I’m told it’s all the vibrations on a Harley that makes things rattle loose so it needs to be fixed all the time. I say either improve the really freakin’ expensive bike, or people should just get a Honda… and by people, I meant Trevor.
 
   Trevor loved the bike though so I didn't pressure him too much about it. I just hated when he insisted on driving me somewhere on it because I secretly despised riding motorcycles. I'll never admit it because it just seems so uncool. Like I lose tough points for not enjoying riding around on a two-wheeled death machine that screws up my hair and prevents me from wearing a dress. Also, the wind hurt my face at certain speeds. Guess I'm not as tough as I'd like to think. I don't care, I like my Jaguar(yes, I still have Ku's car...Ku ku k'chu) so much better.
 
   We pulled around the back of Moonshine and parked in Trevor's reserved stall. It’s good to be the boss. Then we went around front to go in. There wasn’t a back door for Moonshine, just the Family Room for tracing in from the Aether. We could’ve traced in but Trevor really wanted to ride his pride and joy. So there we were, him happy and me having to undo my braid. It was the only way my hair would survive the trip.
 
   Oh right, tracing. So after consuming lots of energy from us, the gods grew powerful enough to create their own realm. This realm is basically laid over our own with the Aether running between us, kind of like a parfait. A parfait, not an onion, because parfaits are delicious. The only way to get to the God Realm from the Human Realm, is to travel through the Aether, an act referred to as tracing.
 
   When I first discovered the existence of gods, I also discovered a great spellbook, which explained tracing to me and listed numerous chants for specific locations in the God Realm. Certain places in the God Realm, such as a deity’s home, are fully warded and inaccessible without the proper chant. Ku's book gave me an in and I was able to sneak into the homes of gods. Also murder them in their sleep. I know it sounds horrible, pretty much because it is, but it was something I felt I had to do to save mankind. It's not like I enjoyed beheading Atlanteans. So I did it and the rest is, as cliché as it sounds, history.
 
   Unfortunately, I'm not quite as gifted as my god friends when it comes to tracing. They can jump in and go anywhere they please(as long as it's not warded or they're made welcome) while I am limited to going in a straight line. By this I mean that I can only jump from here to the God Realm or from there to here and only with the proper chant. I can't jump in all willy-nilly and jump out wherever I please, like say Bermuda. Technically, I should be able to since I house a lot of god magic now but I've been hesitant to try. Mainly because if I screw up, I could be stuck in the Aether forever.
 
   Now, the Aether is a pretty awesome place. It's basically pure magic. As a witch, I use it for manifesting spells. There's vast amounts of knowledge stored there, gathered up every time someone touches it. I feel it a little when I trace, since my body has to basically become a thought-form in order to flow through it. Now ask me if I want to be a thought forever. No, I don't. So I haven't tried it alone yet and don't plan on trying it anytime soon. It's a good thing I have a lot of god friends who can piggy back me. Yes, even riding along with a god can be risky but I still would have preferred it to riding that damn bike.
 
   It was 6:48 pm and the club was already getting ready for the night. The bouncers were sitting at the bar, having a quick dinner, but the bartenders and waitresses were bustling about. TryggulfR was there too. He came walking up when he saw us.
 
   “Hey, Brother,” he hugged Trevor fast and rubbed his face, cheek to cheek, a quick touch that came across as oddly masculine. It's a Froekn thing. “What happened to you the other night?”
 
   “Long story,” Trevor rolled his eyes to me, “I’m better now.”
 
   “Glad to hear-” Ty suddenly grabbed Trevor’s head and turned it to the side, so he could see the bite mark better. “Well it’s about fuckin’ time!” He looked over at me and I grimaced. “I thought you were never going to get around to it.”
 
   “Is it really that big a deal?” I sighed as I rolled my eyes. I mean come on, what business was it of everyone else if I wanted to give my boyfriend a love nip or not?
 
   “Ah, yeah,” Ty looked at Trevor like maybe he could explain why I didn’t get it.
 
   “I told you guys she just didn’t understand,” Trevor’s smile was triumphant. “She’s human, she’s different.”
 
   “She’s Froekn,” TryggulfR sniffed imperiously and frowned at Trevor like he’d just insulted me.
 
   “I’m still human,” I patted Ty’s arm. “You guys need to remember that. You have to give me some guidance once in awhile if I’m going to be a good Rouva.”
 
   “Of course, Rouva,” TryggulfR did a head bow. “I should also tell you that Odin is awaiting you upstairs.”
 
   “Well you didn’t have to go all stiff on me,” I pouted.
 
   “You just gave him a command, Minn Elska,” Trevor pulled a lock of my hair. “His reaction is normal.”
 
   “Oh, sorry, sweetie,” I smiled apologetically and pushed at Ty’s arm. “I didn’t mean for it to be an order, just a request.”
 
   “Okay then, Sis,” Ty was instantly back to his normal, easy going self. “Have fun with Odin,” he turned and sauntered off toward the bar, stopping to flirt with assorted waitresses along the way. That boy needed to find a mate. Or at least a steady girlfriend.
 
   “Ty never found a mate either?” I remembered Trevor telling me about how the Froekn began with half-siblings mating. I was a little shocked but they were all they had. Trevor never found his mate though.
 
   “No,” Trevor shrugged. “We're a lot alike. I'm not saying we didn't have our fun,” he smiled wolfishly, “we just never found the right girl to settle down with.”
 
   “Huh,” I nodded. “What about UnnúlfR?”
 
   “That's a whole different story,” his eyes shifted, looking away from mine. “UnnúlfR wasn't always so...”
 
   “Bitter?” I prompted. “Shitty? Much of an asshole?”
 
   “Withdrawn,” Trevor shook his head with a little grin. “Back when we still had to hide from our enemies, UnnúlfR met a goddess.”
 
   “Ohhh, this is getting good,” I leaned back against the bar to get comfortable.
 
   “Not really,” Trevor frowned. “Her name was Andrasta and she was the most beautiful thing any of us had ever seen.”
 
   “You're right,” I frowned. “Not so good.”
 
   “Vervain,” he glared at me and I shrugged before he continued. “She was a Celt. Their Goddess of War. She was strong, fierce, and cunning, things we as wolves, value greatly. Unfortunately, she was also fickle, cruel, and heartless. UnnúlfR couldn't see it though. He loved her and that's all he knew. So we tarried in her territory longer than we should have and our enemies caught up with us.”
 
   I took his hand and pulled him closer to me, so he was leaning against my side. I didn't like the look in his eyes.
 
   “Tyr had been hunting us for years,” he swallowed hard. “He found us camped around Andrasta's castle but even that would have been a small setback. We were fast, we could have outrun him easily, but UnnúlfR was with Andrasta. We got to them too late. Tyr had somehow found them first.”
 
   “Oh crap.”
 
   “Yes, exactly.” Trevor sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Andrasta had betrayed us. Tyr and twenty of his human followers were already there, with UnnúlfR in chains. My father went crazy. I've never seen him so furious. He went straight for Andrasta but she was quick, anticipating his attack and tracing away before he could reach her. Tyr, however, was not so lucky. He lost all of his men along with his right hand that day.”
 
   “Whoa.”
 
   “We have a saying,” Trevor grinned wickedly. “Reach out a hand to harm a Froekn and you shall lose it.”
 
   “That's why Demeter will never be forgiven.”
 
   “Precisely,” Trevor nodded. “She's sealed her fate.”
 
   Persephone was one of my best friends, and I really didn't want the death of another friend's mother on my conscious, but her mother had tried to kill Trevor. Even if I wanted to, I couldn't stop the Froekn from hunting her. Demeter tried to kill their Prince. It was on.
 
   “I almost feel sorry for her,” I smirked. No I didn't. “I better go greet Odin before he gets insulted but thank you for telling me about your brother. It helps me to understand him better.”
 
   “Of course, I want you to love all of my family, so I'm glad this helps you see past his gruffness. Now go ahead and see Odin, Rouva,” Trevor did a mock salute and turned sharply on his heels to head for his office behind the bar.
 
   I shook my head as I climbed the stairs. UnnúlfR made so much more sense to me now. It was too bad that he'd been betrayed by his first love but that had to have been centuries ago. He really needed to get over it. Then again, some people just love that deeply. Some people can never get over love.
 
   I still had a small smile on my face when I found Odin around the corner, at a table along the wall. He had a mug and a sandwich in front of him. It looked like roast beef on rye and my stomach rumbled from the smell. Odin’s laugh rang out, warm and achingly familiar somehow, as he stood to greet me.
 
   “Hello to you too, Vervain,” he kissed me on the cheek and I felt the tingles go all the way down my arm. “Would you like some of my sandwich?”
 
   “I’ll just order my own, thanks,” I waved at one of the waitresses on the bottom floor as I tried to hide not only my embarrassment but my sudden attraction. “Jessica, can I have one of these too please?” I pointed back at Odin’s plate. She nodded and ran off to grab it for me.
 
   “So you’ve made up with the wolf?” He tried to sound casual but I heard a note of tension in his voice.
 
   “You sound disappointed,” I frowned. Things were getting stranger and stranger with him. “You were the one telling me that everything would be fine.”
 
   “I know,” he sighed and put his sandwich down. “Pay no attention to my mood swings, misery loves company and all that. I apologize.”
 
   “Okay,” I leaned my elbows on the table and looked at him steadily. “So what did you need to talk to me about, Mr. Miserable?”
 
   “I want to make you an offer.”
 
   “What could I possibly have that you’d want?”
 
   For a second he looked like he was about to say something important, he had that expression the hero always wore right before he’s about to save the fair maiden. I half expected some dramatic music to start piping in. Then he swallowed hard and took a deep breath. The look was gone with a blink. 
 
   “Do you remember the card reading you gave me on Yule?”
 
   “Sure, with the deck that belonged to Sabine.”
 
   “I don’t believe I told you her name,” Odin had gone very still and it was making me very nervous.
 
   “You didn’t,” I leaned back in my chair, away from him, “Thor told me. Anyway, I love that deck. It’s the only one I use now. It gives the most accurate readings. Thank you again for it.”
 
   “It needed you,” he waved his hands dismissively. “The deck never worked right for me anyway. I think it wants to be with a human witch. So I’m glad you’ve given it a good home.”
 
   “Did you want another reading?”
 
   “Yes, but that’s not why I’m here,” he ran a hand through his hair. “You recall how you said I was surrounded by traitors?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I need your help, Vervain,” his beautiful eye pleaded with me, shimmering from purple to blue and then green. “I’m too close to see who’s betraying me. They all look false. I’m jumping at shadows.”
 
   “How can I possibly help?” I wasn’t sure I liked where this was going. I couldn’t help Odin; he was bad, plain and simple. It would be counterproductive to aid the enemy. Also, there was that whole thing in the woods with him and my shoulder.
 
   “You could come to Valhalla and observe with not only your unbiased senses but with your magic as well,” Odin licked his lips, swallowed hard, then stared me in the eye. “I’m willing to switch sides for you. For your help, I mean.” 
 
   “Switch sides?” My heart was pounding so hard, I was sure he could hear it. What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   “I’ll stop instigating war. I’ll even join with you against those who do.” When I just sat there in stunned silence, he pressed on quickly. “I’m a good god to have on your side. I can manipulate the minds of men and my spear can change the outcome of a battle when thrown. Fighting me can be very difficult… and you know I can shapeshift too, not just into a raven but into anything, just like Loki.”
 
   I had a flash of the saber-toothed tiger Loki had shifted into when he kidnapped me. It was an impressive skill. He was probably a hit at parties. Although I doubt the bit about his barbed penis went over well. Don't ask, you don't want to know how I know.
 
   “Vervain,” Odin took my hand and when his heat enveloped me, I realized I’d gone cold. “You’re a little pale. Did I say something to upset you?”
 
   “No,” I swallowed hard. “I was just remembering something Loki said to me.” I hadn’t told anyone about Loki. I was strangely embarrassed by his threat. How stupid was that? Why should I be embarrassed over something he had done?
 
   “Loki can be a real son of a bitch,” Odin squeezed my hand and I laughed a little. Usually I was the one providing the comic relief. It was nice to be on the receiving end for once. “You did say you owed me one, if you recall.”
 
   “Yes I did,” I sighed. I had told him I owed him one for helping me with my shapeshifting. I guess I should be thankful he had offered me something in return for my help when he really didn't have to. “Okay, you’re offer is a good one but why would you want to betray all of your friends by switching sides?”
 
   “That’s the whole point,” he let my hand go to make a helpless gesture in the air. “I don’t even know who my friends are anymore. Help me, Vervain and I can help you win this god war.”
 
   “But how can I believe you?” I twisted my lips. “They call you the Oathbreaker. That doesn’t exactly instill trust.”
 
   “There is that,” he smiled wryly. “Even Ull’s magic won’t hold me to an oath and he has the strongest oath magic around.”
 
   “Hell, it’s probably not even safe to let you in my club, is it?” 
 
   “Your club is well supervised, I wouldn’t risk magic in here,” Odin looked down into the lower level and a wrinkle rolled into his forehead. 
 
   I followed his gaze to see Trevor staring up at us. They looked at each other with very odd expressions, I couldn’t figure out if they were weighing each others worth or making an unspoken challenge. Then Trevor noticed me and smiled before throwing me a kiss. I air-kissed him back. Yuck, I know, silly couple stuff, but it was fun on occasion. 
 
   Odin didn’t lose the frown.
 
   “You wouldn’t risk it, doesn’t mean you couldn’t do it,” I tried to get us back on topic.
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” his frown disappeared, his face smoothing into seriousness. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you or yours, Vervain.”
 
   “Why not?” I didn’t mean it to sound harsh but it did. I couldn’t help it; he was acting like we were old friends, when at the most we were uncomfortable acquaintances. Then again, after our heart-to-heart the other night we were a little closer.
 
   “I like you,” he shrugged like it was nothing but I felt the weight of his confession. I got the feeling he didn't form friendships easily.
 
   “Alright,” I sighed and his eye filled with hope. “But if you fuck with me, I’ll kill you, Odin. I’ll do it while you're sleeping if I have to but I'll get it done,” I leaned forward. “Do you understand me?”
 
   “I think we understand each other perfectly, Vervain,” he smiled tenderly, like I had just kissed him not threatened to kill him.
 
   “When do you want to start?”
 
   “How about right now?” he smiled.
 
   I saw Jessica coming up the stairs with my sandwich and a large coke. I loved her, sweet Jessica with her lovely plate of food and cold tasty beverage. I guess I was kinda male in that regard. The straightest path to my heart was through my stomach.
 
   “Let me eat my sandwich first.”
 
   When my sandwich was nothing but crumbs, I left Odin to go tell Trevor the happy news but I was waylaid by Rain. He stepped right into my path and then stood there casually, as if he'd been there the whole time, just hanging out.
 
   “Rain?” I frowned my deep confusion at him.
 
   “Oh,” he pretended to just notice me. “Vervain, how are you?”
 
   “Fine, thanks,” I started to step around him but he reached out and stopped me with a light touch on my arm.
 
   “Ever think of having children?”
 
   “What?” I gaped at him.
 
   “Children, you know,” he smirked, “the result of all that sex you've been enjoying.”
 
   “Is that your messed up way of asking if I'm pregnant?” I was horrified. What the hell was wrong with this guy?
 
   “No,” he chuckled a little. “You're a grown woman, I'm sure you've taken precautions. I was just curious about how you felt about the idea of motherhood.”
 
   “Seriously?” I blinked.
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   “Well, um, okay,” I sighed and gave it some thought. It was kind of odd he was asking when I'd pondered the thought of little werewolf babies not so long ago.
 
   “I didn't ask you about the father,” he tapped my chin. “I asked what you thought about being a mother.”
 
   “Did you just read my mind?” I was beginning to get angry and his laughing face wasn't helping.
 
   “No, just your expression, Rouva,” he held up his hands in surrender. “It's obvious when you've got the wolf in your thoughts.”
 
   “Huh,” I shook my head. “Okay, so you just want to know how I'd feel about being a mother. For no other reason than you're curious. Out of the blue. While I'm on my way to go talk to Trevor.”
 
   “If you're in a rush,” he started to back up.
 
   “No, it's fine, Rain,” I sighed. “I don't know. I guess I never thought I'd have the chance. This isn't exactly the kind of life I'd want to bring a child into.”
 
   “If that weren't a problem?”
 
   “You mean, if I was someone else?” I said in a cynical tone. Then I caught the first glimpse I'd ever had of Rain being surprised. I narrowed my eyes at him. “What?”
 
   “No, it's just,” he gave a short huff of a laugh and hung his head a second. “Yes, that's exactly what I meant. What if you were someone else when you had this child?”
 
   “I guess I'd be happy then,” I shrugged. “Happy not hunting, not being hunted, not knowing anything about what gods really are.”
 
   “Not knowing Trevor,” he rose an eyebrow at me.
 
   “I'm not saying I'm unhappy,” I shook my head. “I just wonder sometimes what normal would feel like.”
 
   “It's boring and uneventful.”
 
   “Isn't that the same thing?”
 
   “Not really,” he chuckled, “a boring life can have some major events in it but never mind about that. I'm glad you'd be happy in this other life, even if you're not happy in this one,” he smiled and I didn't like the way it looked on him, like he knew something I didn't. “That's very good.”
 
   “I didn't say I wasn't happy,” I growled. “What the hell is this really about, Rain?”
 
   “Your wolf is waiting,” he stepped back and faded into the fake foliage.
 
   “Rain,” I grumbled but Trevor had already come up to meet me. Evidently word traveled fast when everyone had superhuman hearing.
 
   “You’re going where with who?” Trevor was on the verge of going furry.
 
   “It’s only for a couple of days. A week at the most,” I took his hand but he pulled away.
 
   “I’m going with you,” he said firmly.
 
   “Honey-eyes, you can’t,” I sighed. “You need to be here to take care of the club and Nicholas.”
 
   “Nicholas has an automatic feeder, a self-cleaning litter box, a fountain water dispenser, and a kitty door; he’ll be fine for a few days. You used to leave him alone all the time before I moved in. Besides, Kirill is there now.” 
 
   “This is work,” I spread my hands in supplication, “I'm not going to drag my boyfriend with me.”
 
   “I can trace in and out everyday,” he crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “Odin will think you don't trust me,” I frowned at him. “Didn't we just go through this?”
 
   He exhaled heavily and then dropped his arms. “Fine, but I’m coming to visit.”
 
   “I’d like that,” I wrapped my arms around his waist and leaned into him. He finally smiled a little at me. “You wanna take me home for a quickie while I pack?” He smiled bigger.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Valhalla was massive.
 
   Odin gave me a tour after we traced in and I was surprised at how big the place really was. I hadn’t been able to see all of it when I’d stayed across the lake in Thor’s Hall and I’d only been in Valhalla three other times before; once for Yule when I’d only seen the main hall, once when I’d snuck in to do some Godhunter reconnaissance and I’d only saw one room and a long hallway as I ran through it… away from Thor, and once for the training episode that I'd like to forget all about. Having actually seen the main hall where all the feasting was done, I knew that the myths about it being so big that eight-hundred warriors could walk through it side by side(that's almost a mile, in case you were wondering) were true. So I’d suspected its overall size was huge but I really had no idea. 
 
   It was palatial, it was immense, it was not something that should be referred to as a hall. The main hall had rooms and offices around it where the fallen Viking warriors lived. Believing that they went to Valhalla upon death, the Viking spirits didn’t move on as they should have but stayed in limbo, bound to Odin. They fought mock battles on the surrounding plains all day then partied at Valhalla all night but they also served Odin as waiters, chefs, and stewards to his vast estate… not exactly the afterlife they imagined I'm sure but they seemed happy enough. Maybe it had something to do with the Valkyries.
 
   “So where’s my room?” I was pretty sure the tour was over, since we were back in the main hall, but Odin had yet to show me where I’d be bunking.
 
   “I don’t live in Valhalla,” he gave me the half confused, half amused look of someone who thought that either you were playing a joke on them or you were completely ignorant.
 
   “What do you mean you don’t live in Valhalla?” I glared at him. His expression was pissing me off. “This is your hall, isn’t it?”
 
   “Sweet apples of life, you don’t know much about me do you?” His lips twisted down and I could’ve sworn it was in disappointment.
 
   “I know enough, one-eye,” I felt my hand fist up and make a home on my hip. “I know you can’t be trusted, so where exactly do you think you’re taking me? It's not to that place with your giant Santa TV is it?”
 
   “Taking you? Santa TV?” Odin shook his head as his mouth fell open. “I don’t live here, Vervain. Valhalla is only one of three Halls I own. This is where the warriors live, where I make plans for war, and where I hold large celebrations, but Valaskjάlf is where I live. I also own Gladsheim but that’s where I preside over the Diar I appointed to regulate the affairs of Asgard, so I only go there when necessary.”
 
   “Yes but where's the Santa TV?” 
 
   “In Valaskjάlf, you may see it if you wish.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I may have felt just a little bit silly. “sorry ‘bout that.”
 
   “You’re forgiven, Godhunter,” Odin offered me his arm. “Would you like to see my home now?”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, we were riding two exceptionally beautiful horses along the shoreline of the Asgard lake. I kept casting glances at Sleipnir, Odin’s magnificent, overly large stallion who, to my great disappointment, only had four legs.
 
   “There are a lot of myths that are just plain myth,” Odin smiled knowingly.
 
   “Excuse me?” I really hated looking like an idiot in front of him but it seemed like I was doomed for a jester hat.
 
   “Sleipnir obviously doesn’t have the eight legs humans wrote about,” he leaned over to pat the horse’s neck affectionately. “He’s just so fast, sometimes it appears so.”
 
   “Oh,” I looked around me like I wasn’t that interested. Everything was cool, just another leisurely ride through Asgard, nothing to see here folks, just move it along. “Holy cannolis!” With supreme effort, I stayed in the saddle. 
 
   “Do you like it?” Odin’s face was shiny with pride and just a sparkle of… nervousness? Nah.
 
   Nestled in a clearing before us, was a two story palace made entirely of silver. It was almost blinding when the sun hit it, lighting up the surrounding trees with bright shimmers. Jutting from its middle was an entryway adorned with an arch of two crossed beams with carved dragon heads at each end. Double doors stood open beneath it, awaiting the god’s return eagerly, and through them I glimpsed the welcome relief of polished wood and lush carpets. 
 
   Windows were open everywhere, even though there was a slight chill in the air, and smoke drifted up from numerous chimneys. Ancient designs curved and danced over almost every inch, helping tone the brightness down a tad but adding so much visual stimulation, the hall seemed to be moving… or breathing. 
 
   “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” my eyes were finally able to pull back a bit and notice the surrounding area. Stables, an open clearing for training, a large vegetable garden, an assortment of fruit trees, and what I assumed were storage buildings, gathered around the silver palace like bums around a steel barrel fire, looking dull next to its gleam.
 
   “I’m so happy you like it,” he gathered the reins of my horse so I could dismount.
 
   “Who wouldn’t?” I was still gaping as I got down. “Is it solid silver?”
 
   “Yes, though most rooms are paneled with wood,” there was a strange note to his voice and when I turned to look at him, he was studying me closely… too closely.
 
   “So, you sure you're going to be able to spare a room for me?”
 
   His quick laughter broke the spell and I breathed a sigh of relief as he led me into the most literally brilliant place I’d ever seen. We went through a small entryway. It opened up into the dining hall which was a much smaller, silver version of Valhalla’s. There was a long table running along each side wall, almost the entire length of the room, and then a raised dais with the head table at the end. The walls were done in the same carved silver as the outer ones, with silver shields hanging in a line down the sides. On the right was a gigantic fireplace and at the back corners, behind the head table, there were doorways. Odin led me straight to the one on the left and into the corridor beyond.
 
   Up a narrow stairway we went and then into a wide hallway. The hallway was eerily quiet, as if it was waiting for approval before going back to its everyday business of being a god’s home. I took a quick glance down it before Odin ushered me along, hoping for some kind of sound; creaking floorboards, settling beams, voices, something, but the only sound was the creak of a door as Odin opened it. 
 
   I was thankful he gave me a room on the forest side of the Hall as opposed to the lake side, where I’d be able to see Bilskinir, high up on the cliff where it perched like an angry thunder god. I didn’t need a reminder that Thor was right across the lake from me. Mr. Protector of the Realm of Asgard. Mr. I'm so great, I have a Hall up on a cliff and a shiny hammer. He also had a piece of rock in his head. I'm not kidding, he said he got it in a bar brawl. Now he can sharpen his sword with his forehead. Heh, I'd actually like to see that. 
 
   At least I’m not bitter.
 
   “I’ll leave you to look around while I fetch us some refreshment,” Odin put my small suitcase down and gave me a quick smile before he left.
 
   “Thank you,” I hardly noticed his departure, I was too busy gawking at the room.
 
   It was spacious. After seeing the sumptuousness of Valaskjάlf, I would’ve been surprised if it hadn’t been. Dark wood shone everywhere, from the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves taking up the walls on either side of me, to the heavy bed that was more of a separate suite than a piece of furniture. It smelled like Christmas, pine with a hint of apples lying beneath it.
 
   The bed was snug in a corner of the room, with a row of steps leading up to the overstuffed mattress. At the foot of it, was a large cabinet that appeared wide enough to hold my entire wardrobe… and that’s a hell of a feat. Vibrant tapestry panels hung from the bed's sturdy beams and thick furs were tossed across a fluffy comforter.
 
   A calming breeze blew in through the large windows that dominated the wall across from me, teasing the tree branches into song and playing along my skin in a gentle welcome. The trees pressed in so close, I could almost imagine the room was built right into those generous branches. It was very Swiss Family Robinson…or maybe Ewok, I’m not sure. 
 
   Just beyond the trees, I could see the well maintained vegetable garden and the source of the apple scent, trees filled with the bright red fruit. Behind those, the mammoth forest took over but it looked barely held in check, like at any second, it could spring its bounds and lunge for the Hall.
 
   Giving my attention back to the room itself, I found myself a little surprised that Odin hadn’t given me a more feminine suite, but I was also glad. I loved the space immediately. There was an almost tangible feeling of acceptance in the room, a warmth that seeped into my skin and lured me into lingering. I started to worry that magic was afoot but then I concentrated my little witchy senses and discovered that the only magic in the room was a spell of protection and preservation, probably for all the books. 
 
   I kicked my shoes off and padded through the thick silk carpets so I could scrunch my toes up in them, sighing as the softness wrapped around my tired feet. The room was perfect.
 
    Off to the right and near the windows was a round table and chairs, out of the same dark wood the walls were paneled in. A well loved desk stood near one of the bookshelves on the left, like a wooden librarian guarding her wards, and in the exact center of the room was a sunken, circular, sitting area with a round hearth in the middle of it. A chimney hovered above the hearth, paneled again in the polished wood, and disappeared into the ceiling. There was a fire already crackling happily, and the round couch built into the sunken walls that circled the hearth, had thick furs and blankets strewn about it invitingly. I couldn’t resist their siren’s call. Odin found me curled up there when he returned with mugs of hot mead.
 
   “This room is amazing,” I accepted the mug and smiled at him as he sat down next to me.
 
   “I thought it would suit you,” he watched me with a guarded expression. “Have you perused the books yet?”
 
   “I looked at a few of them,” I’d been a little surprised to find antique occult books and spell books of unknown origin but I knew Odin was an avid student of the occult, so it wasn’t too strange and as far as the unfamiliar spell books, I had an inkling of where they were from. “Do you use this room a lot? It seems like the books are a valuable collection.”
 
   “I visit often,” he looked far off for a moment. “I like to come here to read. I feel at ease here.”
 
   “It does feel very peaceful,” I sipped my mead, savoring the rich, sweet spiciness of  honey and cinnamon.
 
   “I hope you’ll be happy here,” his large fingers curled around his mug. “This room hasn’t seen happiness for a long time.”
 
   “I’m sure I will,” I felt a tremor of unease at his wording; it sounded more permanent than my visit should. “It’ll only be for a little while anyway.”
 
   “You’re staying until we’ve discovered the traitors, right?” There was a note of anxiety in his tone.
 
   “That was the deal,” I frowned, wondering if I’d underestimated the task. “It shouldn’t take that long though.”
 
   “I hope not but I can’t promise anything,” he searched my face again.
 
   “We’ll work it out,” I looked into the fire and saw Trevor’s eyes glowing back at me. He wouldn’t be pleased with a long visit.
 
   “Thank you,” Odin’s voice brought my gaze back to his face, which was etched with intensity.
 
   “Thanks for switching sides,” I tried to lighten his mood with a big grin. “I never looked forward to having to fight you.”
 
   “You’d never betray me, would you?” His face didn’t lose an ounce of seriousness.
 
   “Not unless you betrayed me first.”
 
   “That’ll never happen,” he sounded almost cryptic and I found myself laughing to dispel the mood. He just frowned deeper.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I patted his arm and he stared at my hand with such naked longing, I withdrew it quickly, confusion and a little longing of my own, making my stomach clench. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that you sounded almost sad that you wouldn’t betray me.”
 
   “Not sad,” he lifted his gaze and the yearning was still there. I felt a shiver run down my spine, “just resigned. There’s something between us, Vervain. I couldn’t hurt you. It would be like hurting myself. I know you can feel it too.”
 
   “There is something strange going on,” I sipped my mead to give myself some time to think. “The best way I can describe it is that you feel familiar to me, a sort of déjà vu except it’s with a person.”
 
   “Yes,” he shook his head. “We don’t have to analyze it. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable around me. I know you love VѐulfR and I wouldn’t try to come between you. I just want you to know that you can trust me. I thought that if you were able to acknowledge this connection we have, then you’d know you’re always safe with me.”
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense,” I stared into my mead as if it might hold the answer but I’d never been a seer and I found nothing in its citrine depths.
 
   “Things don’t always make sense,” he took my hand and kissed it quickly. “As students of the occult, we both know that, and we also know that sometimes it’s better to let them be a mystery.”
 
   “Okay, here’s to a little mystery then,” I raised my mug and he clicked his against mine, the wood making a hollow sound which seemed to echo inside me with foreboding.
 
   “To mystery,” he agreed.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   We decided that the easiest way to begin to find out who was friend or foe, would be to announce at dinner that Odin was joining with me and the God Squad(my little band of gods who fought beside me). 
 
   He’d invited his cronies over for an extended visit and they’d been arriving all day. The sounds of their socializing drifted up to me, making my shoulders tense. There wasn’t a single god down there, besides Odin, who was on my side of the war. I could be walking into a serious situation, one I hadn’t pondered fully before agreeing to this arrangement.
 
   What if it was all an elaborate trap? What if Odin was down there laughing with his friends over how gullible the Godhunter was and how much fun it was going to be to kill her slowly? A knot of anxiety filled my tummy for a second before I took a deep breath and calmed down. Somehow I knew what Odin had said to me was the truth. There wasn’t going to be a lynching, unless it was Odin who got strung up. It all depended on how his associates took the news.
 
   Since I didn’t know what to expect, I dressed carefully in some tailored black pants and a long sleeved, blue, silk blouse that hid most of my long, leather, fingerless gloves. The gloves were my weapon of choice, having claw-like blades that extended over each finger with a downward flick of my wrists but then would retract with the pull of a lever. They were easy enough to hide, really easy to unsheathe, never ran out of ammo, made each swipe and punch potentially lethal, and were practically impossible to lose. Oh, and they were imbued with god magic. I affectionately referred to them as my Wolverine gloves. I also had my bodice dagger but I decided to leave off the short sword. I didn’t want to antagonize anyone with my weapons, better to keep them hidden.
 
   While I was checking my make-up in the bathroom mirror, someone knocked on the bedroom door. I took one last look at my hair, which I’d left in loose waves to hang down around my hips, and then ran to the door. I opened it to find Odin standing there in an outfit that almost exactly matched mine.
 
   “What the hell?” I looked him up and down, black pants and blue silk shirt, just in a masculine style.
 
   “I guess great minds think alike,” he laughed.
 
   “Yeah,” I smirked, “and so do ours.” He laughed harder. “Maybe I should change; I don’t think it’s a good idea to look like the Bobbsey Twins tonight. People might think we're trying to make a statement.”
 
   I turned and went to root through the cabinet at the foot of the bed. I heard him shut the bedroom door as I walked into the bathroom to change.
 
   “If it makes you feel better, Vervain.” He called out, “but I think the verbal statement I make tonight will surpass anything a set of matching clothing could say.”
 
   “It does make me feel better,” I called back to him as I slipped the blue silk off and replaced it with a long sleeved, black sweater with a plunging V neckline.
 
   When I came out of the bathroom, Odin turned to me with a smile. It froze on his face. He looked over the expanse of cleavage the top revealed and swallowed hard. Anyone else and I would have laughed, I would have teased, but with Odin, I could only stand there and feel the blush steal over my face, my knees suddenly filled with water and my heart running for the hills.
 
   He cleared his throat, “Uh, you look beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you,” I brought up Trevor’s face in my mind and concentrated on it as I let Odin lead me out of the room and down to the dining hall.
 
   The dining hall of Valaskjάlf wasn’t as big as Valhalla’s by any means but there was still more than enough room for all the gods Odin had invited. They filled the tables about halfway, staring up at me intensely as we took our places at the table on the dais. I don’t know why I’d assumed that all the gods there would be Norse, after all Blue was previously in league with Odin and he was the Aztec God of the Sun, but I was a little surprised to see the mix of ethnicity. 
 
   When I thought about it, I realized how silly I really was to be surprised over it. I mean originally they had all come from Atlantis. Brahma once told me that he hadn't started out looking Indian, it was human ego that altered him to look like his people. I needed to keep in mind the fact that they hadn’t started out that way. It was much easier to deal with gods when you realized they weren’t really gods at all, just an advanced civilization with powerful magic and great toys. Hmph, I wonder what the Atlantean race really looked like. 
 
   There actually were a lot of Nordic gods there but there were also some more exotic looking ones. It was the We Are the World god assortment. Middle Easterners sat next to Asians, a Greek spoke rapidly to a Indian(dot not feather) as an Egyptian listened in, and I even saw what appeared to be a Pacific Islander. I felt a little shiver when I looked at him; there was no mistaking the pure hatred he was shooting my way. 
 
   I briefly wondered if he was related to Ku. I hadn’t met another god in the Hawaiian pantheon since I’d killed Ku but I was pretty sure they knew I did it and even more sure that they were all pissed. Hawaiians were very into ohana, it's always family first. Ku had also been acquainted with Odin, he'd had the chant to get into Valhalla in his book. It was how I'd been able to get in the first time I'd come to Asgard. So it made sense that one of his brothers in his pantheon would be there. 
 
   Odin seated me next to him and I heard a whispering start to flow among the gods. I looked at Odin expectantly and he took a deep breath before standing to address them. Everyone quieted and gave him their full attention.
 
   “My friends,” Odin looked out at each of the men and women. “I’ve invited you all here to announce a huge change.” There were more mutterings but he held up a hand and silenced them. “We all know that taking power from sacrifice is not necessary. We don’t need to feed off humans any longer, we’re powerful enough on our own. We've war-mongered for so long that humanity has become a violent race. I fear for the well being of the planet and the people who have supported us, who have made us what we are. It is with these conclusions that I’ve made the decision to stop stealing their power and join with the Godhunter and my son, Thor.”
 
   “Odin this is outrageous!” A burly man with a ZZ Top beard and two long braids in his dark hair, one on each side of his face, stood up. “You can’t switch sides without speaking with us first. This is a decision for all of us to make.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Odin squared his shoulders. “I haven’t decided for all of you. I’ve decided only for myself. You can stand beside me or you can leave now. There is your decision.”
 
   Utter silence greeted Odin’s ultimatum, even I felt the breath catch in my throat. It wasn't the way I’d expected him to break it to them. I guess when you’ve ruled for so long, and over gods no less, you tend to get a little arrogant.
 
   “We’ve stood beside you for centuries,” Mr. ZZ Top continued. “Now you’re going to cast us aside for a whore?”
 
   “Hey,” I frowned but before I could say anymore, Odin grabbed a spear off the wall behind him and chucked it across the room, straight into the protestor. “Holy shit!” I screamed and jumped to my feet, “Nice throw.”
 
   The man was sprawled on the stone floor, with the spear sticking straight up out of his shoulder. Not a mortal blow for a god, nothing short of decapitation was fatal for them, but it still must’ve stung a bit. The man groaned and started to reach for the spear but Odin was there first. He grabbed the butt of the weapon and pressed the man back down with it.
 
   Other gods were starting to stand and I mentally shook myself. I needed to use the opportunity to study their reactions... or look for an escape route. So I tried to stay calm and look around at all of them. Mostly there was shock but a few of them looked angry; ferociously, and potentially traitorously, angry. I tried to memorize their faces.
 
   “You’ll not speak ill of her, Bragi,” Odin waited for the man to nod vigorously before pulling out the spear. “She’s more honorable than most of you are and I won’t permit her to be slandered, especially since she's here as my guest. I’ve made my decision and I’ve given my reasons. Now you must each decide for yourselves which path to take.” He looked around the room. “I’m your leader but I’m giving you a choice out of friendship. That’s all I owe you… a choice. You have until tomorrow night to make it.”
 
   He turned and strode back up to the table, replacing the spear on the wall before resuming his seat. He motioned to one of the dead warriors that served him, and dinner was placed before everyone. I stared at the thick slice of prime rib, blood seeping out of it portentously, before looking over at Odin.
 
   “That went well,” I lifted my wine in salute.
 
   “Did you notice anything?”
 
   “You mean besides you spearing a man in defense of my honor?” I smiled at him and I couldn’t keep the warmth from filling my eyes. What can I say? It was romantic in a barbaric madman sort of way.
 
   “Yes, besides that,” Odin’s lips twitched but he eyed me with a matching heat, well maybe his heat was a tad warmer.
 
   “There were a few faces that appeared to be very disgruntled but I’ll have to do some more research before I’m sure.” I looked away from his piercing gaze. “We’ll see who leaves tomorrow, that'll at least help narrow it down. You’re lucky we didn’t start a riot. Maybe my presence here wasn’t such a good idea.”
 
   “It’s your presence that’s going to make my enemies nervous enough to mess up,” Odin looked over the small assemblage thoughtfully. “Honestly, I thought there’d be more protests. The lack is disturbing.”
 
   “Why?” I frowned and took a sip of my red wine. “Isn’t that a good thing?”
 
   “Unless they were already plotting against me,” Odin glanced back at me, “and this will simply push them into action sooner.”
 
   “Why would they want to oust you after all this time?”
 
   “I have no idea but I haven't lasted this long as their leader without trusting my instincts and my instincts tell me danger's brewing.”
 
   “Is that why no one is sitting up here with us?” I looked pointedly around our empty table and Odin laughed.
 
   “No, the high table is reserved for me, my family, and any honored guests that I choose to dine with.”
 
   “So normally you’d be eating alone?” I looked over the two filled tables before us.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How horrible to be surrounded by people yet be so isolated,” I wondered if he did it on purpose. Maybe he preferred it that way.
 
   “I haven’t been comfortable around others since Sabine died,” he stared down at his food, then took a deep breath and smiled at me. “You’re the first person whose company I’ve truly enjoyed since that dark day.”
 
   Things were getting too heavy again, I had to lighten it up. “What about your Valkyries,” I gestured to the throng of beautiful women who sat at the table on our right. They were the only ones who had shown only a slight amount of surprise at Odin’s speech. It really didn’t matter to them, they were steadfast in their loyalty, of that even I was certain.
 
   “They’re pretty to look at but all they think about is fighting and fu… making love.”
 
   I laughed loud and hard, throwing myself back in my chair and earning disapproving glances from the gods. Odin joined in and the stares turned to confusion.
 
   “I would’ve thought those two things would be entertaining for you,” I was surprised at how easy it was to flirt with him… and how fun.
 
   “They are,” he leaned in to kiss my cheek and stayed near to whisper, “with the right woman.”
 
   “Which would you prefer,” I found my lips a hairsbreadth from his, “fighting or…?”
 
   His eye flamed for a second, then he closed it and when he opened it again, the fire was replaced by ice. I watched his jaw clench before he spoke. “I didn’t realize you could be so cruel, Godhunter.” He pulled away and I resisted the urge to reach for him.
 
   “Odin,” I touched his hand and felt him tense beneath my fingers. “I’m so sorry; I don’t know why I turn into someone else around you. Maybe Trevor was right in wanting to be here with me. Or maybe I should just go home. I can come back tomorrow.”
 
   “No,” he grabbed my hand quickly, “it’s alright. Be cruel, just don’t leave.”
 
   My eyes widened and I felt my breath rush out of me. My heart was pounding again, the stupid, traitorous organ, and I felt my magic trembling to life inside me. 
 
   “I don’t want to be cruel, to you or Trevor. I’m a grown woman, I shouldn’t behave like this. No wonder your friend called me a whore, I’m acting like one and I need to go home.” I started to get up but Odin pulled me back down.
 
   “I told you that you’re safe with me and I meant it,” he leaned in close so no one could see us. “Don’t go; I won’t pressure you into anything.”
 
   “It’s not you I’m worried about,” I looked away from him. 
 
   
  
 

Why the hell did he make me feel like this? I hardly knew the guy and what I did know was more mysterious than factual. A mystery, that’s what we’d toasted to and that’s what my attraction to him was.
 
   “I need you here, Vervain,” he glanced over at the rest of the hall and then back at me. “How will it look if you leave now? I may lose even those who are still loyal to me.”
 
   I pushed him back a little, it was too hard to think with him so close. “You’re right, I agreed to do this. I won’t back out and leave you hanging because I’m having an issue controlling my lust.”
 
   His mouth dropped open a little before he burst out laughing. “Your honesty is brutal but refreshing. Most women would deny what they felt and ignore the situation between us. You throw it out into the open, no ulterior motives, just a desire to conquer it.”
 
   “It does neither of us any good to ignore things,” I sighed, rubbing at the knots in my neck.
 
   “I wish I’d been the one to find you that day,” he murmured and took a swig of ale.
 
   “What day?” I gave up on trying to tame my muscles and looked back over at him. 
 
   “When you crept into Valhalla,” he waved as if he could bring back a vision of the day, “to steal my campaign plans, and Thor caught you because he was trying to steal them as well.”
 
   “You would’ve killed me,” I grimaced and then smirked, “or at least tried to.”
 
   “Hardly,” he laughed.
 
   “The Godhunter breaks into Valhalla to steal your Make War Not Love plans and you’re saying you would’ve just let me go?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” his eye twinkled. “All I said was, I wouldn’t have killed you.”
 
   “Just torture me a bit, eh?” I laughed, then sobered as the thought of being tortured by Odin hit me. It was like a splash of cold water in the face of my raging libido.
 
   “Remember what I said,” he brushed a lock of hair behind my ear. “You’re safe here, Vervain.”
 
   “Yeah, now,” I pushed at his shoulder and smiled. “I doubt our meeting would’ve gone so smoothly back then. At the very least, I would’ve kicked you in the balls like I did Thor.”
 
   “You kicked Thor in the balls,” his one eye got huge.
 
   “Oh, you didn’t hear about that?” I laughed, remembering Thor’s face when I’d caught him off guard. “Yeah, that whole thing about the bigger they are… it’s true, Thor fell hard.”
 
    “In so many ways,” Odin’s lips twisted.
 
   “You never forget the first woman to kick you in the balls,” I nodded sagely, then got serious. “I’m bad news. You should run screaming.”
 
   “Thor has a good heart but he’s been a fool,” Odin narrowed his eye on me. “If you were mine, I’d never have let you go.”
 
   “Even if I killed your ex-wife?” I tried to block out the image of Sif’s head lying three feet away from her body, but I’d imprinted it on my mind so I’d never forget. Murder shouldn’t be easy, it should always come with a price. Unfortunately, part of the price of that particular killing had been Thor.
 
   “Even if you tried to kill me,” Odin’s voice brought me out of my dark thoughts. He was staring at me with a little smile that seemed to say he knew I had it in me to do just that… and he found it exciting. The gods are crazy.
 
   Then a thought occurred to me. “You were married, right?” I really didn’t want another angry ex after me for messing with her husband. Goddesses didn’t seem to accept divorce easily.
 
   “Yes, thrice. Thor's mother, Iord, died before we left Atlantis, then I married Frigg, who I split from amicably, and then  Sabine, who also died,” he smiled sadly. “You won’t have to fight over me… or for me, like you did for your wolf. It’s just me.”
 
   “And all your traitorous friends,” I’d intended it as a joke but his smile vanished as he looked over his shoulder at the room. “Odin, I’m sure they’re not all against you. The Valkyries are definitely behind you, if for no other reason than they like the view. Can’t say that I blame them.”
 
   He chuckled low and shook his head. “You’re very good at that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Changing my mood in a heartbeat.” 
 
   “It’s a talent and a curse, depending on which way the mood goes,” I rolled my eyes. “Just ask Thor, I could take him from wondrous infatuation to wild fury in seconds. He threw a vase at my head once.”
 
   “A vase?” Odin choked, “At your head?”
 
   “Well, near my head,” I shrugged, “it hit the wall very close to me.”
 
   “And may I ask what you said to elicit such a response?” Odin leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Why do you assume it was something I said?” I tried to look innocent and affronted but he wasn’t buying it. “Ok, so I might have told him I was more of a man than he was,” I looked away, embarrassed, as Odin howled with laughter.
 
   “That’s it,” the Polynesian god stood up. “I refuse to sit here and watch you become besotted with a human. She’s the Godhunter, Odin! Have you no honor? She killed Ku.”
 
   “Honor is the reason I’ve changed sides, Kane,” Odin didn’t stand, he just shifted in his seat to face the man. “I don’t see the honor in stealing power, especially when I’ve all I need already.” 
 
   “You’re blinded by lust,” the thick islander shook his head. “I’ve made my decision. I’m a friend to you no longer.” He stalked from the hall and a few others got up and followed him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
 
   “This is necessary,” he smiled sadly. “It’s not the ones who leave now that I’m concerned about. There’s honor in their honesty. It’s the ones who stay behind, to betray me secretly, that are the real problems.”
 
   “So step one is done,” I looked over the remaining gods, who all met my stare uneasily. “Now, we wait.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Two days later, I was sitting before the fire in my guest room, compiling a list of names. I’d been introduced to the remaining gods and although it wasn’t the warmest reception, most treated me with a grudging respect. They knew me as the Froekn’s Rouva as well as the Godhunter and many of them had seen me fight. If the Froekn didn’t warrant respect with the gods, watching me kill one of their own sure did.
 
   Unfortunately, murder wasn’t a way to make friends or influence people, and most of them gave me a wide berth. I only had what knowledge I could get from a distance to help judge loyalties, even with my love magic whispering to me which of them was worthy or not, I couldn't say for sure who was a traitor. I mean just because someone was unworthy of my love magic, it didn't make them guilty of betrayal. 
 
   It was looking more and more like I’d have to resort to a spell. I just wasn’t sure what spell to use. I put the list down and reached for my spell book. While I was flipping through the pages, a knock sounded on the door.
 
   “Come in,” I called over my shoulder.
 
   Odin came in, carefully took the book from me, put it aside, and pulled me to my feet. “You’re working too hard; it’s time for a little break.”
 
   “What did you have in mind?” I glanced at the book. 
 
   “A little horseback riding, a little fishing for lunch,” he nudged me toward the bathroom. “Get some jeans on that beautiful ass.”
 
   I laughed and hurried to comply, yanking on an old pair of jeans and a red tank top before sliding into a pair of boots. All I knew of Asgard came from roaming it as a lioness or peering at it from Thor's balcony. I was looking forward to wandering through its unique landscape as a human. 
 
    “Okay,” I came out of the bathroom, putting my hair into a ponytail. “I’m ready.”
 
   Odin led the way out to the stables. He was carrying a leather sack over his shoulder and he flung it down before he went to saddle a couple of horses for us. He led a dark gray mare out for me and helped me into the saddle. I took off before he could mount Sleipnir, too excited to wait for him.
 
   “This way,” he caught up with me, then his horse quickly overtook mine, to lead us along a worn trail through the trees.
 
   The forest closed in around us, the sweet scent of pine, sap, and growing things, meshing with the rich smell of earth and animals. Sun poked in through sporadic gaps, looking like bright little windows to faerie worlds wherever it hit. We followed the path up an incline, letting the horses trot leisurely. Then the trees thinned out, revealing a cliff top view of Asgard. 
 
   It was breathtaking. On our left was Valhalla and behind it the land stretched to the sky, spotted with the homes of other gods. Nearby was Valaskjάlf, noticeable only because of the way it sparkled through the trees. On our right was a grassy plain where wild horses were grazing and beyond that, the cliffs that held Bilskinir Hall. 
 
   I briefly wondered if Thor was home before I let my gaze drift out over the lake and up the cliffs that guarded the channel to the sea. There was a large stone carved with runes set upon the top of each cliff. They were the guardian runestones of Asgard, although technically it was Thor’s job to protect the Viking god territory.
 
   “So beautiful,” Odin said behind me.
 
   “Yes, you gods know how to design a landscape.” I smiled at him over my shoulder.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about Asgard,” he grinned lecherously and waggled his brows.
 
   “That’s the worst line ever, it’s so last century,” I shot at him as I dug my heels into the mare’s sides. “Although I wouldn’t be surprised to find out you said it first, you are really old.”
 
   My horse leaped into a run while Odin chased us down the mountain and across the field, where the wild horses scattered at our approach. I laughed as my hair flew out behind me, no doubt tangling hopelessly. I didn’t care. Freedom was riding a horse, feeling its power beneath you, and letting it carry you along on a crest of bliss.
 
   I pulled up at the edge of the lake. Odin was beside me in an instant, leaping from his horse to mine. His arms imprisoned my waist as he stole the reins from me. My skin went from hot to cold, my pulse fluttering in my neck, as he leaned forward and whispered in my ear.
 
   “Old am I?”
 
   “I meant it as a compliment,” I stared straight ahead, knowing that if I turned, I was doomed.
 
   “Mmm hmm,” his hands crept up my sides lightly and I had a second to panic before he began to tickle me mercilessly.
 
   I laughed, writhing helplessly in the saddle. “Okay, okay, you’re not old, you’re a spring chicken, a kid, a babe in arms, come on just stop already!”
 
   He laughed and jumped off the horse, then helped me down. “A spring chicken? That was the best you could do?”
 
   “Hey it’s hard to think when you’re being tickled by a god who’s acting like a teenager on his first date.”
 
   “Gods don’t date,” he tried to look patronizing but a smile crept through.
 
   “When you’re involved with a human you do,” I lost some of my smile as I realized I was heading into dangerous waters again. Iceberg of lust off the port bow, Captain! 
 
   “Ready for some fishing?” Odin adroitly steered the ship away from the dangerous ice. He pulled the leather sack off his saddle, then took the bit out so Sleipnir could graze and drink from the lake.  I jumped down and did the same for my mare before I followed him to the water’s edge.
 
   There was an outcropping of rock poised perfectly over the deeper water, almost as if designed that way(cause it probably was), and we ended up there. He shook out a blanket to spread on the stone, the bright red wool flashing against the backdrop of blue. For an instant, it looked like a flapping war banner and my magic tried to come out and say hello. 
 
   I pushed it back down gently, it wasn't a good idea to get too dominating with War, and tried to slow down my heart rate. One of the drawbacks of having so many magics inside me was an occasional difficulty in controlling them. It had been happening more and more lately, a flash of something encouraging and one of them would try to come out. Magic liked to be used, Nature abhors a vacuum, and mine hadn't been utilized in awhile.
 
   “Are you alright?” Odin looked up at me from the sack he was rummaging in. 
 
   “Sure,” I said breathlessly. “Just enjoying the view.” I didn't want Odin worrying about me going crazy and zapping him.
 
   He shrugged and went back to searching. Out of the sack he pulled a corked bottle, a frying pan, a box, and a couple of collapsible rods. He put one together expertly, baited the hook with something slimy, and handed it to me. I took it and immediately cast it out as if I did such a thing everyday. It landed with a satisfying splash.
 
   Well I am from Hawaii.
 
   I sat near the edge of the rock, crossed my legs and held the rod, waiting patiently for a nibble, while he baited his own hook and threw his line out away from mine. My gaze wandered lazily over to where our horses had meandered along the water and were drinking in great gulps. Sleipnir was so much bigger than my mare, an impressive horse, but still not as impressive as it would have been if he had those eight legs. Like a spider. A horse spider instead of a horse fly. Or a rocking-horse spider if you were in Wonderland, which I guess I kinda was.
 
   I closed my eyes in an effort to shut out my insane musings and find a little peace. Yes, some good old fashioned meditation was what I needed. I needed to clear my head of inappropriate thoughts concerning men other than my gorgeous boyfriend. 
 
   Okay, here we go, clear your mind. Focus on physical sensations only. A light breeze caressed my face, cooling me as the sound of the water lapping against the rock calmed me. The air was crisp and clean with an undercurrent of ripe fruit. Ah, sweet nirvana, here I come.
 
   Then a nirvana hating fish sacrificed himself to prevent my bliss. The pole jerked and snapped me out of my tranquility. Odin laughed at the violent look on my face. Oh, this fish was gonna get it. How dare he interrupt my moment of peace? I could just chop his little head off for this. Oh wait, right, that's exactly what I was going to do. Wow, fishing is vicious.
 
   “Pull it in, Vervain, I’m hungry.” Odin whined.
 
   “Alright, alright, don't get your tunic in a twist.”
 
   I leaned back, then wound the reel and repeated… and repeated and repeated. The fish gave me a good fight and Odin laughed at my determined expression the whole time. Finally, after a horrendous battle that lasted years and years or maybe five minutes, I pulled a shining fish from the water. 
 
   I threw it on the stone and Odin pulled a knife from the box to cut its head off quickly. I liked the fact that he didn’t just leave the fish to suffocate. It may only be a fish but I didn’t think being humane in your treatment of it cost anything but a little effort.
 
   “Phew,” he whistled. “That’s a nice one.” He held up the body by its tail.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Trout,” he flung the body back to the rock and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Or you can call it by its Latin name… Lunches Maximus.”
 
   I poked him with the butt of my pole and made a face. “We’re going to keep fishing?” I watched as he picked up his pole again. “I thought you were hungry.”
 
   “Yeah, but we just started,” he smiled. “I can’t let you have all the fun.”
 
   “I can start cooking if you like,” I put my pole down and he raised an eyebrow.
 
   “There’s everything you’ll need in that box there,” he nodded to the wooden box he’d pulled the knife out of. “Use that jagged piece of metal to remove the scales, then there’s a small bottle of olive oil to fry the fish in.”
 
   “Did you bring any herbs?”
 
   “We don’t need no stinkin’ herbs,” he teased with a thick Mexican accent.
 
   “Did you forget, I'm named after a stinkin' herb?” I raised a brow.
 
   “I guess I may need just one,” he grinned.
 
   “Uh, I think I’ll go take a look around the tree line and see if I can find us some,” I smirked at him like he was a silly man. It was kind of cool to find a god other than Ull who understood all my movie references and actually made a few of his own. Must be that Santa TV. Oh, he hadn't showed me the TV yet. I needed to remember to ask.
 
   “I'll be here,” he stuck the pole between his knees so he could pull his shirt off and toss it on the ground beside him. 
 
   I stopped and stared, not because he had such a fine chest, which he did, but because there was a large scar on the right side of it, at both front and back, as if he’d been run through. I'd seen it once before when he trained me to shift. I hadn't asked how he got them and I was really curious. I frowned and turned back to the forest. I didn’t want to ruin the day by bringing up the scars. It couldn’t possibly be a pleasant memory. I’d ask him later.
 
   The trees seemed to welcome me as I wandered a little further than I’d intended, in my quest for herbs. They swished and creaked happily in the breeze and I felt completely at ease as I continued deeper in. I found some rosemary and tarragon, both would be good with the fish but I was really hoping to find a lemon tree. You never know what you’d find in the God Realm. Maybe there’d be a little lemon tree just waiting, on the off chance some god needed lemon with his fish.
 
   “It would be convenient,” I said to the forest, hoping maybe those were the magic words I needed to say.
 
   “What would be convenient, little nymph?”
 
   I whirled and dropped my arms to release the knives from my gloves, dropping the herbs as well, in the process. There was a young man leaning casually against a tree, taking in my battle stance with lifted brows and twitching lips. He had dark hair but it shown auburn in the spots of sunlight that drifted through the branches. His face was rough looking for one so young, with a few scars that added character rather than detracting from his appeal. He was wearing jeans, leather boots, and a dark brown T shirt. A bow was slung over his shoulder and a quiver of arrows was on his back. He stepped forward and the light caught his eyes. They were blue, almost purple, coming close to but just stopping short of Odin’s beautiful color.
 
   “The nymph has claws,” he smiled and it was filled with fascination. “Do you wanna play with me, clawed nymph?” He took off his bow and quiver, then placed them carefully on the ground, rising up with his hands spread, not in surrender but readiness. He was waiting for me to make my move.
 
   “Vali?” I stood up out of my stance.
 
   “Do I know you?” he leaned his head to look me over. “I'm sure I'd remember such a lovely nymph. Or at least the claws.”
 
   “The name’s Vervain,” I watched the muscles flex in his lean body. “I met you when I was training with your father.”
 
   “The lioness?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Well, well, well,” he looked me over slowly as a smile spread over his face. “Turns out you really are a wildcat. What are you doing in my forest, Lady Cat?”
 
   “I’m just trying to find some lemons to go with our fish.”
 
   “Our fish,” he looked around, “we have no fish but if you’re planning on sharing your lunch with me, then I’ll show you where you can find your precious lemons.”
 
   “Our fish, as in mine and Odin’s,” I saw his eyes widen. “You can ask him if he’ll trade some fish in exchange for lemons. How’s that sound?”
 
   “You’re with my father again?” He straightened up.
 
   “Define with,” I smirked. “So how about those lemons?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   By the time I returned with Vali, four lemons, and a handful of herbs, Odin had caught three more fish and was looking awfully pleased with himself. His pleasure turned to surprise when he saw who was with me.
 
   “Vali?” He stood up and hugged my new escort. 
 
   “Father,” Vali hugged him back warmly. “I found a nymph collecting herbs in my forest and she told me some farfetched tale about belonging to you.”
 
   “I said I was sharing lunch with you,” I rolled my eyes when Odin smiled at me.
 
   “Why would that be farfetched?” He sat back down and motioned for us to do the same. 
 
   I watched as his muscled stomach did that curling up thing that happens when people have too much muscle and no fat. The skin just kind of ripples, no ugly fat folds. I grimaced as I felt my belly folding ugly under my top. So I wrapped my arms around my stomach just to be absolutely sure they couldn’t see anything through my shirt.
 
   “You haven’t had a woman in ages,” Vali chucked Odin in the arm. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d taken a new consort?”
 
   “I haven’t,” Odin laughed when he saw my blush. “If you’d come to an occasional Yule celebration you’d recognize Vervain. She’s VѐulfR’s bonded mate and the Froekn’s new Rouva.”
 
   “Really?” Vali looked at me and frowned, then leaned in and took a long sniff. “I thought you were the Lion Goddess.” 
 
   “Yes, that too. It’s a long story but basically, I accidentally bound myself to VѐulfR,” I shrugged. “Now we’re living together but I’m not actually a werewolf, I’m a witch.”
 
   “A witch?” Vali looked at Odin. “I had no idea I was missing so much by not going to your parties, Dad.”
 
   “I could really use you at home right now,” Odin’s face got serious. “Vervain’s here helping me weed out traitors. Someone’s plotting against me and I’ve no idea who’s loyal and who’s not.”
 
   “I’ll come back with you today,” Vali frowned, “and I’ll kill anyone who’s betrayed you. Those bastards! They’d be nowhere without your leadership, probably still sitting on that beach, watching Atlantis burn, and wondering what the fuck to do.”
 
   “Yes, well, loyalty has always been an elusive thing, difficult to hold onto. I’ve decided to join forces with Thor’s gods and Vervain,” Odin watched his son carefully. “I won’t be plotting to cause war among the humans anymore. The effort's not worth the payoff. I announced it to everyone a couple days ago and a few have left already.”
 
   “Good, that’ll make things easier,” he nodded and I saw Odin breathe a sigh of relief.
 
   “You don’t mind that he’s switched sides?” I asked Vali.
 
   “What do I care about the humans and their wars?” Vali shrugged. “I never got involved before unless Father asked me to fight. Other than that, I’m happy out here.” He waved a hand to encompass the forest. “Why are you involved, witch?”
 
   “Her name is Vervain,” Odin chastised gently. “She’s also the Godhunter.”
 
   “You’re siding with a woman who kills us?” Vali looked more curious than angry.
 
   “She’s merely defending her race,” Odin started to clean the fish. “Who can fault her for that?”
 
   Vali nodded and started to slice open the cleaned fish. They worked in perfect harmony, like they’d done it countless times before. I got up and went to gather some wood to make a fire. When I got back, they’d cleaned and prepped enough fish to feed six. I shook my head and piled the wood on a corner of the rock.
 
   Odin lit the fire and set a tri-pod grill over it. The pan went on the hanging grill to heat. I took the fish and stuffed them with the herbs and lemon slices. A happy sizzling filled the air as Odin poured some oil in the pan and we set the fish in to cook. He uncorked a bottle and handed it to me.
 
   “So tell me about your other sons.” I asked as I took a swig and then handed the bottle back.
 
   “They each have their talents,” he nodded proudly.
 
   “But none compares to the Shining One,” Vali’s mouth twisted.
 
   “The Shining One?” I looked back and forth between Vali and Odin. “I thought that was your silver Hall.”
 
   “It's my oldest son, Balder,” Odin frowned at Vali. “You’re each different and special to me in your own ways.”
 
   “Very diplomatic, Father,” Vali shook his head. “It doesn’t matter; I can’t help what I am.”
 
   “Oh? And what's that?” I poked at the cooking fish and Odin pushed my hand away gently. I stuck my tongue out at him. I couldn't help it, I liked to pick at things.
 
   “I’m the warrior,” Vali shook his head in wonder at our interaction. “You haven’t slept with her?” He asked Odin suddenly. 
 
   “No,” Odin handed the bottle to Vali. “Here, fill your mouth before you say something even more stupid.”
 
   “Well look at yourself,” Vali took a deep swig before putting the bottle down. “I don’t think I’ve seen you behave like this since…,” Vali’s face wrinkled with confusion for a moment, then smoothed and went slack in shock.
 
   “Since what?” I looked between them again. “Come on, the suspense is killing me,” I whined when no one said anything.
 
   Vali looked at me like he was truly seeing me for the first time. He cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes before nodding slowly. “Sabine,” he said softly. “I haven’t seen him like this since Sabine died.”
 
   I felt a shiver go down my spine. Why was I always hearing about Sabine? She’d obviously been important to Odin but what did she have to do with me? I just felt a strange attraction to Odin. It happens. I was also in love with Trevor, so my attraction to Odin was moot; nothing was going to come of it. And why did that thought depress me? What the hell was wrong with me lately? I wasn't like this. I was not that girl who couldn't be faithful. I have no problem being with just one guy, and who wouldn't be completely happy with Trevor?
 
   “You knew Sabine too?” I was getting a little curious about her.
 
   “She was an amazing woman,” Vali patted his father’s knee. “We were blessed to have had her for as long as we did.”
 
   “Yes,” Odin smiled sadly and looked at me. “But I’d give anything to have her back. Even if she wasn’t mine, just to be around her would be enough for me.” 
 
   He was staring at me so intently, I felt like a response was required. I fumbled for something sympathetic to say but when I spoke, the words poured out of me like they’d just been waiting in the back of my mouth.
 
   “Everything returns,” I felt my skin tingle, my body settling into a relaxed, trance-like state. “We make the journey around the circle until the end is just another beginning.”
 
   Odin’s one eye filled with tears and he swallowed hard. “Sabine said that to me just before she died,” the tears spilled over and fell down his cheek. “She said those words exactly, Vervain. She told me not to cry for her, that we’d meet again.”
 
   I frowned for a second before everything suddenly clicked into place. The cards, the strange attraction, and the way he stared at me as if he knew every secret of my soul. How dense was I? He started to reach for me and I jerked up to a standing position, almost falling right back down again.
 
   “Vervain,” he started to stand as well.
 
   “No,” I backed away, shaking my head. “I’m not Sabine. I’m not her, Odin. Don’t make me into your dead wife. I’m sorry she’s gone and I’m sorry you still mourn her but I’m not her. Just because I’m a witch and I remind you of her, doesn’t mean I’m Sabine reincarnated or something. Hell, I’m not even sure I believe in reincarnation. This is fucking crazy!”
 
   I turned, grabbing up the bit for my horse from the ground. I forced myself to walk calmly to the mare and put in the bit. I refused to run; I wasn’t going to add to this insanity. Odin’s heavy footsteps sounded behind me as I swung into the saddle.
 
   “Vervain,” he reached for the bridle but I angled the horse’s head away. “Please, we can talk about this.”
 
   “Later, I can't do this right now.” I nudged the horse’s flanks and we sped off back toward Valaskjάlf. 
 
   I don’t even remember the journey back. It was a good thing the horse knew the way or I would’ve got myself hopelessly lost. Lost in Asgard, that would have been perfect. As it was, the trees became a blur through the veil of my tears and it was all I could do to hold on.
 
   I didn’t even know why I was crying. I guess I was scared mostly and that was one emotion I hated giving in to. So I clung to the horse and let the wind pull the tears away, trying desperately to ignore my fear that Odin may be right, that I was Sabine, and the smaller fear that he was wrong. I closed my eyes tight and tried my best to not go insane.
 
   Of all the things I'd been through on this crazy path I'd chosen, this better not be the one that broke the Godhunter's back. I'd been nearly sacrificed to Ku, whipped by the Goddess of Love, bit and possessed by the Vampire God, chewed and clawed by four werewolves(one of which I was currently in love with), challenged by the Wolf God, nearly turned into a vampire, abducted by Loki, sliced by Sif, betrayed by Thor, misled by Demeter, thrown to the lions by Nyavirezi, almost consumed by my own magic, and bit again by Blue. Oh and healed too many times to count by Teharon. I couldn't let a little thing like the possibility of me being Odin's dead wife, throw me for a loop.
 
   When I finally arrived back at Valaskjάlf, amazingly in one piece, I handed my mare over to one of the grooms and rushed into the Hall. I went straight to my bedroom and started packing. I was about ready to go when Odin walked in. 
 
   Panic shot through me, hot needles of anxiety dancing down my arms. I needed to get away from him. I needed to get away from Valaskjάlf, the place perpetuated craziness. What if he pulled a Blue and tried to keep me there? I really didn't want to fight Odin.
 
   “You don’t have to leave,” his voice was a whisper of sound.
 
   “Yes, I do,” I faced him reluctantly. “This is too much, I need some space, somewhere to feel safe so I can think this through. I need to go home.”
 
   “I never said you were Sabine.”
 
   “You didn’t have to,” I shook my head. “Are you going to deny it’s what you believe?”
 
   Odin sighed deeply, his whole body shaking with it, “No. I can feel her in you.”
 
   “I’m not Sabine,” I sank to my knees and covered my face with my hands.
 
   “No, you’re not,” Odin knelt before me and pulled my hands down. “You’re Vervain Lavine; witch, Godhunter, Tima of the Intare, and Rouva of the Froekn. There are many parts that make up your whole and I believe that Sabine’s spirit is one of them. She lives in you. You are not her exactly but she is inside you. I don’t know what to label it, if it’s reincarnation or if it’s genetic memory. Whatever it is, I do know that you have my wife inside you. She’s so strong within you that even Vali recognized her. Take all the time you want, I don’t want you to feel pressured by me. I already told you, I just want to be able to be near you, spend some time with you. It’s enough for me to know that she lives again.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I stood back up. “The witch in me says anything is possible but the woman in me is having a little trouble with it.”
 
   “Go home then,” Odin swallowed hard. “Take some time to think but remember, I need you here. Don’t abandon me, Vervain, please.”
 
   “I won’t,” I tried to smile at him reassuringly but I’m pretty sure it fell short. 
 
   Odin nodded and stood up to escort me to Valaskjάlf’s tracing room. As we walked through his home, little things started to seem more familiar, to give me a sort of déjà vu. I had to make an effort to control my breathing, it was starting to come faster and I didn't want to hyperventilate in front of Odin.
 
   We made it to the room without incident though and he gave me the chant that I could use to bring me back to that room instead of Valhalla’s. I nodded and started to speak the chant that would take me home. Just before I was swept into the Aether, I heard Odin say one last thing.
 
   “Welcome back to the beginning.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Trevor was watching TV with Nick and Kirill when I traced in. He leaped up in surprise, earning a disgruntled hiss from Nick. Kirill just raised an eyebrow at me, ever the cool cat. I smiled and dropped my bags so I could give Nick a good rub.
 
   “So you found all the traitors?” Trevor hugged me tight and rubbed his face against mine. “They didn’t stand a chance against my Lady Huntress.”
 
   “No, I had some problems,” I inhaled his spicy scent and sighed. I was home. This was real, Trevor and I, his arms around me while we stood in our home. This wasn’t some make believe world where women reincarnated and gods loved them so much, they mourned for centuries.
 
   “Do you have to go back?” Trevor was already carrying me down the hallway toward the bedroom.
 
   “Hi, Kirill,” I said over Trevor's shoulder. “How are you?”
 
   “I'm fine, Tima,” he laughed a little, which for Kirill was the equivalent of a belly chortle. “Go enjoy your mate, I'll watch TV with Nick.”
 
   “I'll talk with you later,” I called as Trevor closed the bedroom door. 
 
   “You haven't answered,” Trevor put me down and looked me in the eyes.
 
   “I should. Go back, that is.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, feeling the tension in his muscles and knowing it mirrored my own. I felt like I’d been gone months, surrounded by strangers and far away from home. 
 
   “What happened?” He sat on the edge of the bed, keeping his hands around my waist.
 
   “I’ll explain in bed,” I kissed him gently, feeling the wolf rise up within me to greet him. “I just really need to be in bed with you right now.”
 
   “Okay, Minn Elska,” he turned, switching positions with me, so that I was on the edge of the bed as he stripped. Slowly, tantalizingly, he undressed me too, then pulled back the covers so we could climb in. The hum of the air conditioner lulled the tension from me and I relaxed into Trevor.
 
   “Odin thinks I’m his dead wife reincarnated,” I whispered.
 
   “I’m sorry… what?” Trevor pulled back sharply.
 
   “He thinks I’m Sabine,” I looked up at him and shook my head. “Things are so strange between us that he’s actually got me wondering if he’s right.”
 
   “What the hell has been going on over there?” He pushed my hair back, to look at my face. “You’re Vervain, and there’s no such thing as reincarnation.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Vervain, you’ve seen the spirits of the dead walking through Valhalla.”
 
   I digested that carefully. “But Odin’s fallen Vikings are bound to him from life. Maybe they don’t reincarnate because he doesn’t allow them to move on.”
 
   “Maybe,” Trevor frowned. “Do you want to believe it?”
 
   “Of course not,” I bit my lip. “It’s just that I feel and do the strangest things around him. You know about Sabine’s tarot deck that he gave me for Yule but what I didn’t tell you, was when I read them for him I called him sweet raven.  It just seemed natural. He looked at me with such complete shock at the time but I just figured I’d read somewhere that he shifts into a raven, so I must’ve subconsciously made the connection.”
 
   Trevor’s jaw clenched. “What else?”
 
   “I’ve had visions of him before he gave up his eye.”
 
   “You’ve seen Odin whole?” He sat up. “He hasn’t been whole since…”
 
   “Since Sabine?” I felt my heart start pounding rapidly. “Is this crazy? I say strange things around him and I feel…”
 
   “What do you feel?” Trevor searched my eyes frantically. “Do you care for him? Love him?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I feel attracted to him. It doesn’t matter, even if it’s true, even if I am Sabine or I have a piece of her inside me, or whatever, I love you, nothing changes that.”
 
   A shudder went through his body and he dragged me hard against him. I settled against his chest and felt the part of him that lived inside me, rise up to snuggle too. Everything was clear when Trevor held me. I didn’t want anyone else; I didn’t want to be anywhere else. I just wanted this; the strong beat of his Froekn heart beneath my ear, the spicy musk of him in my nose, and his thick arms around me. This was heaven.
 
   Then a picture of Odin’s naked body above mine, flashed through my head and I flinched. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed away the intrusion but part of me whispered that a love that could outlast death was a rare gift. 
 
   Well, what about my werewolf love, wasn’t that a rare gift too? I couldn’t make the choice because either way I’d lose, so my only option was to stick with Trevor. Trevor needed me; there really wasn’t a choice to be made when I thought about that. Yet some part of me clenched in pain and withered at my decision.
 
   “It was Odin,” Trevor whispered into my hair.
 
   “What was, honey-eyes?”
 
   “The man in my nightmares,” he swallowed hard and met my eyes. “The man that said you loved him first. It must have been Odin.”
 
   I shivered as I remembered his nightmares. It was all too much to be coincidental. I was never one for self delusion, it got you nowhere. So I faced the fact that there was some truth to Odin’s claims. Sabine’s cards had been filled with a magic that recognized me and welcomed me. That alone was some heavy proof for me. Magical tools know their users and that tool in particular had been warded. Wards which had dropped in submission to me. I’d pushed aside the strangeness before but I couldn’t keep denying it in light of everything else.
 
   “Maybe she was an ancestor of mine,” I looked to Trevor for support but his eyes were filled with fear.
 
   “I don’t think so, Minn Elska,” he kissed me gently.
 
   “Okay, well I’ll just finish this business with Odin, and then I’ll stay away from him.”
 
   “You will?” Trevor caught my gaze again. “You’d give up a lover you’ve been separated from for centuries for me? A lover who you shared a bond with that’s so strong, you recognized him even though you’re in another body? A lover you married and stayed with until the day you died?” 
 
   That last part stung and I tried not to let his bitterness overwhelm me but a small part of me wondered if this was why I'd denied Trevor. Was this what I'd been waiting for?
 
   “If it’s true, I’ve already had a lifetime with him. I’ve only just begun to love you,” I stroked his face and wiped away the tears that were suddenly flowing down his cheeks. “Let’s forget about Odin for a little while.”
 
   I didn't think it was possible but when Trevor lowered his lips to mine, I really did forget.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Why did you always run out of ice cream right when you needed it? I shook my head as I reached for the Chocolate Crackle. I already had Trevor's Rocky Road and Kirill's Pistachio gelato. My freezer was gonna be full, well maybe not for long. We were gonna watch a marathon of The Mentalist when I got home. It started at 7pm, so I had about a half an hour. I'd better hurry or I was gonna miss some snarky but brilliant comment of Mr. Jane's.
 
   “That's a lot of ice cream.”
 
   No. No fucking way. I turned around and yep, there he was. Loki. Looking all gorgeous in his gorgeousness. Oh how I hated him. Dirty blonde hair, sinfully beautiful face, perfectly muscled body, and those purple eyes. Freakin' purple, god damn it! You think you've seen purple eyes? Elizabeth Taylor, you say? Oh no, no, no, Loki's eyes are true purple, like iris flowers in the sun. I wanted to smack the handsome right off his face. Why were bad guys so much badder when they were hot?
 
   I walked calmly around my shopping cart as I slanted a glance left and right, to make sure no one was looking. He was smiling brightly at me when I punched him in the face and sent him to the floor. He laid there in shock, fingering his bleeding nose for a few moments before he started to laugh. Then he wiped his nose, got to his feet and shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, okay, I guess I deserved that.”
 
   What the fuck? So not what I was expecting. What was Loki up to now? I narrowed my eyes on him but he only laughed some more. I thought about punching him again but as my fist clenched and my arm swung back, he stopped laughing and held up his hands.
 
   “Whoa there, I come in peace.”
 
   “You what? Do you even know what that word means?”
 
   “Come?” He grinned boyishly.
 
   “No, peace, you pervert.” I concentrated harder on him, something was different. 
 
   Then I realized what it was. My love magic had previously hid from him, declaring in no uncertain terms, his unworthiness of our gift. Now the butterflies were calm. Not fluttering around in  happiness, but not hiding either. Neutral, when I was feeling anything but.
 
   “Look,” he frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “I may not have behaved as I should.”
 
   “You may not have what?” Was he fucking kidding? “You stole from me, tried to blackmail me with said stolen property, threatened to rape me as a giant sabertooth tiger, forced me to fight a woman to the death, and destroyed my relationship with Thor. All of this even though we shared a sort of family tie and one which would have killed your grandson if any of your actions had resulted in my death. Which part of all that do you believe was not behaving as you should?”
 
   “Well, when you say it like that...” he grinned.
 
   “Why are you here, Loki?”
 
   “Sure, okay,” he wiped a lingering drop of blood off his nose and took my cart. “Come on, let's make sure your ice cream doesn't melt.”
 
   “Alri-i-i-ght,” I blinked and followed.
 
   “You're in danger,” he pushed my cart up to the checkout line.
 
   “Yeah? Must be Monday,” I smirked.
 
   “I'm serious,” Loki's faced shifted from confusion to frustration and then finally into determination. “I've done you wrong and I want to make up for it. Now I have some information,” he quieted when we reached the checkout girl. She rang me up and he paid. He paid for my ice cream. What fresh hell was this?
 
   “What information?” I prompted as he carried my groceries out to my car.
 
   “You're being hunted.”
 
   “Uh huh, been there, done that. Got a boyfriend out of it.” I glanced at a man loitering near the Subway. “Does this have anything to do with me being followed by vampires?”
 
   “What?” He looked over to the man I indicated and frowned. “No, I didn't know about the vampires. You don't think his standing there is just a coincidence?”
 
   “Well, since this is the second one I've seen just standing around watching me,” I took the bag from him and put it in the cooler in my trunk, “not so much.”
 
   “Interesting,” he frowned, “but no. I'm talking about Demeter.”
 
   “Fuck that bitch,” I growled. “Let her find me, I'll take her damn magic too.”
 
   “Wow,” he laughed. “I thought I was the only one you hated so vehemently.”
 
   “Nope,” I looked him over critically, “nothing special about you.”
 
   “No need to be nasty,” he grimaced. “I'm trying to help you.”
 
   “Okay, then help,” I slammed the car trunk. “Where is she?”
 
   “I don't know,” he sighed.
 
   “So you came to tell me that a woman the Froekn and I are already hunting, is after me?”
 
   “Yes,” his shoulders sagged.
 
   “Gee, thanks, you've been ever so helpful.” I started to get into my car but he stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. I almost punched him again.
 
   “Be careful, Godhunter,” his eyes looked earnest enough. “She's watching you, waiting for the right time to strike.”
 
   “Ooooohhh, I'm so scared,” I flung my purse in the Jaguar. “I know she's after me, Loki. I know she's a fucking monster and a maniac. What I don't know is where she is so I can fucking kill her and perhaps stop using the F word so fucking much. Now, unless you're gonna hand me some coordinates, you're absolutely useless.”
 
   “Well I did buy you ice cream.”
 
   “Thanks for the ice cream, Loki.”
 
   He stepped back and nodded. I felt a little bad when I saw the sad look on his face but come on, this guy had messed my life up. He deserved a little mean talk. He smiled sadly at me as he started to trace away. Before he disappeared completely, he said one last thing.
 
   “Keep those you love close.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   It started as soon as I exited the tracing room of Pride Palace.
 
   “Tima, I was talking to this girl and she was all into me. I was right about to get her number when Al fucking stole her!”
 
   “Tima, I was ready to make a kill when Isaac jumped in and took it from me. Then he ran off with the antelope and wouldn't share. Then he left its head in my bed!”
 
   “Tima, I was lifting in the weight room and I moved to another machine, after I cleaned all the sweat off the last machine and while I was gone, Evan used the machine but he didn't wipe it off. It's fucking disgusting! Then I got blamed for it and everyone thinks I'm a gross, sweat-leaving bastard.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I held up my hands. Sweet stinkin' werelions! I leave them for a week and they go nuts. “We need to have some order to this whole mediating thing. Let's go sit down in the common room and you can line up and tell me your grievances.”
 
   They stopped shoving each other for a second, thought about it, then nodded and started heading in the direction of the common room. I sighed and followed with Kirill at my back. Darius separated from the group and came over to escort me. He rubbed his forehead to mine in greeting and then offered me an arm.
 
   “Why, thank you,” I took it and then stopped in my tracks. “What is that?” I pointed to a big fish bowl sitting on a pedestal near the tracing point wall. It looked like it was full of condoms.
 
   “Well, you want us to be safe, right?” He grinned big and unapologetically.
 
   “Definitely but come on,” I waved at the ridiculous display of testosterone. “Must we have it in such an obvious place? Can't you move it to the common room? Put it somewhere more discreet?”
 
   “Then we may not remember to take some,” he shrugged, “but if that is your wish...”
 
   “Alright, damn you,” I huffed. Who was in control here? “Leave them but if we have guests, you better remove them. It's like a damn frat house in here.”
 
   “Yes, Tima.”
 
   He escorted me into the common room, past the pool tables and video game nooks, around the computer desks and TV set ups, and finally to a couch where he seated me. He continued to stand beside me on my left while Kirill took his position on my right. I noticed that Fallon was guiding the others either into seats or into a line so they could address their issues to me.
 
   This was what I signed up for when I took Nyavirezi's power. I had to control the Intare or they would go a little wild. Without these monthly meetings, my lions would turn into a bunch of crazy beasts, and no one wanted that. So I tried to mediate their disputes, soothe any hurt feelings, and ease down any animal instincts that were becoming too overwhelming for them. It was a lot of work but I kind of loved it.
 
   I loved them, my broken cats who were finally starting to become whole men again. Every time I had to chastise one for pulling some practical joke on another, I felt kind of warm and fuzzy inside. They never would have dared to mess with each other like that when Nyavirezi had been in charge. As annoying as pranks could be, they showed me that the Intare were healing and becoming more comfortable. Sure, they behaved like teenagers a lot, but don't most men?
 
   At least I didn't see fear in their eyes anymore. Their backs had lost that hunch all victims seemed to share. Their smiles were genuine and frequent, and they spoke in strong voices unhindered by cynicism. Even standing in line, waiting to complain about some silly offense, they jostled each other good-naturedly and cracked jokes. They were good men, they just needed a little guidance.
 
   “Alright,” I said after I'd finished passing judgment on all their issues. “We need to make some rules.”
 
   “Rules?” Fallon's hazel eyes widened, so striking against his dark skin.
 
   “Yes, rules.” I nodded as everyone groaned like children. “Darius, I need some paper and a pen.”
 
   “Yes, Tima,” he ran off.
 
   “You're grown men,” I started again. “You shouldn't be squabbling like a bunch of kids but since you are, I'm going to treat you as such.”
 
   That was met with even more groaning and a scattered round of Aww, Tima. I held up my hand and they quieted. When I brought my hand down sharply, they all sat. It was very satisfying in a Captain Von Trapp kind of way. I smiled smugly and took the paper and pen that Dare had brought me. I wrote at the top of the page: Intare Household Rules.
 
   “Rule number one,” I wrote as I spoke. “No dead animals in bedrooms.”
 
   “But...” Lucian started but I quashed the rest of his comment with a look.
 
   “It's disgusting and unhygienic,” I looked around the room and my men wouldn't meet my eyes. “Uh huh, that's what I thought. Take your kills to the kitchen if you want to butcher the meat, no gnawing on bloody bones in bed. Hehe, bloody bones in bed, say that three times fast.”
 
   Instantly, there was a chorus of bloody bones in bed, bloody bones in bed, bloody bones in bed. I laughed until I couldn't sit straight and tears were coming out of my eyes. My men just stared at me like I'd lost my mind.
 
   “That wasn't a command,” I wiped at my eyes.
 
   “Sounded like one,” Kevin grimaced.
 
   “It's what you say when something sounds like a tongue twister,” Al piped up, looking over everyone like they were idiots. “It's hard to say really fast, so it's supposed to be funny to try.” The men frowned but seemed to get it.
 
   “Like, Al's an awful asshole?” Lucian asked.
 
   He received a round of applause and a punch in the shoulder from Al for that one.
 
   “I'm sorry, I'll try to be more careful,” I was still chuckling a little. “Now, rule number two; when hunting, allow the lion who first started tracking the animal to have the kill. If it's a team effort, you share the kill and the meat.”
 
   That at least got head nods.
 
   “Rule number three,” I looked over at Al. “Rule number two applies to hunting females as well, except no killing.”
 
   A chorus of laughter followed with several friendly punches to Al's person.
 
   “What?” He shrugged and gave a cocky grin. “I can't help it if the women prefer me.”
 
   “If one of your brothers is already, er, engaged,” I pointed the pen at him, “then leave them be. Go find another woman.”
 
   Cheering to that. I was kind of surprised. Al wasn't the best looking of the bunch, not by far, how did he wheedle these women away from my other lions? I looked over his arrogant posture and nodded to myself. Women like assholes. I don't know why but it really seems to intrigue a lot of us. I couldn't even say it had never worked on me. I mean, look at Thor.
 
   The list went on to include rules on basic etiquette that my lions evidently knew nothing about. I should have made that damn list on day one. It would have saved me a lot of headache. We also created a chore list and rotation schedule for it, and a sign up sheet for TV, computer, and video game privileges. Somehow, they had their own way to work out the pool table. 
 
   “What happens if I break a rule?” Adrian, who still hadn't given up his flirtation with me, grinned wickedly. “Are you gonna spank me?”
 
   “Nope,” I narrowed my eyes on him, then looked around at the hesitant faces. “Breaking the rules will gain you a punishment appropriate to the rule. For instance, macking on another lion's girl? No sex for a week.”
 
   Eyes got wide and my poor lions looked like they were going to faint. Especially Al, I'd never seen him so scared.
 
   “A week, Tima?” Darius looked over at me in shock.
 
   “Don't act,” I smirked at them. “It won't kill you. You've all gone longer than that. It will teach you to respect your brothers. Hell, maybe I should make that the punishment for breaking any of the rules.”
 
   “No!” They all shouted at once and I laughed.
 
   “Okay, okay,” I held up my hand for silence. “I get it. There will be appropriate action taken though. So don't break the rules and I won't have to come up with horrible punishments.”
 
   “Yes, Tima,” they answered dutifully.
 
   I shook my head. They were going to be breaking rules faster than I could dish out the punishment. My naughty little kitties.
 
   I got up and left them there so I could go bathe before dinner. I wanted to at least have a meal with them before I went back to Trevor. Also, I wanted to enjoy the amazing bathtub in the master bedroom. Kirill followed behind me, silent as usual. He'd been the only one to keep quiet throughout the entire discussion. I looked over my shoulder at him as we walked into my bedroom. He raised an elegant black brow at me.
 
   “You didn't have much to say back there.”
 
   “I don't have problem vith rules,” he shrugged and closed the door behind him.
 
   “Fair enough,” I went over to the massive closet the boys had built me to replace Nyavirezi's tiny clothes rack.
 
   I finally had room for all my clothes now that half my wardrobe was in Pride Palace. I sighed in delight as I ran my hands through the nicely separated hanging garments. It was so much easier to see things when they weren't squished in together like my ass in spandex. That stuff should not be worn, period. I don't think it looks good on anyone except superheroes.
 
   I choose a long, black, sleeveless dress and went to the bathroom. Kirill had beat me there. The huge tub was already halfway full of bubbly warm water. I grinned like a little girl. 
 
   I loved that bathtub. It was like a jacuzzi for giants, so big it could have fit five people easily. It had a showerhead hanging over the middle of it and there were no curtains because there was no way the water could splash outside the boundary of the enormous tub.
 
   “Thank you,” I rubbed his arm as he walked by me and he gave me a small grin.
 
   I loved those little smiles. They said more clearly than anything else, that Kirill was starting to let go. Let go of the abuse Nyavirezi had heaped on him, the heartbreak, the forced brutality on his brothers, and the rapes he endured. I hoped that someday soon his smile would grow and his eyes would stop looking so haunted. 
 
   I watched him close the door quietly behind him and nodded to myself. I would make sure that happened. I would do everything I could to make Kirill happy. I sighed as I stepped down into the tub and swam into the center. I let myself drop beneath the surface, blocking out the sounds of the palace with the rush of water, until all I could hear was my heartbeat. Then I lifted my face and floated, with my nose above water but my ears still submerged, so I could hold onto that oblivion.
 
   It didn't stay an oblivion for long though. Odin's face appeared in my mind, the rugged lines of his cheekbones and jaw so familiar to me. His eyes, so beautiful the way they shimmered through blue to green to purple, like a peacock feather or a butterfly wing. I felt a solid pang of regret that he'd given one of them up. They were so vivid in his masculine face, a sharp contrast to the aggressive brows above them. And that body, oh Odin, what a sweet body you have. Thick shoulders, a wide chest, and arms sculpted like small tree trunks. His muscles stretched his skin like they wanted to be freed.
 
   “Oh fuck,” I sat up, yanking my head out of the water.
 
   I splashed over to the rim of the tub and set to work vigorously scrubbing myself, head to feet. I couldn't deny the connection between Odin and I anymore but I didn't have to be happy about it. This was my life and my choice. I didn't have to let a past life lead me or my hormones. I was a grown woman and I could control myself.
 
   I sank back under the water to rinse off and then got out of the tub before I started getting a little too carried away with my Odin fantasy. I gave the tub one last, longing look before I started rubbing the water away viciously with a thick towel. When I was dry and dressed, I hit the lever to allow the tub to drain, and the stomped out the door... and straight into Kirill's back.
 
   “Oh,” I gasped as we fell.
 
   He twisted mid-fall, so he would land beneath me and take the brunt of it. I landed on his chest with a thump, and he exhaled out a huff of air. I tried to roll off him but our hair had tangled together around our bodies, effectively trapping us. That was the problem with long hair and we both had ours grown out past our asses.
 
   On the subject of asses, Kirill had his hands on mine. Purely an automatic reaction I'm sure but he wasn't removing them. Maybe it had something to do with our hair. I leaned back enough to look down on him and smile. I froze when I saw the answering smile on his face. It was wide, teeth-baring, and full of laughter. As I watched, his chest started to shake and a laugh worked its way out of his throat. It was contagious and I started to laugh too.
 
   “What do we do now?” I looked over at the mess of our hair.
 
   “Now, ve let go,” he whispered.
 
   Before I could analyze the look he was giving me, I felt his hands shift slowly through my wet hair as he began to extricate himself. I rolled carefully over when he was done and he rolled in the opposite direction. As we stood, our hair still clung together and we had to gently pull the strands apart till we were once more, two separate people. I looked up at him when we were done and had the strangest feeling, like the whole scene had been a representation of something greater. As usual, Kirill just stood quietly, waiting for me to say something.
 
   But I didn't say anything this time. I couldn't. The words caught in my throat. I just held a hand out to him and he took it. We walked to dinner that way, touching but each lost to our own thoughts. It was peaceful, this intimacy without pressure, and I enjoyed every minute of that short walk.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “Do you want me to go with you this time?” Trevor handed me my suitcase, his face a blank mask, all the more obvious for its lack of emotion. 
 
   “No, I’ll be fine,” I kissed him and he wrapped me up against him, his strong wolf heart pounding against my ear, giving me a little strength. I’d hidden out with him for two days, it was time to go back and finish things. “I wouldn’t mind a visit if I end up staying more than a couple days though.”
 
   “Deal,” he set me away from him so I could step into the Aether. “I love you, Vervain.”
 
   “I love you too, honey-eyes,” I smiled farewell and then recited the spell that would trace me to Valaskjάlf. In a moment, I was standing in the tracing room, right off the foyer of Odin’s dining hall.
 
   I walked out through the foyer, into the dining hall and was about to head through the door on the left, when I noticed someone sitting in one of the heavy chairs near the fireplace on my right. I walked closer and saw Odin slumped with one hand over his face and the other holding an empty mug. 
 
   My heart clenched.
 
   “Odin?” I stopped in front of him and he looked up sharply, dropping his wooden mug to the stone floor with a loud clatter.
 
   “Vervain?” He stood up, his face slack with disbelief. “You came back.”
 
   “I told you I would,” I took in his dirty clothing and wild hair. 
 
   He suddenly reminded me of the Beast pining away for Beauty. Would he have let himself waste away if I hadn’t returned? Yes, a part of me whispered and I almost told it to shut up and mind its own business but I was already crazy enough. I didn’t need to add talking to the voices in my head, to the list.
 
   “I thought I’d lost you again,” he hugged me and I stiffened back as I concentrated on Trevor. 
 
   Trevor really would waste away if I didn’t go home to him. He would die. He was the true Beast to my Beauty, not Odin. Funny, I’d always loved that story and I’d always preferred the Beast to the Prince. Maybe it was one of the reasons I was so attracted to my wolfman… a man with the heart of an animal. He was literally both Prince and Beast, all at once.
 
   “I’ve accepted that you may be right about us,” I pushed gently out of his arms. “But it doesn’t change the fact that I love Trevor.”
 
   “I’ve already told you, I respect that,” Odin raked his fingers through his hair. “I just want to be with you, be a part of your life.”
 
   “Won’t that be more painful?”
 
   “Than not having you at all?” He laughed bitterly. “I’ll take whatever I can get, Vervain.”
 
   “Alright,” I sighed. “I don’t know how much time I can give you but I’ll try.”
 
   “So you decided to come back, eh?” Vali sauntered in and flung an arm over my shoulder in a casual hug. “So you can stop sulking now, Dad. I told you she’d come back.”
 
   “I don’t sulk,” Odin grimaced as Vali and I both started to choke on our laughter. “I was upset over the loss of the love of my life, okay? I’ve a right to be a little temperamental.”
 
   “Why don’t we go get me settled again?” I ignored the “love of my life” comment.
 
   “I thought we were rid of you,” Mr. ZZ Top was standing in the doorway I was about to head into.
 
   “Not quite,” I smiled brightly. “But here’s to hoping, right?” 
 
   He frowned.
 
   “If you have a problem, Bragi we can have another conversation about it,” Odin stepped up beside me.
 
   “I may have a couple of things to add as well,” Vali came up on my other side.
 
   “Thanks boys,” I held up my hands. “But I think I can take care of myself. Do we have a problem, Bragi?”
 
   “Bragi,” a beautiful blonde woman glided in and the scent of fresh apples wafted over me. “Leave her be, the Godhunter means us no harm. Do you, child?”
 
   I don't usually like being referred to as “child” but the woman’s voice was filled only with kindness, so I let it go. “Not unless he means me harm first.”
 
   “There,” she spread her hands and Bragi turned his glower on her before he skulked off.
 
   “Thank you, Idunn,” Odin took her hand and kissed it.
 
   “Of course, Allfather,” she graciously inclined her head. “I’m ever at your service.” 
 
   I’d met Idunn earlier that week, when I was trying to get a feel for everyone and she’d been just as sweet to me then. What did it say about my character that I was immediately on guard because of her sweetness? She was just too nice, like Betty Crocker on marijuana, sweet as pie and mellow yellow.
 
   “I’ll leave you to your day then,” she glided away, her sparkling white dress seeming to take the light with her.
 
   “I don’t trust her,” I muttered.
 
   “What?” Odin and Vali both looked at me in shock.
 
   “I don’t know, nobody’s that nice,” I bit my lip. “She presses my bullshit button.”
 
   Vali laughed and then his face went serious. “You know, she could be right.”
 
   “Not you too,” Odin groaned. “Idunn is a sweetheart. She’d never hurt a fly, much less take part in a rebellion against me.”
 
   “There was that problem with Loki,” Vali grabbed my suitcase and started down the corridor to the stairs. 
 
   “Loki?” I shivered. Why was he coming up again? “What happened with him?”
 
   “Loki kidnapped her and gave her to Thiassi as payment for building Valhalla,” Odin took my arm and escorted me along after Vali.
 
   “Why would Loki pay someone for building your Hall?”
 
   “It was just a way to cause mischief,” Odin’s lips twisted. “He knew Thiassi wanted her and he also knew who’d be blamed for her disappearance, since it was my Hall she was supposedly payment for. It wasn’t until Loki started aging, that he admitted to the deed, so that I’d go rescue her.”
 
   “What do you mean Loki started aging?” I stopped to stare at him. “I thought you were all immortal.”
 
   “We are,” Odin frowned. “I thought you knew these things already. We aren’t naturally immortal; we’ve just found magical ways to extend our lives. One of the ways is through the apples of immortality that Idunn grows, but they aren’t a one time fix. They must be ingested every hundred years for continued immortality.”
 
   “Which is how you offered immortality to Sabine,” I remembered him telling me how she refused him, saying it wasn’t wise to live forever. 
 
   “Yes, you could’ve lived beside me forever but you spoke of the natural order of things and how we were wrong to tamper with it.” Odin’s eye was on my face but he was obviously seeing another in its place.
 
   “Okay, I’m not quite comfortable enough yet with the idea that I’m Sabine, for you to start referring to things she said as if I said them.”
 
   “I understand,” he stopped and looked away from me. “I’m sorry; you’re being gracious about this. It’s more than I could’ve hoped for.”
 
   “No problem,” I started walking again. “Just go a little slower with me.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Odin started walking but stopped in the doorway to my room, staring at someone inside. “Balder?”
 
   I peered around Odin and saw a lean muscled man with wild, fiery hair, talking to Vali. The man had turned to face Odin when he heard his name and his face split into a wide grin. He had gold eyes, I noticed when he got closer, and his skin even seemed to have a slight glow to it. No wonder they called him the Shining One. He was handsome enough but it was a little too much gold for me, he looked kind of washed out.
 
   “Father,” he embraced Odin warmly, then looked me over. “So this is the Godhunter,” he tilted his head. “I thought you’d be taller.”
 
   “And I thought you’d be smarter,” I smirked. “It isn't a good idea to insult the Godhunter, when you're a god.”
 
   He made one of those surprised barks of laughter, then dropped to his knees. “Forgive me, my lady, I lost my manners for a moment.”
 
   “Rise noble sir, you are forgiven,” I sniffed and Balder laughed more.
 
   “Where did you come from?” He shook his head as he got to his feet. “And are there any more like you?”
 
   “I think there are quite a few people who’d tell you that one of me is more than enough.”
 
   “There are never enough beautiful, witty women,” Balder smiled brightly.
 
   “Enough. She said she forgave your rudeness,” Vali pushed his brother. “You don’t have a shot with her by the way, she’s Rouva too.”
 
   “To the Froekn?” Balder’s eyebrows went up
 
   “Yes, they thought I’d be taller as well,” I brushed past both men and took a seat at the desk. My list was in the drawer and I wanted to go over it.
 
   “She’s quick,” Balder said behind me. “I like her.”
 
   “Too bad,” Vali pushed him toward the door. “If any of us actually had a shot, we’d have to get in line behind Dad.”
 
   “Get out, you two cretins,” I heard Odin smack his sons good-naturedly as they left. “I’ll be down in a little while to catch up with you, Balder.”
 
   I felt him walk up behind me and place his hands on my shoulders. A tingle rushed down from where he touched me and I leaned forward to break the contact. His soft sigh was an arrow to my heart but I ignored the ache as Odin leaned on the desk beside me.
 
   “I’m going to work a spell tonight to determine if any of these names are your traitors,” I indicated the list as I looked up at him. “But I’ll need something from each of them to establish a link. A piece of thread from their clothes, a strand of hair, something like that. Will you help me collect them?”
 
   “Give me half of the list,” Odin looked down at the paper. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I wore a flowing pink dress to dinner, bodice and wrist daggers included but hidden well, to look as approachable as possible. I’d labeled Ziploc baggies with the name of each god I was after tonight and given some to Odin, so that we’d be able to keep our samples separate. They were safely stowed in my Triple-P(Pink Prada Purse), tucked in a side pocket for easy access.
 
   Odin started to escort me to the head table, where his sons were already seated with another man I didn’t recognize. I almost stopped walking when I saw him, he was so stunning. Long, wavy, black hair hung loose to the middle of his wide back and his physique was as muscle-bound as Odin's. He had a beautiful face, not pretty, but strikingly beautiful, with a proud nose, strong lips, and perfectly arched eyebrows, over a pair of deep blue eyes. So blue, they were almost purple.
 
   Oddly enough, I wasn't attracted to him in the least.
 
   “Vidar!” Odin shouted from beside me and the man’s face lit with a brilliant smile.
 
   “Father!” He bounded down the steps that led to the table and wrapped Odin up in a bear hug. “I heard you may have need of me,” he said in a lower voice.
 
   “I may,” Odin nodded, then pulled back and gestured to me. “This is Vervain Lavine, a new ally of ours.”
 
   “Vervain,” Vidar’s face clouded a moment. “Vali told me about you, Godhunter.”
 
   “Only the good stuff is true,” I smiled and he nodded curtly. 
 
   Okay, so I wasn’t expecting a warm welcome from every god I met but I’d thought Odin’s son might’ve been a little more cordial. The last two had been overly so, making Vidar’s chilly greeting all the more noticeable. 
 
   Odin gestured that we should all head over to the table, then whispered to me, “Vidar’s called the Silent One for a reason, don’t take his reserve as an insult.” 
 
   “Of course not,” I smiled but it felt forced. Odin could read me a little too well for my comfort, so I hurried to cover my unease. “He’s very beautiful.”
 
   “He takes after his mother,” Odin's voice caught on the last word and he stared down at me intensely.
 
   “Does he?” I felt a shiver start in my stomach and work its way down my legs.
 
   “He’s very special to me,” he stopped before we reached the steps and turned, so his back was toward the table. “As his mother was… and is,” he lifted his hands to my face and I felt the blood rush out of it.
 
   “No way,” I exhaled in a horrified rush, as my legs started to buckle. “Tell me you’re not implying that he’s Sabine’s son.”
 
   “I didn’t expect him to be here tonight or I would’ve told you sooner,” his hands fell to my shoulders and I felt the world sway. “I would have prepared you.”
 
   I was not going to faint! I was the Godhunter. I could handle anything, including a son from a previous lifetime. No problem. Hey, I’d get all the benefits without having the negatives, like diapers and midnight feedings. Oh and that whole childbirth thing. Who actually wants to do that? This could be good, right? Oh hell, my hearing went all wonky and the world started to shift again.
 
   “Vervain, are you alright?” Odin brushed my hair back and peered into my face. 
 
   I saw Vidar coming back down the steps, concern etched all over his gorgeous face, and I started to laugh a little hysterically. No wonder I hadn't been attracted to him, a mother couldn't be attracted to her son, could she? Was he still considered my son? How did things like that work? Could I date a man that I’d given birth to in a previous life? Or was that something only English monarchy could do? I suddenly had the urge to throw up.
 
   “Is something wrong with… Vervain?” Vidar stayed behind his father but he studied me intensely and I suddenly saw something there that I’d missed before. Guarded hope.
 
   “I’ve just told her,” Odin glanced back at his son. Our son. Oh, now I couldn't breathe.
 
   “Here?” Vidar frowned at him. “That was not wisely done.”
 
   “I realize that but I couldn’t let her share a meal with you while she continued to be ignorant of your relationship.” Odin put an arm around my waist and helped me up the steps. “Sit down, Vervain. Here, have some wine,” he helped me to a seat, then poured a glass of red wine and handed it to me. 
 
   I took it with shaking hands. “What exactly is our relationship?” I took a quick sip and put the glass down.
 
   “He’s our son,” Odin took my hand and rubbed it. “A new body doesn’t change that, just as it hasn’t changed my feelings for you. Look inside yourself, you’ll recognize him. A mother never loses the bond to her child.”
 
   I looked at Vidar, who’d taken the seat to my right. His jaw clenched and he swallowed hard. I saw his fear plainly, the fear of the worst rejection of all, the rejection of his mother. My gut clenched and I had an overwhelming urge to hold him, protect him from every hurt, even the pain I could cause. How ridiculous to want to protect a god but it’s what I felt and I couldn’t stop it. The urge was so strong, I had to fist my hands to keep from reaching for him.
 
   “Vidar,” I felt the separation of centuries fill my voice with longing for something I hadn't even known I was missing. With that one word, a mental dam was broken and flashes of him filled my head. I saw him as a baby in my arms, a toddler taking his first steps, a teenager experiencing his first heartbreak, and finally as a man grown and going to battle beside his father. I saw his entire life as I'd known it, in flashes that only lasted seconds. I felt the tears overflow my eyes and soak my cheeks.
 
   “Mother,” he pulled me onto his lap and laid his face against my chest like a child.
 
   I stroked his hair as the memory of him filled me and gave me the abrupt knowledge of motherhood. It shook my body with  convulsions but Vidar held tight. My brain zipped with bursts of memories that were suddenly released, as if they'd been waiting beneath the surface for me to call them up. Pictures became movies, as if I were watching someone's home videos from their perspective. My tears dried as my eyes shivered, rapidly following the progress of a life I'd created in another life.
 
   A woman gets pregnant and has nine months to accept her impending motherhood, then years to grow with her child. I had moments to go from maiden to mother. Heartbeats to come to terms with my life being altered forever. Seconds to allow the fiercely protective nature of a parent to fill me and become a part of me. When I finally worked through it, I was exhausted and exhilarated.
 
   I kissed the top of his head and knew with perfect certainty that I’d kill anyone or anything that tried to hurt Vidar. Not only was I a mother but a lioness, a wolf, and a jaguar as well. I almost felt sorry for the next guy who tried to mess with him.
 
   “I’ve missed you every minute,” he turned his face up and stroked his hands through my hair, staring into my eyes as if he saw who I really was and it was a hell of a lot better than what I saw in the mirror every morning. “Why didn’t you stay with us?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I kissed his cheek, then slid back into my chair and contented myself with holding his hand. 
 
   “You won’t leave again, will you?”
 
   I inhaled sharply and exhaled a shuddering breath. “Things are a bit complicated and confusing right now,” I squeezed his hand. “But we'll figure something out.”
 
   Vidar frowned and looked over my head at Odin. “Do something; don’t let her leave us again.”
 
    “Your mother has always made her own decisions,” Odin smiled at me with a mixture of regret and admiration. “I can only hope that she’ll change her mind this time around.”
 
   “No matter what happens between Odin and I,” I turned back to Vidar. “I’ll always love you and you can visit me whenever you wish.”
 
   “Then you’re not staying here,” Vidar frowned deeper. “I thought you’d moved into your old room, the one you shared with Father.”
 
   I looked sharply at Odin and he sighed. “I thought you’d be more comfortable there.”
 
   “That’s why all your books are there,” I took a fortifying breath. The knocks just kept coming. “Alright, you two need to give me a little more time to deal with this. Besides, we have other things we need to focus on tonight.” I reached for my wine and took the whole glass down in one swig.
 
   Odin nodded and looked at Vidar with cold determination. “We’re going to find out who’s betrayed me.” He looked out over the gathered gods and then back at Vidar. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “You know that all you need do is ask,” Vidar nodded grimly to Odin, then scanned the crowd.
 
   I ate in between bouts of hand holding and quick cheek kisses with Vidar, who lived up to his name and fell silent through most of it. He didn’t need to speak; his face, his body, and his eyes said it all. He was ecstatic to have his mother returned, and as confused as I was over Odin, there was no confusion concerning Vidar. I was rejoicing inside. I felt this shimmering happiness that seemed to produce an actual warmth. Like my engine had been missing a part and now that it was put back, everything functioned better.
 
   When the meal was over, I let Vidar lead me around, reintroducing me to everyone as his mother. Odin hadn’t told the other gods of our previous association, so they were shocked enough to give me multiple opportunities to take pieces of lint from their clothing, or a strand of hair, little bits to form a connection. Hey, I learned a long time ago to never waste an opportunity.
 
   I carried my purse with me, so I was able to slip the items secretly into their individual baggies. Then someone started playing music and the dancing began. Vidar took me out for the first dance and I studied his face throughout it as he did the same to mine. We needed to imprint each other all over again, him with an entirely new face for his mother, and I with the one I’d cherished but lost to another life.
 
   It was a great relief to find something purely wonderful about this situation with Odin. There was no confusion over what to do about Vidar or worry about how he would affect my life. There were no negatives to having him back. He was something I could completely rejoice in and I did.
 
   After awhile, Odin cut in and held me a little tighter than was necessary. I couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze. I was connected to him, not just through love but through a child, a living, breathing representation of our love. It changed so much and I wasn’t sure how to deal with those changes yet.
 
   “You’ve made him so happy,” I finally looked up when Odin spoke to me. “He distanced himself from Valaskjάlf for years at a time because of the memories of you. I’m hoping he’ll stay longer now,” his eyes shifted to Vidar and then back. “You’ve given me back my son, Vervain. Thank you.”
 
   “I guess I could say the same thing to you,” I met his gaze and felt his yearning hit me like a shot of tequila... strong, fiery, and breathtaking. “Don’t, Odin. Don’t you dare use him to get to me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t,” he looked down at our joined hands. “I’ll try not to,” he sighed. “Honestly, I might do it unconsciously, just because I miss being a family.”
 
   “Well obviously I’ll be around a lot more than I expected,” I couldn’t help glancing at Vidar. “But I’m still Vervain, and I’m still in love with Trevor. I can’t let a past life change the future of this one.”
 
   “As long as we get to share in that future, I’ll be happy,” Odin escorted me off the floor as the dance ended but we were stopped before we could reach our seats.
 
   “Godhunter,” Bragi stood in our way. “Odin, I must apologize to you both. I didn’t know who you were. I shouldn’t have called you a whore, forgive me, please.”
 
   “Of course,” I held out a hand and he shook it with a raised brow.
 
   “Thank you,” he stepped aside and let us pass.
 
   “Do you think some of the others might return if they find out who I am?” I let him hold out the chair for me.
 
   “Maybe,” Odin shook his head, “but they’ve shown how shakable their loyalty is. I wouldn’t take them back.” He lowered his face to my ear. “I’ve got all on my list, how successful have you been?”
 
   “I’ve got them all as well.”
 
   “Then maybe we should retire?”
 
   I nodded and turned to kiss Vidar good night. 
 
   “You’ll be here in the morning?” He asked me hesitantly.
 
   “Of course,” I squeezed his hand and he smiled brightly. 
 
   Odin helped me up and escorted me out of the hall and upstairs. He shut the bedroom door firmly behind him and I walked over to the bed to unstrap my weapons. When I was free of steel, I gathered my tools and went to an open patch of carpet to set up my altar. When I had everything just right, he came over and dropped the baggies in my lap.
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled up at him from my seat on the floor. “I'm gonna begin now.” 
 
   I put his bags carefully with mine, next to the rest of the items I needed for the spell, and then got up to cast my circle. I called the quarters and drew the magical boundary with my athame as Odin watched carefully, taking a seat on the carpet, a safe distance away. When I was finished, the outline of the circle pulsing once before fading, I sat down in the center of it, before my little cauldron. I felt warm and safe as I always did inside a closed circle. 
 
   I pulled the first little bit from a baggie and sprinkled it with a mixture of lavender, calamus root, clary sage, and mugwort before throwing it into the cauldron. I lit the white candle on my left and then the black one on my right, feeling the magic rise around me in a tingling cloud. From the white candle of truth I lit a long stick.
 
   “Let the faithful burn true blue. Let the colors see right through. To the heart and to the mind. Show us what we seek to find.” I lit the mixture in the cauldron and the flame burned bright blue. “You were right,” I looked at Odin, “Idunn is loyal.”
 
   “She’d better be,” he smirked. “I was the one who rescued her from Thiassi after all.”
 
   I repeated the process and the next three gods were loyal but when I came to the forth, it burned black. I looked up from the thick, oily smoke to find Odin staring at me intensely. Little shivers ran over my skin, the magic urging me on impatiently… more, let’s do more. I took a calming breath and controlled the power.
 
   “Bragi,” I whispered. Odin cursed and stood up, to pace like a caged animal. “How can he be against you when his wife is loyal?”
 
   “Bragi is the poet,” Odin waved angrily. “The fact that he would scheme at all, is preposterous.”
 
   “Maybe he’s upset about the spear incident,” I smiled apologetically.
 
   “I’m not going to waste time pondering Bragi’s disloyalty,” Odin sat back down. “Please continue.”
 
   I nodded and continued the slow process of going through each god. I found eight more that were disloyal, including a goddess named Vor, whose calling was to punish oath breakers. Like Odin couldn’t have seen that coming. When I was finished, I put out the candles, opened the circle, and put everything away while Odin watched quietly.
 
   “So now what?” I tugged on his hand till he got up and followed me to the couch in front of the fire.
 
   “I kill them all?” He looked hopefully at me.
 
   “Yes, that would be one way to handle things,” I patted his arm. “Or we could try a less bloody approach.”
 
   “An eye for an eye,” he winked his one eye at me.
 
   “And a tooth for a tooth?” I grimaced. “Then the whole world would need a cane and dentures.
 
   “So I grab one of them and torture him till he tells me what they’re planning,” Odin stared hard into the fire.
 
   “Is that really necessary?” I racked my brain for a different solution.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do, Vervain,” he raked his hands through his hair, a gesture that was achingly familiar to me.
 
   He looked so miserable, I couldn’t help myself. I put an arm around his shoulder and pulled him against my side to comfort him. I felt his arm slide around my waist and his face was warm against my shoulder. That warmth seeped through my skin and filled me, tugging at memories I wasn’t ready for. 
 
   Suddenly I was in his lap, my legs spread to either side of him. His face lifted higher with the movement and nestled into my neck. A moment of denial made my body rigid but when Odin breathed deep and sighed, it sent shivers over my skin and loosened my limbs. I felt his arms tighten around me and my body slid against his in a perfect fit.
 
   I found myself stroking his hair gently, soothingly, and he sighed again before lifting his face slightly and bringing his lips to mine. It was barely a touch, a question more than a caress, but I started to tremble. The Love rose inside me, filling me with fluttering butterflies, and urging me forward against him. I heard Odin inhale sharply as the magic shot from me to him, a strangled moan rolling through him as he deepened the kiss.
 
   The butterflies had caught fire, but instead of consuming them, the fire strengthened the seemingly delicate magic. They rushed through me with their fiery flapping, igniting every nerve in my body until Love was overwhelmed by Lust. It flared even brighter than the butterflies, a tide of fire, a wave of desire, rising to drown us both. I pulled back and tried to clear my head but images of making love to Odin kept flashing through my mind, weakening my already disintegrating will.
 
   “No!” I threw myself back, landing on the floor with a solid, bone-jarring, lust-killing thud.
 
   “Vervain,” Odin reached for me and I backed up further.
 
   “Go,” I held out a hand to ward him off. “Please go, Odin.”
 
   He closed his eye and took a deep breath before he nodded. “Okay, I’m sorry, Vervain. Just please don’t leave before we talk about this.”
 
   “Odin, get out now,” anger made my eyes burn. I knew this wasn't all his fault but I also knew I'd never be able to get myself under control with him in the same room.
 
   Odin walked to the door without another word and I was rather proud of myself for being able to wait until he closed it before I burst into tears.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   A knock interrupted my pity party and I wiped my eyes as I stared hard at the door. “Go away, Odin. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   “Vervain, it’s Balder,” his steady voice carried through the thick wood easily.
 
   I swiped harder at my eyes and went to open the door. Balder was standing there holding two mugs. 
 
   “I saw my father downstairs and thought you might need a drink,” he smiled gently and held up the mugs, “hot mulled cider with a little splash of rum.”
 
   “Thanks,” I managed a smile of my own. “Come on in.” 
 
   I took the mug he held out to me and led the way to the couch in the sunken floor. I gestured for him to sit as well, then took a long drink of cider. It was warm, strong, and soothing. I felt better immediately.
 
   “Father didn’t look too happy,” Balder grimaced. “Do you want to talk about it or pretend it didn’t happen?”
 
   “Let’s go for pretending,” I smiled brighter. “So where do you live? I’m assuming it’s not here.”
 
   “My Hall is called Breidablik,” he threw an arm casually over the back of the couch. “I live there with my wife Nanna and our son Forseti.”
 
   “You have a wife and son,” I took another comforting sip. I could feel the tension leaving my body. “I didn’t even consider that Odin could be a grandfather.”
 
   Balder laughed and it sounded a little muted to me. I peered at him in confusion; my eyes were getting really heavy. It had been a long day, so it wasn’t surprising but I didn’t want to be rude and fall asleep on him. I struggled to keep my eyelids up.
 
   “Father loves children,” Balder was saying through my fog of exhaustion. “He was very pleased to become a grandfather.”
 
   “Where is Breidablik ?”
 
   “It's over the mountains behind us,” he pointed out the window, toward the forest. 
 
   “Is that where the rest of the Norse gods live?” I was trying to think of appropriate things to ask but it was getting harder to concentrate. “Over the mountains?”
 
   “Yes,” he smiled brightly. “Thor needs to live near the entrance to Asgard because he's the guardian but Odin prizes having a large territory to himself. So the rest of us decided to build on the other side of the mountains to given him space.”
 
   “And your son,” I frowned, trying to clear my head. “I assume he's a grown man. He didn't want to build his own Hall?”
 
   “Forseti doesn't really concern himself with material things,” Balder waved his hand dismissively. “He has a focused mind, like his father.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Balder,” I rubbed my eyes and put my mug down. “I’m having a hard time staying awake. Could we finish our talk later?”
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time to talk, Sabine,” Balder’s eyes were above me and I had no idea how I’d ended up lying down. I felt him lift me and the last thing I saw before I passed out, were his fiercely glowing eyes… like polished gold in sunlight. The eyes of a predator.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   My head hurt like I’d drunk cheap wine all night and forgot to chase it with water. I groaned and tried to move but my hands felt heavy, weighted. Also I was cold, almost numb in spots, and achy everywhere. When I was finally successful in opening my eyes, I saw thick manacles enveloping my wrists and ankles, with chains linking them to a huge ring in the stone floor. 
 
   Well at least this time I wasn't hanging from the wall.
 
   I heard someone walking behind me and struggled to stand up and face them. Balder’s brightness seemed to fill the dark chamber but instead of being comforting, it was terrifying. Too harsh, too bright. An interrogation lamp shining on a victim. It made me long for the shadows. 
 
   Balder burned with a passion that bordered on the insane, a shine reserved for psychotics and zealots. There was a horrible satisfaction in his eyes and an evil twist to his lips.
 
   “Hello, Sabine,” he squatted down in front of me, raking his gaze down my body and then up again, like I was a new form of disgusting. 
 
   “The name’s Vervain,” I narrowed my eyes, “but you can call me Godhunter.”
 
   “So cocky,” he laughed. “You are Sabine. The way you reacted to Vidar confirms it. Welcome back to Asgard, witch. Too bad your stay won’t be quite so pleasant this time.”
 
   “Okay, I give up,” I raised a brow. “What did Sabine do to you?”
 
   “To me?” He spread his hands. “Not much, you only stole my father’s love away from my mother.”
 
   “Odin said his divorce was amicable,” I frowned. I didn’t like the thought of being a home wrecker.
 
   “Sure, that’s what Mother wanted him to think,” he sniffed. “She’s a goddess after all; she wouldn’t let him see her tears. Those she saved for me. To him, she showed nothing, not even when he cheated on her with Rind or when that whore bore him Vali and then abandoned him to my mother's care. Odin expected her to care for his bastard and she said nothing, she let him have his way because she was his wife and that was the most important thing to her.”
 
   “That sucks,” I grimaced. “Sounds like Odin was a dick.”
 
   “Yeah, he was,” Balder narrowed his glowing gaze on me. “Then he met you. He told Mom they were both obviously unhappy. He said he'd felt obligated to marry her because she survived the fall of Atlantis with him, fought to create a new life with him. Then he tells her he never loved her and it would be cruel to continue the marriage when his heart wasn't in it. So she gave him his divorce and left his Hall in disgrace. But the biggest insult didn't come till he married you and moved you into our home. A human! Over my mother. Over a goddess. There is no other explanation but that you bewitched him. You stole my mother's life, her position amongst the gods. I had to comfort her while you bore my father another son. I know who he favors despite what everyone says. He loves Vidar best because you pushed that sulky brat out your body.”
 
   “He loves all of you,” I don’t know why I even tried to argue with him; he was obviously too far gone. One foot in the divine looney bin.
 
   “Loves all of us? He's betraying all of us, just to have another chance at you.” He grabbed the front of my dress and pulled me closer. “Maybe I should see what all the fuss is about.”
 
   “That’ll be real valiant,” I nodded serenely. “Raping a woman will show him good, huh?” He slapped me hard and I felt my face hit the floor with enough force to split the skin. I got back up slowly. “Or you could just beat on a woman, that’s almost as manly.”
 
   “I’m not just going to beat on you,” he snarled, shoving his face into mine. “I’m going to torture you till your screams are like the sweetest music to my ears. I’m going to cut up that pretty face until it’s as ugly as the soul it hides, and then I’ll bring my mother here, so she can torment you too. Your pain will be a balm to her own.”
 
   “Why does it always have to be about a man?” I pulled my legs up, planting an elbow on my knee and resting my chin against my fist, so I could ponder the dilemma properly. “So far, I've been accused of stealing two husbands and one potential husband. The first so-called husband had been divorced for hundreds of years and the potential husband happened to be a crazy Aztec I was completely uninterested in. Well mostly uninterested. By the way, Aphrodite was already married when she accused me of stealing her future husband, the aforementioned crazy Aztec. Now you're holding me responsible for something I evidently did in a previous life. I'm not even sure how to defend myself against that one. I just can't believe it's always about a man. Even when I think it’s not going to be… it is. Life was so much simpler when I wasn’t dating anyone.”
 
   “You think this is funny?” Balder stood up and pulled a whip off the wall. I winced. I’d been whipped before and it was not one of my fondest memories. Actually, that was the time I'd been chained to a wall, so it was getting really déjà vu. “Am I entertaining you now, whore?”
 
   “You know I’m getting a little tired of being called whore, when I haven’t even been sleeping around.” I stretched my back and heard a satisfying crack. “Why don’t you at least wait for me to act whorish before you start slinging dirt?”
 
   “You have the soul of a whore,” he flung the whip back. “Whether you’re currently whoring or not is regardless.”
 
   “Well that’s convenient. Were you by any chance, a part of the Spanish Inquisition?” I rolled my eyes. “Hey here’s a thought, why don’t you try blaming the one who made marriage vows instead of the woman he seduced. You’re like a scorned wife, always blaming the mistress when the one truly at fault is their man.”
 
   “You think I don’t blame him?” Balder laughed. “I’m the one who’s turned his people against him. I fully intend on killing my father and claiming his place as leader.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I pursed my lips. “Very old school, and this whole confiding in the hostage thing is very Dr. Evil of you, but here’s a hint… don’t tell your victim your plans. That just about guarantees their escape. Haven’t you ever watched a James Bond movie? Roger Moore was my favorite, no offense to Sean Connery but Sean improved with age, you know? Anyway, I’ve had about enough of this, so I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to unchain me and we’re going to go have a discussion with your father about how naughty you’ve been. Then maybe you two can work this out like adults.”
 
   “And why would I do that?”
 
   “Because if you don’t, I’m going to drain your power till there’s nothing left but a shiny shell.” I smiled sweetly.
 
   “I heard something about you stealing Aphrodite’s magic,” he frowned thoughtfully, taking an unconscious step back.
 
   “And killing her as I did it,” I tried to sound as tough as possible, even though the sight of the whip alone was enough to make me want to vomit.
 
   “There’s more than one way to skin a cat,” he backed up to a door I hadn’t noticed.
 
   “Now I’m really going to have to kick your ass for that cat comment,” I sighed. “I don’t want to hurt you, Balder.”
 
   “Good, that’ll make it so much easier for me to hurt you,” he smiled and backed out the door.
 
   “Wait,” I cried as he slammed a bolt home. “Fuck. I should've just shut up and killed him.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I spent the next two hours trying to come up with a spell to unlock my manacles but spellwork without the aid of accessories(herbs and candles etc.) was the gods’ specialty. Humans liked props and most of the spells I'd memorized were made by humans. I actually owned a lot of god spellbooks that I'd inherited with Pride Palace but the only one I'd spent any time perusing had been the one I took from Ku's home and I hadn't come across a spell for opening locks in it. When I got home, I was going to look for one. This was getting ridiculous.
 
   “Alohamora,” I said and focused intently on the manacles. 
 
    Hey, it was worth a try but instead of freeing myself in a burst of dramatic magic, I remained firmly chained to the floor like a dog. Which was an annoyingly cold place to be when you were dressed in a cute pink cotton dress. Why'd I take off my damn daggers? Balder probably searched me anyway, and to that, I just want to say: Eeewwww.
 
   So I sat there with my dress tucked firmly around me, meditating on the twisted predicament I was in. I couldn't believe I was faced with the possibility of killing yet another god that was closely connected to one I loved.
 
   The last time, I had to kill Sif and it had cost me Thor. Then there was the current situation with Demeter, and Persephone's feelings to consider. If I killed Balder, would Odin reject me? Would that even be a bad thing? Things were so complicated, maybe Odin leaving the picture would be an improvement. Even as I thought it, I felt a cold lump of fear form in my belly. I didn’t want to lose Odin again. There, I admitted it. I loved him and I’d lost him once through death already. I didn’t want to lose him again over his son’s stupidity.
 
   Then again, Odin had been the one to call Thor a fool when he’d left me over the Sif incident. Would he feel the same when it was his son I killed? It hinged on me being able to kill Balder in the first place. I mean, maybe Balder would kill me. I grimaced, no, best not to think like that. A fighter had to think positively or she was doomed. 
 
   I definitely maybe had a chance of killing Balder. Nah, Balder was a pussy, what was he going to do, shine on me? I tried to remember what I’d read on Balder… shiny, happy, Mama’s boy… right, she made him invulnerable to, like, everything. Of course no one would have taken into account a witch’s power to drain a god. Maybe I did have a shot… yeah, definitely maybe. 
 
   Then the strangest thought occurred to me. Was my love for Thor somehow connected to Odin? They were so alike in looks, just differing in coloring. Did this part of me that was Sabine feel attracted to Thor because he reminded her of Odin? Was that the reason I hurt so long over the Thor break up? 
 
   I tried recall the reasons I used to love Thor and all I could come up with was a picture of his face. No, that's not right, Thor was a great guy. He had a lot of qualities that would make someone fall in love with him. I just couldn't remember them at the moment. Whoa, that was really messing with my head.
 
   “Swing low,” I started to sing as I rattled my chains for dramatic effect, “sweet cha-a-a-riot, coming for to carry me ho-o-me.” My voice echoed off the stone walls, coming back at me with a vengeance, and emphasizing the fact that I was a painter not a singer. The rat in the corner actually hid his head under his little paws. I sighed and gave up all my rock star dreams. 
 
   What the hell was Balder doing with a dungeon anyway? I mean, Aphrodite had her own little torture chamber but that was because she was a sadistic freak with a blacksmith god for a husband. Talk about the perfect pairing. But why did Balder, Mr. Shiny Happy Sunshine, have a freakin' dungeon? Did all gods have one of these, just on the off chance they may have to lock someone up and torture them indefinitely?
 
   Oh fuck, what would happen to Trevor? Or my lions? Or Vidar and Odin? I was starting to hyperventilate. It was hard enough when I just had myself to worry about but now there were so many more people I was responsible for. My dying would screw up so many lives, even end one. My heart started to race so I began to take deep breaths. I wouldn't be able to think, much less defend myself and find a way out of this mess, if I was too busy worrying about everyone else.
 
   Finally, I laid down and tried to sleep. No one would even start to wonder about me until the morning, so I couldn’t be expecting the cavalry any time soon, and there was nothing else I could do until Balder decided to brave my presence again. I closed my eyes and wrapped myself in thoughts of Trevor, Odin, and Vidar. What the hell kind of name was Vidar anyway? I bet Odin had picked it. Hmph, men.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   
  
 

 
 
   The sounds of battle woke me and I rubbed at my eyes as I tried to clear the sleep and my weirdo dreams away. Sleeping on cold stone while shackled in chains was not conducive to a good night’s rest. 
 
   I finally focused on the door and saw it start to shake. I stood up, eying it warily, and was happy to find that all the effects of the sedative had worn off in the night. I was standing steady by the time the door burst open.
 
   “Vervain,” Vali strode through the splintered remains and folded me into his arms.
 
   “Vali?” I hugged him back but it seemed a little overly emotional, coming from him.
 
   “I'm so glad you're okay,” there were tears in his eyes. Okay, that was definitely more drama than I expected from Vali.
 
   “I'm glad too but are you okay? Has something else happened?”
 
   “Something else? Like your abduction isn't enough?” He searched my eyes and then frowned. “You don't remember me at all, do you?” He smiled like Eeyore. Thanks for noticing me. 
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I swallowed hard. What the hell hadn't Odin told me this time. Or maybe this was something Odin didn't know about. Oh gross, did Sabine cheat on Odin with his son?
 
   “You may not have been my actual mother,” he blinked away the tears. “But you were the only mother I've known. I've always thought of you as mine, even though I know you're not. My Mom basically gave birth to me and left. Frigg ignored me completely. Then you came and you were always kind to me, treated me no differently than you did Vidar, after you bore him. I thought you might remember that, but of course you wouldn't have the same connection to me as you do to your real son.”
 
   I gripped his hand and his face blurred, becoming younger and younger until I saw him as a stoic four year old, arms folded over his chest while he stared me down with a mixture of jealousy and suspicion. Feelings flowed through me quickly; frustration, determination, love. They made no sense until the story unraveled in my head and filled in the gaps.
 
   He was four when I married Odin. His mother had abandoned him when he was still in the cradle and Odin's ex-wife had been apathetic about his presence at best. By the time I showed up, he was starving for affection but he was also his father's son. He didn't want to want me, didn't want to admit to needing a mother. Most importantly, he didn't want to admit to being hurt by his mother's absence or Frigg's neglect. It had taken months to win his trust, even longer to coax a smile from the withdrawn child. Then one day, he'd hugged me and called me Mommy. I'd been his from that moment on.
 
   Now the grown man stood before me, thinking I'd forgotten him. Believing, once again, that he was not important enough, not good enough, just plain not enough. When the truth was, he'd had my heart before Vidar did. I'd been his mother first.
 
   “Vali,” when had I started crying? Egads, it felt like that was all I was doing lately. When had my life become a twisted Hallmark special? “It's another life. I just needed a little nudge, Lili.” His eyes got round when I used the nickname I'd given him centuries ago. I kissed the top of his fingers, like I did when he was little, and I saw him start to shake. “How could you think I'd feel no connection to you? Don't you know? You were my first son. I treated you and Vidar the same because you were the same to me. Just because I didn't carry you in my body, doesn't make you any less mine. I taught you, guided you, loved you. I kissed away your pain and held you when you were frightened. I am your mother, not that bitch who ran out on the best thing she ever did.”
 
   “Mom,” he hugged me again and we were both laughing and crying when Trevor came bursting into the room.
 
   “Vervain,” he frowned at the strange sight. 
 
   “Trevor,” I let Vali go and he graciously stepped aside for my wolf, wiping at his face discreetly. Trevor swooped in and pulled me tight against him. I sighed as I felt his soul reconnect with the wolf in me. It seemed like it had been too long since we’d touched. “I missed you so much.”
 
   “Missed me?” He pulled back and looked down at me. “How do you get into so much trouble?”
 
   “Mother?” Vidar came around Trevor and looked me over carefully. His eyes widened when he saw the cut on my face. “I’ll kill him slowly.”
 
   I looked sharply at Trevor but he only nodded. He knew already, of course he did, he was Froekn and the Norse gods were his pantheon. He probably realized that Vidar was my son as soon as I’d told him who Odin believed me to be. That kind of stuck in my craw. Why hadn't he prepared me for it? And what exactly was a craw anyway?
 
   “I’m fine, baby, don’t kill your brother,” I left Trevor to hug Vidar quickly. “Where’s Odin?”
 
   “Chasing Balder,” Trevor pulled me back against him. “He ran like the weasel he is.”
 
   “Not that I’m complaining, honey-eyes but why are you here?”
 
   “I had a visit from Rain. He made some insinuations and...” his jaw clenched. “I don’t know what I expected but it wasn’t to find you missing.”
 
   “You expected to find me in bed with Odin, huh?” I peered up at him and he looked away in embarrassment. “I love you, no matter who I’ve loved in the past. One does not negate the other.”
 
   Vidar cleared his throat and looked away. I was about to tell him he could leave if I was making him uncomfortable, when Odin entered the room. He was sweating and wild looking, his hair loose and his tunic torn. He seemed to fill the entire doorway. I’d never seen him look so breathtakingly sexy. His eye met mine and he lost some of his feral look. 
 
   “Is there reason vhy Tima remains chained?” Kirill pushed past Odin, to pull me into a fierce hug and then glare at the other men.
 
   “I wanted to make sure she was alright first,” Trevor bent over and pulled the ring out of the floor with a swift movement. My eyes widened. I knew he was strong but holy hunk of werewolf, Batman! I was dating Superwolf!
 
   Odin muttered a few words under his breath and the locks opened. Manacles and chain fell to the stone floor in a loud clatter. “No need to be so dramatic, Wolf Prince,” he rolled his eye.
 
   “Okay, you need to teach me that,” I poked a finger at Odin. “For the next time some madman… or madwoman abducts me and chains me up.”
 
   “There’s not going to be a next time,” Trevor put an arm around my waist.
 
   “Da, no next time,” Kirill frowned at me now. 
 
   “Just get me out of here,” I shook my head at the idiocy of gods and wolves.
 
   Trevor escorted me through a home which looked like a tornado had run through it. Furniture was smashed, chatchkis broken, and there were black burn marks on the walls. What the hell had gone on? 
 
   I digested all the destruction until we reached a tracing room, then curled myself in against Trevor carefully. He spoke the words to take us back to Valaskjάlf and I closed my eyes tight as reality shifted to let us through. I was a little surprised he hadn’t taken us directly home and I raised an eyebrow at him while we stepped out into the dining hall.
 
   “You need to finish your business here, so I can take you home for good,” he said with a finality that he was about to find out wasn’t going to be so final.
 
   “You know it won’t be for good,” I stared hard at him. “Why didn’t you tell me Sabine had a son with Odin?”
 
   “I wasn’t even sure you were Sabine,” Trevor’s jaw clenched. “It wasn’t till I saw you with Vidar that I was convinced.”
 
   “So you know she’ll be visiting us more often,” Vidar came into the hall with Odin on his heels. Odin wisely kept his mouth shut.
 
   “We’ll discuss it,” Trevor took my hand and started leading me to the bedroom I was staying in.
 
   “Okay, caveman,” I pulled on Trevor’s hand till he stopped and looked at me. “Why don’t you just toss me over your shoulder while you’re at it?”
 
   Trevor raised a brow and smiled a little. I was about to protest what was obviously coming but he was too quick, all those werewolf reflexes. He had me up and over his shoulder before anything but a squeak could come out of my mouth.
 
   “Trevor,” I pounded on his back as he carried me upstairs. “Very funny, now put me down.”
 
   “Me caveman,” he thumped my backside and I heard some choked laughter from behind us. 
 
   I lifted my head and saw Odin, Vidar, and Kirill coming up the steps behind us. “Thanks a lot, you guys are my heroes.”
 
   “He’s your boyfriend,” Vidar shrugged. “You handle him.”
 
   “Thank you, Son.” I stuck my tongue out at him and he laughed louder.
 
   “Me take woman,” Trevor continued on his role. “Me protect, me strong, woman weak.”
 
   “You’re about to find out how weak this woman is,” I reached down and pinched his butt. He slapped mine.
 
   “Stop woman,” he slapped me again. “Me caveman.” He entered the room and tossed me on the bed. “Stay,” he pointed at me.
 
   “You’re gonna to get it,” I launched myself at him and he caught me easily.
 
   “You told me I was a caveman, Rouva,” He lifted me up and kissed me soundly. “I was only following orders.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I smirked. “How’s this for an order? Put me down.”
 
   “Yes, Rouva,” he smiled as he put me on my feet.
 
   “How did you guys figure out it was Balder?” I sat down on the couch and was instantly surrounded by my men. My men… I looked around at them and felt possessive, they were mine and I had no intention of giving any of them up. 
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   “Trevor tracked you. Balder also happened to be the only one missing,” Odin’s face became a hard mask. “I can’t believe my son betrayed me.”
 
   “Well this son didn’t,” Vali strode through the door. “We searched Breidablik from top to bottom, Father. Balder’s hidden evidence of his treachery well. We didn’t find anything to indicate what he’s been up to. Nanna and Forseti have fled as well.”
 
   “What he’s been up to is organizing a revolt,” I sighed. “He hates you for leaving his mother and has it in his head to take your place. I thought you said the divorce was amicable?”
 
   “It was,” Odin frowned. “Frigg loved someone else, Sabine was just a reason for me to finally leave her.”
 
   “Balder says she was miserable. That you cheated on her and then told her you didn't love her.”
 
   “Frigg is a goddess of love,” Odin ran a hand through his hair. “She doesn’t stay miserable for long. She’s had numerous lovers since we split.”
 
   “Yet your son still holds a grudge. Did no one sit down and explain to little Balder that sometimes Mommy and Daddy just can’t get along?”
 
   “Balder was over a century old when we split,” Odin shook his head. “I had no idea he was so bitter about it.”
 
   “I always knew he was a prick,” Vali fell back into the couch with heavy drop. Everyone turned to look at him with various degrees of disbelief. “Well I did. The pompous ass, always strutting around like he’s the hottest god in the universe. The only reason he married Nanna was that she fed into his ego. The Shining One my ass, the Shitty One is more like it.”
 
   Trevor started laughing and it was contagious, everyone else started laughing… everyone but Odin. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Odin,” I reached out and took his hand. “His was the worst betrayal, there’s nothing funny about it. I think he’s let his anger drive him a little crazy. He even seemed to be jealous of Vidar,” I looked at Vidar and smiled gently, “something about him being special to you.”
 
   “All my sons are special,” He patted the knees of his boys on either side of him. “You both know I love you equally, right?”
 
   “Yes, Father,” they both said but Vali looked away.
 
   “Vali?” Odin turned to him. “Have I made you feel unloved as well?”
 
   “No,” Vali swallowed hard. “I know you love us all. It’s just that after you lost Sabine, you did seem to favor Vidar. He looks so much like she did. I think you did it unconsciously. He became one more memorial to her.”
 
   “Vali,” Odin sighed deep. “Forgive me. I wallowed in my misery and neglected the family that still lived. Grief should never be more important than love, than life.”
 
   “I understand,” Vali smiled and it gentled his rough face. “It’s already forgotten, especially since I’ve had so much fun chasing after Balder today.”
 
   “And you've got your mother back too,” I added with a small smile. He beamed at me.
 
   “What the fuck?” Trevor said so eloquently.
 
   “I wondered if you would remember him,” Odin smiled and then looked to Trevor. “Sabine raised Vali. She thought of him as her own son and he called her Mother. They were practically inseparable for the first year of our marriage. It was a fight to even get him to sleep in his own bed.”
 
   “So now you have two sons,” Trevor took a deep breath.
 
   “And both of them will sleep in their own beds,” I winked at my wolf and he broke down and smiled at me.
 
   “Fine, as long as we're clear on who is and who isn't allowed in your bed,” he smirked.
 
   “Crystal. Now, can we get back to the subject at hand?” I looked over at Odin. “What are you going to do now that we know who’s leading all of them? How are you going to handle their disloyalty?” 
 
   “I’m going to confront them about it,” Odin leaned back and closed his eye. “I’ll just tell them I know about their plotting and that their fearless leader has run away with his tail between his legs. They can either run off with him or they can stay on my side but not in my Hall. I won’t spend another night with traitors beneath my roof.”
 
   “I think that’s wise,” I settled back against Trevor. “I’m going to go home with Trevor and Kirill  tonight. Why don’t the three of you come by for dinner on Friday and we can talk about how we're going to handle us?”
 
    Vidar looked glum but nodded. Vali just nodded. Odin however, perked up and smiled. “Is this okay with you, Trevor?”
 
   “I’m not pleased,” Trevor squeezed me closer, “but I understand. I’ll get over it.”
 
   Then the room dimmed. I heard Trevor calling my name but just barely. Sounds were hollow in my ears, echoing. My knees hit the floor as if in slow motion and I had an overwhelming sense of sorrow. Something had been cut off from my soul, something important. I tried to breathe through the anxiety but my breaths were coming in rapid gasps.
 
   “Al,” I breathed.
 
   “You'll what?” Trevor's face swam into view. “What is it, Minn Elska?”
 
   “I think she said Al,” Odin leaned in, “like someone's name.”
 
   “Al?” Trevor frowned. “Is that what you said?”
 
   “Al,” I nodded. “Alfred's dead.” Then I passed out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Al could be a little brusque and was not one of my favorite people but he was mine. He was a part of me. I knew his scent like the smell of my own hair. I could find him in a crowded room with my eyes shut. I held the magic that made him Intare and he held a direct line to that magic. His death left a horrid wound where that connection had been and it was bleeding inside me, hemorrhaging pain. He was mine and I had lost him. He was mine and I failed him. Somehow, I'd failed him.
 
   I sat quietly in Pride Palace, the home of the Intare, and listened as Darius gave a report on Al's death with a hollow voice. I kept thinking about Loki and his warning. Could I have prevented this? I should have done something, warned them, guarded them, told them not to leave the God Realm. 
 
   Did they all blame me? I would. I did. I looked around the room, expecting accusing glances and getting nothing but a commiserated pain. I should have known. They loved me blindly, like children loved, with the firm belief that the object of their devotion could do no wrong. It was a gift I treasured and yet they expected nothing from me in return, except for me to be their Tima. Their heart. I had failed that love. Dishonored the title they gave me.
 
   It was my fault, whether they blamed me or not, that Al was lying dead under a clean white sheet on the table behind Darius. Covered up so I'd stop crying. For my comfort, they made the bloody mess of his remains into a body-shaped white lump. Something nebulous that I could pretend had never been a man. Had never been my lion. Another tear crept down my cheek.
 
   Demeter had killed him. She tortured him; bled him, broke him, and then stole the last breath from his body, all because she hated me. She had tried to take Trevor from me for the same reason but I'd saved him. Fenrir had vowed to kill her. You couldn't attack the Wolf God's first son without consequences. He had set the wolves on her trail but no trace of her had been found. She had disappeared until now. 
 
   And this time, I hadn't been there to play savior.
 
   “Tima, can you hear me?” Darius knelt before the chair I was seated in.
 
   Darius. He had been there to guide me from the moment he pulled me kicking and screaming into his world. His lion teeth on my neck had, ironically, saved my life. He'd done it, hoping I would save them all in return. Hoping the Godhunter could kill their goddess and free them. I had, but in the process I became that which I had sought to destroy. I had become their goddess. I had become responsible for them. It had never been more clear than it was in that moment.
 
   It had been overwhelming at first but Dare and Fallon had both helped me ease my way into leading the Intare. I freed them as much as I could and led them as best I could. We became a family and I loved them. They were all a part of me now and losing even just one of them, was killing me.
 
   “Yes,” I finally answered Dare. “I can hear you. I understand.”
 
   “What shall we do, Tima?” It was Lucian, another of my lions, looking lost and hurt. I hated seeing that look, hated even more, knowing that I'd help put it there.
 
   “We shall do what lions do best,” I swallowed back my tears. “We shall hunt.”
 
   The men shot to their feet, shouting fierce approval. I knew it was what they needed to hear. I knew they needed their vengeance and my heart burned for it as well. Demeter had been a thorn in my side, long before I'd even met her. She'd raped and tortured Kirill for years, helping to drive him to the brink of insanity, before I came and pulled him away from the edge. She even repressed her own daughter for centuries until I encouraged Persephone to stand up for herself. 
 
   Persephone was my friend and she had been miserable. I counseled her to get out from under her mother's thumb and move in with Hades. She took my advice and became a happier, stronger woman. Demeter however, was not happy. She wanted Sephy to be an eternal innocent, a child forever ruled by her mother. I had helped to change all that and Demeter blamed me entirely for it. I had no idea her anger would ever go this far though.
 
   Demeter had set out to destroy me, and had done a pretty good job of it so far. She had ended my friendship with Blue through her machinations, had brought the Intare into her war against me, and had me literally thrown to the lions. Then, when that plan had gone horribly wrong for her, she had tried to take my wolf from me and nearly succeeded. Now, this.
 
   The woman needed to get a life. Too bad I was going to do everything within my power to accomplish the exact opposite.
 
   “The Froekn hunt Demeter to avenge her attack on their Prince,” I waved a hand back to Trevor, who was seated on my right. “They have cause to hate but now, our grievance is the greater and we shall have the kill.” The Intare cheered again but then Trevor stood and their voices quieted to a murmur.
 
   “Vervain,” he spoke steadily but with a cadence, like a heartbeat. “Rouva, consider our father.”
 
   “Fenrir will understand.”
 
   “No, he can't.” He met my gaze steadily when I turned angry eyes on him. “He almost lost a child. It's different to him.”
 
   “These men are my family as well,” I gestured to the silent Intare. “One of them lie dead on that table and I will have vengeance for him.”
 
   “It's not your fault,” he whispered.
 
   “They deserve this.”
 
   “It's not your fault, Vervain.”
 
   “I saved you. Fenrir will grant me this kill.”
 
   “It's not your fault.”
 
   “Yes, it is!” I roared, my lioness barely held in check, and the room took a collective breath. “I failed him. I saved them only to bring death right to their door. What kind of Tima am I?”
 
   “Stop it,” Trevor was holding me and the Intare had settled in around us, silent but supportive. “You are not responsible for Demeter's actions.”
 
   “I'm the one she wants to hurt but he suffered for it. You suffered for it. I have to end this.”
 
   “And the Froekn will help you,” his voice was soothing, as soothing as the hands of my lions, reaching out to comfort me. “We are all family,” his voice rose and I realized he was speaking to my lions as well. “Your Tima is my Rouva. We are connected and even though some are Pride and some are Pack, we are the same through her. Your pain is our pain and our vengeance shall be yours. We will hunt Demeter together and she will pay for the evil she has brought to those we love.”
 
   A murmur of approval flowed around us and I looked up at Trevor with a new respect. I should have known he had it in him to lead. He was a Prince after all. I'd just never felt the weight of that charisma directed at me before. It was a little humbling.
 
   “Together then,” I agreed, “but first, we bury our dead.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I turned in a slow circle and then fell back in my bed. It was going to take a few days to arrange the funeral, so all who wanted to could attend. I'd gone home with Trevor for the interim and it was so good to be home. For awhile there, it felt like I’d never see it again. 
 
   Home always feels that way after life-changing events for me. It’s like I can’t believe that my refuge has remained the same through it all. Change can be so disrupting sometimes, you feel like everything must be touched by it. Normal must be gone forever. Coming home to see that I still had my sanctuary, was soothing in a way nothing else could be.
 
   “Let’s get you cleaned up, Minn Elska,” Trevor held out a hand to me.
 
   “I stink, huh?” I frowned down at my ruined pink dress. How long had I been wearing this thing?
 
   “You can’t possibly be comfortable,” he got that look he got when he was playing the doting mate.
 
   I knew instinctively that he needed this, needed to take care of me. It’s a werewolf thing, providing for your mate and all that. So I smiled and let him pull me out of bed, even though I was so exhausted, I could’ve slept just as I was. He carried me to the bathroom and put me on the little padded chair for my vanity as he ran the bathwater.
 
   My bathroom was done in old Hollywood glamor and I smiled back at the black and white photos of the old movie stars on the walls. Vivien Leigh looked a little displeased with my ragged state but good ol’ Bogie had a who gives a shit grin on. 
 
   The room matched the photos, all black and white. White walls, white tub and sink, but black accents as well as curtains and towels. The tiles were a mix of black and white but not in the expected checkerboard pattern. Instead, the black tiles formed geometric designs and the white served as a background. Painted above the vanity where I sat, was a quote from Mae West. “It’s better to be looked over, than overlooked.” She really did have the best lines.
 
   Trevor came back over and stood me up, so he could remove my clothes. Then he lifted me into the tub and I sighed as the warm water closed over my aching body. My eyes fell shut as he gently washed my hair, the feeling of his thick fingers massaging my scalp almost putting me to sleep. I woke up quick though when he started to wash my body. 
 
   His touch was still gentle but a little too thorough to be relaxing. The filth and tension drifted away with his tender strokes. I wondered again how I’d ever live without Trevor and why I couldn’t just marry him.
 
   “I wish you would stop scaring me like this,” he stood me up so he could rinse me off with clean water.
 
   “Me too,” I nodded sternly. “Maybe someone should send a memo to the bastards who keep interfering with the solemn vow I took, to not get killed.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Trevor’s voice was so serious, that I opened my sleepy eyes.
 
   “No,” I waved a tired finger at him. “You don’t need to go all manly on me now. I’d just be transferring fear for my life into fear for yours.”
 
   “Have you forgotten that if you die, I die too?” There was no regret in his eyes for choosing me over immortality and that always amazed me… and humbled me.
 
   “I never forget that,” I stood still as he toweled me dry and then he carried me back to bed. “Sometimes I wish you hadn’t bound yourself to me.”
 
   “What?” He looked at me like I’d just shot his dog. Do werewolves even have dogs? And if they do, do you think training is easier for them?
 
   “I don’t like thinking about you dying with me,” I snuggled under the covers and felt him crawl in beside me.
 
   “I don’t like to think about you dying, period,” he pulled me in close and nuzzled the special spot on my neck that always made me tremble. “I actually find comfort in the fact that I won’t have to go on living if you were to die. It almost makes me feel sorry for Odin. He had to face eternity without you.” 
 
   I actually felt a shudder course through his body… a shudder. Sometimes it really astounded me how much Trevor loved me and sometimes it irritated me a little. I didn't like having his death hanging over my head and I really didn't like that he found it comforting. 
 
   It seems like a lot of women want a man that's willing to die for them, and I won't deny the gallantry of it, but all I really want is one that will live for me. The years Odin had spent mourning Sabine, hoping to one day be reunited with her, seemed far more romantic to me than Trevor's declaration that he'd be happy to follow me into my grave. Dying would be easier on me if I could know that the person I loved would go on living. 
 
   With that thought came a quick flash of memory. I was still lying in bed but it was a different bed... my deathbed. Odin was holding my hand and I was reassuring him that we would meet again. It had felt peaceful. I was happy, knowing the man I loved was immortal and would be there for my next incarnation.
 
   Trevor would not. If and when I reincarnated, I wouldn't have him to come back to. It was a sobering thought. Now that I had proof of reincarnation, I had to rethink a few things. Did Atlanteans reincarnate? Or did they forgo that option by choosing immortality? Oh, now my head was starting to hurt. I didn't want to think about losing Trevor. No matter what his views on life and death were or how much he sounded like an emo vampire when he talked about them, I loved him and I wanted him to live.
 
   I sighed and reached back to stroke his cheek. “I love you, honey-eyes but I need to sleep now. Can we discuss eternity in the morning?”
 
   “Sure, Rouva,” he laughed softly and it was the sweetest lullaby I’d ever heard.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   I woke up to a natural disaster erupting all over my front door. A natural disaster that sounded like a cross between an earthquake and a tornado, and who went by the name of Thor. Hurricane Thor kept up the violence on my poor abode until Kirill let him in and came to get me out of my nice warm bed. 
 
   I just lay there groaning.
 
   “Please not to make me deal vith Zor,” Kirill's Russian accent got worse when he was nervous. It was kind of cute but I'd never tell him that. It would probably just make him more nervous and then I wouldn't be able to understand him at all.
 
   “But I don't want to deal with Zor either,” I whacked the blankets to either side of me with my arms. “I mean Thor.”
 
   “I'll deal with him,” Trevor's face twisted into what some people might call a grin, and by people I mean sociopaths.
 
   “Stop,” I sat up and pointed a finger at him. “You at least need to put some pants on.”
 
   Trevor looked down at his nudity and shrugged. Yeah, if I looked like that, I probably wouldn't mind flaunting myself either.
 
   “Then can I deal with our guest?” He did that almost smiling thing again.
 
   “No,” I sighed and rolled to the opening at the end of the bed. “I'll speak to him.”
 
   I dressed and followed the guys out to the kitchen where Thor was seated in one of the carved Chinese chairs at the matching table. He sat rigid, regal, arms over both armrests and chin up. I felt like I'd just been granted an audience with the King. I had to shake the feeling off and remind myself that this was my ex-boyfriend in my dining room. 
 
   “What's up, Thor?” I slid into a chair beside him as Kirill went to make coffee. Bless his little lion heart.
 
   “I've been informed that something serious went on last night in Asgard,” he frowned but that was Thor's usual expression since we'd broken up. “As guardian of Asgard, I'm offended to not have been alerted. As your guardian, I'm offended to not have known you needed assistance.”
 
   “Ve protect Tima now,” Kirill put a cup of coffee down before both me and Thor. I silently thanked him for speaking up before Trevor could. 
 
   “Yeah, we got this,” Trevor called out over his shoulder, from where he stood making breakfast.
 
   “Be that as it may,” Thor nodded his thanks to Kirill for the coffee. “I still have a standing Blood-to-Mouth vow with your Tima. I can't help feeling protective. Now tell me what happened, Vervain.”
 
   “How did you even hear about this?” I yawned and poured cream into my coffee till it turned beige. “We only just got back.”
 
   “Rain,” Thor frowned and looked away. “I was at a party at Epona's and he was there of course. He came up to me and asked how the link between us was holding up, now that you have a new man. I was about to get angry when I realized I couldn't sense you anymore. So I began to concentrate harder and I felt a tingle of your relief.”
 
   “Relief?” I glanced at Kirill as he took the chair on my other side.
 
   “Yes,” Thor's stare intensified and I suddenly saw so much of Odin in his face, it freaked me out and I had to look away. “Before I could say anything, Rain mentioned that you'd gone with Odin to help out with some unknown issue. He suggested it might be a good idea for me to check up on you this morning.”
 
   “What the hell?” I looked at Kirill and then back at Thor. “That boy is really getting on my nerves with his weird cryptic manipulations. What's wrong with him?”
 
   “You're making one of your jokes?” Thor was frowning again.
 
   “No,” I glared back. “He's really pissing me off. He asked me how I'd feel about being a mother, right before I left and.... Holy shit,” I looked over at Kirill's slack-jawed face.
 
   “Holy shit, what?” Thor prompted.
 
   “We’ve discovered that Vervain is actually Sabine reincarnated,” Trevor placed a plate in front of each of us, piled high with food. 
 
   My eggs were perfectly done, over-medium like I preferred, and he’d even added a scoop of rice. I loved that wolf. He sat down and I gave him a look of gratitude for explaining for me.
 
   “Excuse me?” Thor sputtered into his coffee.
 
   “Balder has evidently harbored a grudge against her for all this time, so when Vervain went to help Odin oust some traitors, Balder kidnapped her,” Trevor poured himself a cup of coffee calmly, like he was talking about the score of last night’s Warrior’s football game. “We found her chained up in Breidablik but Balder fled. We also found out that he was behind a plot to kill Odin and take his place as leader.”
 
   “Are you alright?” He took my hand carefully, like I might break… or pull away.
 
   “I’m fine, Thor,” I did pull away but I tried to do it gently. “I’m just a little shaken to find out that I’m a mother.”
 
   “Vidar,” Thor’s face went slack, like it hadn’t occurred to him before then. “Damn, did you meet him? He’s rarely around anymore.”
 
   “Yes, we met,” I tried to smile but my lips were shaky. “I also met Vali, you know I consider him my son as well?” Thor nodded slowly, like it was those words more than anything else that convinced him of me being Sabine. “But Rain, he asked me how I'd feel if I was a mother in an entirely different life. Did he know about Vidar and Vali?”
 
   “Probably,” Thor nodded like it was a given.
 
   “What do you mean, probably?” I sat back in frustration. “What's he like, a psychic or something?”
 
   “Yes,” Thor took a sip of his coffee before resuming his frowning. “I thought you knew.”
 
   “No, I didn't know,” I turned to look at the other men. “Did either of you know?”
 
   “No,” from Trevor while Kirill simultaneously said, “Nyet.”
 
   “Hmph,” I sniffed and rubbed at my forehead. “A mother in another life. No kidding. No wonder he laughed.”
 
   “And that explains why he prompted me to go find you,” Trevor took my hand. “Remind me to thank Rain.”
 
   “I hadn't thought of that,” I guess I'd have to forgive him his cryptic clues. “I guess he kinda saved my life.”
 
   “He helped a little but now you know why I listened and came over this morning. How do you feel, Vervain?” Thor’s face looked like it didn’t know whether it should convey sympathy or anxiety.
 
   “I feel…” I looked down at my plate, then over to Trevor before looking back at Thor. “I’m scared. Thrilled. Worried. Confused. Sad,” I shook my head. “Pick one, they’re all accurate.”
 
   “Did Vidar speak to you?”
 
   “Of course he spoke to me,” I laughed and it sounded just a tad hysterical. “I’m his mother, sort of.”
 
   “There’s no sort of,” Thor took a deep breath. “If he recognized you, then it’s true, you’re Sabine. Her soul has returned to live again; for whatever reason, she’s back. Your body is new, your life is new, but your soul is the same and it’s your soul that’s linked to his as his mother. The body doesn’t love, only the soul can do that.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled. “You’ve just explained things in a way that I can finally understand.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” Thor frowned. “Now tell me what Balder did to you?”
 
   “Drugged me and slapped me around,” I shrugged and brushed my hair back so he could see my cut. “He didn’t get to the really rough stuff because I threatened to drain him.”
 
   “You what?” Trevor looked over at me.
 
   “Vervain, I told you to be careful with that,” Thor rubbed at his forehead, right where he had that piece of stone imbedded. Oh, so many jokes. “You've already done it twice. You could overwhelm your human body.”
 
   “I found a way to integrate them all,” I mixed my eggs with the rice and poured some shoyu on top. “I'm fairly certain I could add more if I needed too.”
 
   “Fairly certain?” Thor bit at his lip. “What if you take so many different powers, you lose the ability to control them all? What would happen if you lost control of Love or War? Great Scott, I don't know what would be worse.”
 
   “Did you just say, Great Scott?”
 
   “Vervain, please,” Thor groaned, “focus.”
 
   “Right,” I sighed. “Here's the thing, if a god is trying to kill me and I have no other options left, it's kind of a damned if I do, damned if I don't situation. I figure if I try it, I'll at least have a chance. Besides, I don't have to drain them all the way, remember? I could just take enough to weaken them and borrow their magic for a bit.”
 
   “There is that,” he gave me a grim look. “So be it. I'd rather you live to deal with the problem later, as well. Do what you feel best but be careful.”
 
   “I’ll save that trick for emergencies,” I smiled but it was as grim as his look.
 
   “I think that may be best,” Trevor held my hand.
 
    Thor frowned, “I can't believe Balder's trying to kill Father.”
 
   “I just realized how screwed up this is,” I couldn’t pull my eyes away from Thor. “I was married to your father. Does that make me your Stepmom? Holy shit, I’ve slept with my Stepson. I’m some kind of depraved slut.” I moaned as I dropped my face into my hands. “Balder was right; I’m a whore, a big fat whore.”
 
   “Vervain, stop it,” Thor took one of my hands gently away from my face. “Sabine was another life. You’re not a whore and I think Trevor will happily join me in ripping Balder limb from limb for ever saying that to you.”
 
   A quick peek at my wolf showed him to be leaning in and nodding with a fierce light in his eyes. He took my other hand and kissed it.
 
   “You’ve done nothing wrong,” Trevor squeezed my hand.
 
   “Sure, easy for you to say, you’re a Prince, you guys can date within the family,” I pulled my hands back from them both. “I however, don’t have the royal prerogative of inbreeding.”
 
   “Very funny,” Trevor pushed my mug at me in an attempt to get me to fill my mouth with something besides my insane chatter. “I take it you’re over your initial horror?”
 
   “It’s faded a bit, yes,” I sipped, still inwardly cringing but unwilling to show it anymore. 
 
   I don’t know why it shocked me so much but it did. I just kept seeing myself as some slutty trophy wife sneaking off into my hot stepson’s bed. It was like an episode of Law & Order, except no one was dead… well, I guess I was, er, I mean Sabine was. Oh hell, and Al. My head started to pound. Al.
 
   “Vervain, are you okay?” Thor caught my eye.
 
   “I'm fine,” I said quietly, memories of our relationship pouring over me. Did I regret ending it? I mean if I hadn’t broken up with Thor, I wouldn’t be with Trevor. I looked over at Trevor and found him staring at me intensely. I took his hand and gave it a quick squeeze to lighten his look. He didn’t deserve all the stress I’d been putting him through. “There's more. Demeter killed one of my lions last night. Alfred. He's dead.”
 
   “Oh, Vervain,” Thor's face went slack. “I'm so sorry. After what she did to Trevor, I thought she was as good as dead. Obviously the Froekn haven't been as successful as I thought they'd be.”
 
   “She's been elusive,” Trevor's voice was a low growl.
 
   “The other Intare are helping me arrange his funeral,” I swallowed past the memory of his life being cut from mine. I don't know how Nyavirezi was ever able to kill one of her own lions. She must have been a complete psychopath. “We want to bury him under a tree near the lake. He liked it there.”
 
   I covered my face with my hands to give me a moment to compose myself but I felt a large hand on my shoulder with an electric tingle on my skin, and I lost it. I cried big, ugly, body-wracking sobs. I cried so hard, I wasn't sure what I was crying for in the end. Was it the loss of my lion or the loss of my previous life as Sabine? Was it the prospect of killing Sephy's mother or the thought that we may never find her and avenge all the wrongs she'd done? Maybe it was everything.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor was leaning in from one side and Thor had the other. “It's going to be alright.”
 
   “I know,” I wiped my eyes frantically. “I'm sorry, I guess it's just been a lot to take.”
 
   “Well,” Thor cleared his throat and pulled back. “I’m sorry to hear about your lion. I would like to attend the funeral, if I may?”
 
   “Of course,” I tried to smile at him but it felt like my face was cracking. “Thank you, that would be kind of you.”
 
   “I'll also be happy to help you with Balder,” he grimaced. “I can't forgive patricide, especially when it's my pater that's being cided, and I think you may need my help. He's especially hard to kill.”
 
   “So it’s true, about the invulnerability?” I took a steadying sip of coffee.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Thor shook his head. “It’s like his only talent but it's a good one. Well that and the shiny thing but what use is it to glow? I can get the same effect with a flashlight and some paint.”
 
   “So it’s a no go on decapitation and draining,” I sighed.
 
   “I don’t think any of your weapons will be able to decapitate him,” Thor grimaced. “I don’t know about the draining but I don't want you to worry about it right now.” Thor scooped some sausage into his mouth and made a very pleased expression. “There will be time later to think on killing. Let's focus instead, for now, on sustaining life.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I didn't know what to expect from a lion funeral. I did expect there to be some Intare traditions to be observed or some kind of special way that they would like to honor their dead. Every culture has them, why wouldn't we?
 
   “Because we have never had a Tima who cares about us,” Fallon told me.
 
   “So what was done when an Intare died?” I wasn't sure if I wanted to know.
 
   “Usually Nyavirezi would just have us dig a hole and pile the bodies in,” Darius answered.
 
   “Bodies, as in plural?”
 
   “We only died when she wished it,” Fallon frowned and looked out the window toward the spot we'd prepared for Al. “It's hard to stand there and do nothing while one of your brothers dies. So it was rare that an Intare would die alone.”
 
   “Sometimes I wish I could kill that woman all over again,” I growled.
 
   “Yes, well she is dead already and that at least, is something to celebrate,” Aidan, another lion of mine, said from the library's doorway. “Everyone is waiting for you, Tima.”
 
   “Right,” I sighed. “What should I do? I thought you'd have some sort of ritual for me to follow. I don't have anything planned.”
 
   “You are the Tima of the Intare,” Darius grasped my shoulders firmly. “You create our culture. You create our rituals. Anything you say or do today will be fine.”
 
   “So no pressure,” I grimaced and gently pushed his hands from my shoulders. “Aidan, can you get me a box, something wooden and pretty, and a knife?”
 
   “Yes, Tima,” he said as he left.
 
   “Let's get to making some tradition.” 
 
   I walked out into the hallway and down toward the main doors toward the left. I could see a crowd of people waiting, talking in somber tones. Surprisingly, there were quite a few gods mingling with my lions. The Froekn were also there in full force and I could see Fenrir towering above everyone, near the edge of the group. 
 
   I stepped off the wide veranda and out into the bright sunlight, Darius and Fallon acting as an honor guard behind me, and found Kirill waiting at the bottom step to take my arm. All eyes turned to us. I did my best to meet those serious gazes as I moved forward, clinging to Kirill and nodding occasionally at some whispered condolence. Then I saw my human friends.
 
   Sommer, Tristan, and Jackson were standing with Trevor. I stopped a second in shock and they smiled sympathetically at me. I looked at Trevor and he nodded in confirmation. He'd traced my friends over to be with me. I almost lost it then. In fact, I had to look down and blink rapidly, letting Kirill guide me for a bit.
 
   By the time we made it to the grave site, I was composed again. I stepped to the back edge of the grave, glancing at Al briefly, where he was laid out on a pallet to the right. Then I looked up and faced the gathering of my friends and family. It felt odd that none of my actual birth family was there but it was alright. These people were family enough for me and I was humbled at how big this family was.
 
   We were out on the open plain in front of the palace, a vast  grassland dotted with delicate, lacey-leafed trees and graced with one small lake. The spot we'd chosen for Al overlooked the lake but was far enough away to not be trampled on by the herds that roamed there when they came to drink. 
 
   The group that gathered there for his funeral was so large, it almost reached the shore. The entire Froekn clan was there as well as my Intare, of course, but there was also the God Squad, Finn, Hades, Odin, Vidar, Vali, the Valkyries, and the Dark Horses. Oh, and let's not forget my human friends who traveled in a way that must have been terrifying to them, just to be there for me.
 
   “Thank you all so much for coming,” I started. “For some of you, I know the trip itself must have been very stressful and I hope you know how much your presence means to me and my Intare.” I looked over at the stoic men lined up behind their fallen brother. “It's all the more important because today, the Intare will create our first ritual. Today, as we mourn the ending of one life, we celebrate the beginning of our culture. I'm honored to have all of you here to share it with us.”
 
   I walked over to Al's corpse and took his hands in mine. He was dressed in his favorite jeans and a white, collared shirt. The marks Demeter had left on him had been covered and his face was starkly handsome. I placed my forehead against his in goodbye, then stood.
 
   “Intare, come and wish your brother well on his journey.”
 
   They came up solemnly and bent down, to bid their brother farewell, one by one. It was a quiet procession and it took awhile, as I had seventy-seven Intare left, but no one spoke or shuffled as they waited. When it was done, I stood before my fallen lion.
 
   “Alfred Robert Hastings was born to Ralph and Julia Hastings on October 14, 1948. He served as a United States Marine in Vietnam, where he was reported Missing in Action. He was in fact taken by Nyavirezi, who he said appeared to him as an angel to carry him away from all that death.” My voice broke and I cleared my throat before continuing. “She made him Intare and he came to live here, with the rest of the lions, where he learned who Nyavirezi really was. Unfortunately, the word angel was as far from an accurate description as you can get. From one battlefield he had been redeemed, only to be placed into another.”
 
   “I met Al a few months ago when I was brought here kicking and screaming, quite literally,” I smiled at the little bits of laughter that incited. “He had asked me then, how I saw them, the Intare, and I told him that I saw brotherhood, a family. I said I saw respect and love.” I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat. “I had no idea then, that I would get to be a part of this family, that I would have the honor of calling these men my brothers, or that I would be blessed enough to share in that love.”
 
   I looked at my Intare and took a deep breath, taking in all those familiar scents and being comforted by them. When I became their Tima, I knew I had finally found my home. I had felt, for the first time on this strange path I'd forced myself down, that destiny might have actually had a hand in my life. They looked at me now, grim in their grief, with trust that I would say and do exactly the right thing for them. I desperately wanted to be worthy of that trust.
 
   “I became their Tima by accident and I have stumbled along the path of this leadership with the grace of a five-year-old child.” A few chuckles wafted my way from the Intare. “But through it all, these brave men have helped me, picking me up when I fell, and showing me how to be a leader to them. Al wasn't the sweetest of lions,” a louder chuckling, “but under the scars of his soldier's heart, beat the heart of an Intare, fiercely passionate and loyal. He helped make me a better leader but more importantly, he helped make me a true Tima. I am the heart of the Intare, not because of magic or chance, but because the Intare have made it so.”
 
   I reached out to them along the invisible lines that connected us, and asked them to change into lions. There were some feelings of surprise but they all did as I asked, earning a few gasps from the rest of the mourners. I picked up the box and knife Aidan had deposited on the ground near Al, and let the lions know that I wanted them to come forward one by one.
 
   The first was Kirill, his beautiful pelt shining blue in the patches of sunlight that filtered in through the trees. I raised the knife and everything went quiet. I couldn't even hear the wind rustle through the grass or the chirping of birds. It was like, even the land was listening, waiting.
 
   “We lay our brother to rest here. Will you honor him and lay a piece of yourself down with him?”
 
   Kirill's blue eyes stared at me intently and then he nodded once. I loved him even more then, for accepting whatever it was that I had planned, without question. I took a small lock of his mane, cut it off, and placed it in the open box which I'd laid at my feet. He rubbed his forehead against my hand and walked back to the pride.
 
   I continued with the rest of the Intare until I had collected hair from each of them and the box was full. Then I pulled a lock of my hair forward and cut it off roughly before placing it on top of the pile of fur and closing the box. I turned and lay the box on Al's chest, tucking it into the hands crossed serenely there.
 
   “Where you go, go all of us, for you are Intare in death as well as life.” I laid my hand on Al's forehead. “Take the pride with you, to know you are not forgotten, until the wheel turns and you come back to us.”
 
   I stepped back and roared, a sound of tribute instead of sorrow, and the Intare roared with me. The sound was so loud, the ground shook and a fine dust lifted from the earth. It danced there a moment like mist, even after the roaring subsided, until it finally drifted back down to the ground. Then I gently wrapped the hanging fabric up and over Al's body .
 
   “We will not lay our brother in the ground until later this evening so that if any of you would like to say goodbye or would like to leave something with Al, you may do so. Thank you again for coming and being here to share the burden of sorrow with us. Please join us now in the tent for refreshments.”
 
   I walked toward a tent my men had erected to the left of the grave site. The lions flowed around me, Kirill right at my side, and directed me to a carved chair at the far end of the tent. I sat and they settled in behind and beside me. A lake of lions surrounding the little island of me. Some broke off from the pride to change back to human and go get dressed, I'm assuming to help with the guests, but most stayed in lion form. Kirill rubbed his mane up into my hand and I sunk my fingers all the way to his skin and scratched him affectionately. 
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor had brought my friends to the front of the receiving line.
 
   “Thank you so much for thinking to bring them,” I said as I got up and gave him a hug.
 
   “I thought you might like to have them here,” he shrugged. “They did pretty well for their first trace.”
 
   “It's all real,” Tristan stammered with big eyes.
 
   “You knew it was real,” Jackson elbowed him.
 
   “Yes but,” Tristan blinked, “there's knowing and then there's knowing. You know?”
 
   “Absolutely,” I laughed and hugged him. “I'm so glad you're here and I can finally show you this part of my life. I only wish it were on a more happier occasion.”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” Sommer said and hugged me. “It was a beautiful ceremony.”
 
   “Thank you. I'm kinda glad I didn't have any time to prepare. I just went with what felt right and that's usually the best way to go.” I felt Kirill rub against my leg. “Why don't you guys go grab some food and I'll join you when I finish speaking with everyone. Trevor, would you mind playing host a bit longer?”
 
   “No problem, Minn Elska,” he kissed my cheek. “Come on, let's eat.” He shuffled my friends toward the buffet table.
 
   “Daughter,” Fenrir had been right behind his son. “That was a very moving ritual. You did well.”
 
   “Thank you,” another hug. I was going to be all hugged out by the time this was done. “It was all spur of the moment actually.”
 
   “Really?” Samantha was next to him, escorted by Fallon. Fallon had been dating my Froekn best friend for awhile. He was black and she was white. He was lion and she was wolf. They were the ultimate case of opposites attracting. “Not bad, Rouva.”
 
   “Yes, she did us all proud,” Fallon smiled at me and I smiled at his hand joined with Sam's. It made me absurdly happy every time one of my lions found love. They had been denied it for so long, it was practically a miracle when it happened. 
 
   After them, came all of my Froekn family, rubbing their cheeks to mine in sympathy. Soft whimpers of shared pain and the musk of wolf were precious gifts from the werewolves. I collected them all and held them to me like a warm blanket on a stormy night.
 
   Persephone and Hades came up next and part of me wanted to ask Hades if he knew where Al was. Was he in the Underworld with him? But that line of thinking was ridiculous. I knew that only humans who held strong religious beliefs would be chained to a deity in the afterlife. 
 
   The power of belief is amazing, especially when tied to gods through an energy exchange such as sacrifice. So if a man believed that when he died, he would ascend to Heaven, then that's where he would go. Hades would only have Al if Al believed it, and I doubted very highly that Al was into Greek religion.
 
   So, where was he? 
 
   Funny that sitting there, surrounded by so called gods, I still had no absolute proof of what happened to the soul when we died. Where did atheists go? Where would I go? Obviously there was some kind of afterlife and some kind of soul rotation going on, or I wouldn't have my little conflict of having a past life to deal with. So I knew, without a doubt, that death was not the end. The part I wasn't clear on, was what it started... and where.
 
   “Thank you both so much for coming,” I heard myself say and knew this was going to become automatic in a few minutes.
 
   “Oh, V,” Sephy hugged me and I instantly felt better. There was hope again. The sun would come out, yada yada. Sephy had that affect on people. “I'm so sorry.”
 
   “We both grieve with you,” Hades patted my arm. He was wearing dark shades and I was thankful for his discretion. Looking Hades in the eye, was like staring into a furnace with a colored glass door. It was like his head was full of fire. Oh, I should call him Hothead... but not now. That would be inappropriate. Funny but inappropriate.
 
   “Persephone,” I sat back and took her hand. “Demeter killed my lion. She tortured Al, then killed him, and that's after she tried to kill Trevor. I can't ignore her any longer.”
 
   “Vervain, please,” she turned those big green eyes on me. “She acts rashly sometimes. My leaving home has been a huge shock for her and she's gone a little crazy.”
 
   “Sephy,” I sighed. “Even if I were to step back, Fenrir and the Froekn are already on the hunt but I can't step aside. Al's dead because she wanted to make me suffer. This is more than your mom throwing a hissy fit. She murdered my lion. Do you really expect me to do nothing?”
 
   “I don't know,” she said quietly. “I understand, I do. If it was anyone but her, I'd be standing right beside you in the hunt, but this is my mother. I can't be a part of it.”
 
   “I'm not asking you to be a part of it,” I took her hand and squeezed. “I would never ask you to help me kill your own mother. I just wanted to be honest with you about what we're planning. You're my friend and I love you. You deserve to know.”
 
   She nodded and turned away, unable to say anymore. Hades gave me a grim smile as he ushered her off. I'm sure he knew it was coming. It would have been Persephone who thought there was still a chance for her mom because Persephone could never think like a killer. She could never comprehend her mother and therefore, could never fully understand what needed to be done about Demeter.
 
   The rest of the God Squad came up, offering sympathies and more hugs. Even Horus toned down the sarcasm and gave me an awkward pat on the arm. That was practically a tearful breakdown for him. Teharon brought up the rear of the group and the guilty look on his face had me momentarily puzzled.
 
   “I'm so sorry I wasn't able to make it in time to save him,” he said and cleared it all up for me.
 
   “Teharon, no,” I hugged him, feeling the tension in his shoulders. When I pulled back, I saw the sheen of tears in his eyes. “This is not your fault. This is as far away from being your fault as it can be. There's no way you can possibly save all of us every time we get banged up. I count myself lucky that you've been able to save me so many times. I'm so grateful to you for always coming to my rescue, and the thought of you feeling guilt over this, hurts my heart. Please, don't ever blame yourself. Even if it's me you can't save, don't ever blame yourself.”
 
   “Vervain,” a tear dripped down his cheek but the look in his eyes lightened and the tension left his shoulders. “There is a saying among my people: When you were born, you cried and the world rejoiced. Live your life so that when you die, the world cries and you rejoice. I think today Alfred rejoices for a life well lived.”
 
   “Teharon, I...” I swiped at the tears. “Thank you,” he squeezed my hand before going to join the God Squad.
 
   “Tima,” Rain and the rest of Dark Horses were there. “I was wondering if you'd allow me to sing a song in honor of your lion.”
 
   “That would be kind of you,” it was a little hard for me to meet Rain's eyes now. Knowing he was psychic would take awhile to get used to. Also, I was kind of concerned that he might start spouting puzzles about the future for me to figure out and I just didn't have the strength to deal with that.
 
   “I didn't see this coming,” he said instead of some ridiculous rhyme, surprising me enough to raise my head. He looked bleak and a little lost.
 
   “Maybe it was something you couldn't stop,” I offered.
 
   “Maybe,” he frowned and stepped back so Adriano, Ilario, and Constantin could offer me their condolences. Then, as a group, they stepped away.
 
   “Vervain,” Odin's rich voice brought my head back around.
 
   He stood in front of me with Vali, Vidar, and Thor. It was strange to see them all there together. Having memories of being with both father and son, and then seeing them standing before me, was kind of awkward. Knowing that they both still cared about me made it even worse somehow.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” I said automatically.
 
   “Is there anything you need?” Vidar came forward and took my hand. “Can I help at all?”
 
   “No,” I smiled sadly, “it's all taken care of but I'm glad you're here. It's been an exhausting day.”
 
   “Just sit down, Mom,” Vali said as he shooed me back into my chair. “Let me get you something to eat and drink.”1`              
 
   “Thank you, Lili,” They had been the last in line, so I could finally relax a bit.
 
   “You remember the nickname you gave him,” Odin smiled.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I've always liked renaming people, even back then.”
 
   “You did,” he laughed softly. “You even had names for my wolves.”
 
   “Grace and Fur Face,” I huffed a small, surprised laugh. “Because Geri was so clumsy and Freki always had fur in his eyes. I call Nick, Fur Face sometimes,” I shook my head.
 
   “You even called me that once,” Trevor was suddenly there, with an arm around my shoulders.
 
   “That's right, I did,” I tried to ignore Odin's disappointment in the interruption. 
 
   “Well, he is a wolf,” Thor raised a brow. “It must have seemed natural.”
 
   “Why don't you all go get something to eat,” I said before Trevor could find offense and start a fight at Al's funeral. “I'll be at this table over here and you can join me.”
 
   They nodded and headed toward the food, while I pulled Trevor along with me to a table on the side where I saw Sommer, Tristan, and Jackson already eating. I sat and he sat right next to me, an arm going behind my shoulders, on top of the chair. I found myself leaning into him. I was so tired. Too much sadness can do that to you, make you want to curl up and sleep until it all just goes away.
 
   “Are you guys doing okay?” I asked my friends sleepily.
 
   “Oh, we're fine,” Jackson answered for them all. “Take a breather, shug.”
 
   The soft sounds of a guitar filled the air and I switched my focus over to Rain and Adriano. Adriano was the lead guitarist of Dark Horses, so it was no surprise that he was backing Rain up. He was seated near the front of the tent, strumming his guitar while looking somber and intense, his closely cropped hair showing off the edges of his cheekbones. Rain stood off to his right, his hair pulled back into a ponytail, his sharp eyes softening as he looked over the crowd, waiting for his cue.
 
   The music was haunting but the lyrics were ferociously tender. Rain sang about a soldier separated from his unit in the midst of battle. He fights valiantly but without someone at his back, he's unable to defeat his enemies and finally falls to their blades. His body is found later and mourned over by the man who should have been beside him. Instead of being angry though, the dead man's spirit comes back to comfort his friend.
 
   “Fate is made of footsteps,” Rain sang. “Along the path we choose. We are not led, we are not given, we are not made to lose. I took these steps knowing, that I walked them all alone. And the fate I chose is mine and not for you to own.”
 
   I smiled at Rain gratefully. It was the perfect song for Al, the ex-soldier. It was also the perfect song for my Intare, who I knew felt as guilty as Teharon did for not being there when Al died. Then the last few lines rang out and I knew the song wasn't just for Al and my lions.
 
   “The path is of a circle, too great to see the bend. I start a new beginning, where you see only end. So don't mourn for me, my brother. Don't cry for me, I say. We'll meet along the circle, though I may walk the other way.”
 
   A circle. Had I come back again because it's simply the nature of life? Was everything a coincidence or was I back for a reason? I did tell Odin that we'd meet again. Maybe I was supposed to be with him? But by that reasoning, I was supposed to be with Trevor too. It was so confusing, I was walking the circle again but which way was I going?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   “I can't believe you own this place,” Tristan looked around the inner courtyard with awe.
 
   “I can't believe it either sometimes,” I had snuck my human friends away from the tent so I could show them around a little. “This is my favorite spot though.” I gestured to the butterflies flowing from flower to flower.
 
   “Huh,” Jackson sat down next to me on my stone bench. “I would have thought it would be the exercise room.” He raised a brow and smiled suggestively. “I know I'd be more inspired to work-out if I lived here.”
 
   “Hey,” Tristan frowned at him.
 
   “What?” Jax spread his hands and shrugged. “I'm only human. Which brings me to my next question. How human are you, Vervain?”
 
   “What?” Now it was my turn to look at him sharply.
 
   “Well, now that your station has improved, as it were,” Jackson grinned. “Have you improved as well?”
 
   “Hello?” Sommer pushed Jax in the shoulder, “just look at her. She's improved.”
 
   “Indeed,” Jax looked me over, obviously noting all the improvements to my appearance that had come with taking Aphrodite’s magic. “The outside is nice and shiny but what about the inside? Is it still human?”
 
   “It doesn't know,” I snarled at him and he shrank back in surprise. “Oh shit, I'm sorry. I do that sometimes when I'm frustrated.”
 
   “Remind me not to aggravate you,” Tristan's eyes were huge.
 
   “I think you kind of just proved my point,” now Jackson looked concerned. “Are you okay? I mean besides all this horrid stuff that keeps happening, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so,” I sighed. “I just had some interesting news on top of all this other stuff. It's kind of got me on edge.”
 
   “Interesting good,” Sommer narrowed her gaze on me, “or Chinese proverb interesting?”
 
   “Not sure yet,” I frowned. “Maybe a little of both.”
 
   “Ah,” Jackson smirked, “I don't believe that's considered a proverb but a curse. Generally one would only say May you live in interesting times to an enemy.”
 
   “Maybe some one cursed me then,” I laughed mirthlessly, “in another life.”
 
   “Alright, enough of this cryptic shit,” Tryst grimaced, “spill.”
 
   “Okay,” I laughed. I was kind of anticipating their reactions to this new drama. “So I just discovered that I was Odin's wife in a past life, bore him a son, Vidar, and helped him raise another, Vali.”
 
   “What the hell did you just say?” Sommer had been standing but she sat down quickly on the bench opposite mine.
 
   “Wait, isn't Odin, Thor's father?” Jackson was working it out rather quickly. I was impressed.
 
   “Yep,” I nodded.
 
   “You slept with your step-son?” Jax had a strange look, mostly horrified but a little intrigued.
 
   “In another life,” Sommer huffed at him. “Did no one else catch the other life reference?”
 
   “I already believed in reincarnation,” Tristan shrugged.
 
   “I had an inkling,” Jax chimed in, “but this is just too delicious. Gods have the best gossip, thank you so much for finally including us.”
 
   “You're thankful not because of this new world of magic I've shown you,” I shook my head, “but because of the gossip it's filled with?”
 
   “The magic is cool too,” Jax winked at me. “Especially the magical men.”
 
   “Which Vervain has already had a head start on enjoying,” Sommer grinned.
 
   “Evidently,” Jackson looked me over. “How was ol' one eye? You know, sexually.”
 
   “Yes, I know what you meant,” I rolled my eyes. “And I have no idea. I've been getting an occasional memory but nothing longer than a quick flash.”
 
   “A quick flash?” Tristan laughed. “I would have thought a god would have more stamina.”
 
   “The memory not the sex,” I laughed with them. “Actually, from the part I saw, I wouldn't mind remembering a little more.”
 
   “Vervain,” Sommer sobered the conversation. “Are you in love with Odin?”
 
   “I definitely feel...” I huffed and shook my head, “yeah, I love him.”
 
   “Uh oh,” Tryst said eloquently.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Sommer asked.
 
   “Well that's the big question, isn't it?” I rubbed at my forehead. “I love Trevor and no matter what happened in a previous life, I'm not giving him up.”
 
   “But?” Jackson prompted.
 
   “But I don't want to give up on a man who mourned me for hundreds of years, living only with the hope that I'd one day return to him.”
 
   “Hundreds of years?” Tristan blinked at me like an owl.
 
   “Very romantic,” Jackson said softly, “in a tragic way as all the best romance is.”
 
   “No, Mr. Poet,” I shook a finger at him. “Tragedy does not equal romance to me. I'd be much happier with a tragic-less romance. I wish my life were more simple.”
 
   “No you don't,” Jax focused his intense stare on me. “More simple would mean no palace, no hot lion-men, no werewolf lovin', and no gorgeous one-eyed ex-husbands.”
 
   “Is he considered an ex?” Tristan interrupted before I could respond. “You never divorced him.”
 
   “Holy shit,” I breathed, my heart leaping for a second before I jerked it to a rational halt. “That was another life, Tryst. He's definitely considered an ex.”
 
   “Hmmm,” Tristan seemed to consider it. “But the real question is: do we have to buy you a card on Mother's Day now?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   “We have to talk about Odin, Vidar, and Vali.”
 
   Trevor groaned, sighed, and walked down the hallway to the bedroom.
 
   “Trevor,” I followed after him and was rewarded with another groan. “We have to talk about this, they’re coming over tomorrow.”
 
   “Can’t we talk after we make love?” He sounded so whiny, I couldn't help laughing.
 
   “Talk first, then the lovemaking,” I jumped into bed and he climbed in after.
 
   “You’re a cruel, cruel woman, Godhunter,” he leaned back against the bed's wall and sighed. 
 
   “You’re supposed to be helping me here,” I nudged him. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Tell Odin to take a hike and just visit Vidar and Vali,” he spread his hands like it was so obvious. “Now can we have sex?”
 
   “Oh, now it’s sex, not making love,” I raised a brow. “How much longer do I have to talk to get you to us the F word?”
 
   “I’d say my patience will wear thin in about two minutes,” he looked at me very seriously. “Then the making love will have gone from sex to fucking.”
 
   “I think I’d rather fuck,” I whispered in his ear, “then have sex, and then make love.” I felt his whole body shiver in waves of pleasure before he sighed.
 
   “You’re very lucky, I have such great control,” he pulled me into his arms. “Or there would’ve been none of any of that for a few minutes.”
 
   “Men are so easy,” I let my voice get husky. “We still need to talk.”
 
   “Arghhh,” he threw up his hands. “I just told you how to handle it.”
 
   “I can’t tell Odin to take a hike,” I poked him in the stomach. “He’s not making any demands of me and he agreed to join our side, even though it lost him friends.”
 
   “Friends who he was already losing anyway because of his traitorous brat,” Trevor growled.
 
   “Why is it that you sound pleased by that?” I narrowed my eyes and pulled back, so I could sit up and stare him down.
 
   “I’m not pleased,” he knocked his head back into the bed, thump, thump, thump. “I’m jealous.”
 
   “Jealous?” Oh shit, I was bad at handling jealousy, “Who of, Odin, Vali, or Vidar?”
 
   “All three,” he waved helplessly. “I’m jealous of what you had with Odin, a whole lifetime of loving under your belt and a child as well. Vidar is a living, breathing tie to Odin, and Vali is a living, breathing testament to how much you loved Odin. So much that you became a mother to his son by another woman.”
 
   I frowned and remembered something my mother used to say to me. Have a child with a man and you’ll never get him out of your life. I guess that could be bad or good depending on the man. I don’t think she had reincarnation in mind, when she said it though.
 
   “Sabine loved Odin,” I rubbed his thigh idly. “She had a child with him centuries ago. Vervain however, is in love with you… right now.”
 
   “You are Sabine,” his eyes had gone from wolf to puppy.
 
   “No I’m not,” I brought in my legs to sit cross legged, just as Nick decided to make an entrance and claim my lap. I pet him as I struggled to explain. “She’s a piece of me, like a memory or a bit of knowledge, but she’s not all of me. If this truly is reincarnation, and I’m not sure it is, then I’ve probably lived lots of lives since and before Sabine. I’ve probably born several children and loved lots of men.”
 
   “That makes me feel so much better,” he grimaced at me but at least it was an improvement from those puppy eyes.
 
   “It should,” I swatted him. “Do you really believe that all those other lives have any bearing on this one? Should you be jealous of all those men, those children? Am I a big slut because I’ve loved different men in multiple lives?”
 
   “No,” he frowned as he tried to work it out.
 
   “Right,” I smiled. “Because they’re not Vervain. Sabine is not Vervain. Only I am Vervain and only the man I love in this life will have me.” It was a great speech, if only I could convince myself.
 
   “It sounds good,” he took my hand and stared down at it as he swirled his thumb over my palm. “You’ve said similar things before but I’m not sure it’s going to work out that way. You don't have memories of those other past lives or have people from them in your present life. This could really hurt us, Minn Elska. I don't want to become just another memory to you.”
 
   “You will never be just another memory,” I squeezed his hand.
 
   Some little part of me shifted and trembled at his words, almost as if they were prophecy. I didn’t want them to be prophetic. I wanted to stay there with Trevor, happy and content with his love. I didn’t want to deal with Odin or decide how to integrate him and our children into my life. 
 
   Then something whispered inside me that I did want to deal with them, I wanted a lot more than that in fact. I remembered Odin holding Vidar’s tiny toddler hands as he led him toward Mommy. I remembered the first time Vali smiled at me. Most importantly, I remembered what being a part of their family had felt like and I missed it. I missed them.
 
   I swallowed hard and acknowledged the wanting. Trevor was right, it was unfair to have those memories. Surely if there was reincarnation, the memories weren’t supposed to come along for the ride… and for a good reason. I’d been forced to remember and it was screwing with my new life. The question that was really bugging me though, the question that had been in the back of my mind since this whole thing with Odin started, was why I was remembering.
 
   It was hard enough dealing with this life's issues. Seeing Thor and working with him again brought back memories too but Thor was just a part of my past. His loss was something that I had to accept, it was a normal part of life… a single life. He left me and I moved on. I fell in love with Trevor. 
 
   There was no going back to Thor, plain and simple, and frankly, I don't think I'd go back to him if I could. People didn't always live up to our expectations, sometimes they did things that forced us to make hard decisions. Like whether or not to keep them in our lives. I had no illusions about that and I was happy with the decisions I'd made. I could live with my memories of Thor, knowing I was making memories with Trevor that would ease their ache, and eventually I'd be able to look back on them fondly. 
 
   My memories of Odin however, were harder to deal with. There was no break-up with Odin. No horrible betrayal or reason to leave him. If I hadn't died, I would still be with Odin. There was the rub. Those memories were bittersweet not because he'd hurt me but because he hadn't. The memories I was starting to get were of a truly happy life and I had a feeling this was only the beginning. Once the damn broke, I was going to be overwhelmed with longer, more detailed recollections. Of things I could never have again.
 
   Then there was the fact that I truly did love Trevor. So how could another man have a hold on me? How could a remembered love affect the one I had now? I guess one love doesn’t cancel out another. Love is not finite, you give and give of it and still you have more. It was why the magic I’d taken from Aphrodite was so strong. Love had no limits… either that or I was a big slut.
 
   Regardless, it all came back to the why. I didn't know a whole lot about reincarnation but I was pretty sure that the people who remembered their past lives, went looking for them. They meditated or had themselves hypnotized. I believe some even employed psychics to just flat out tell them who they were in a past life. I don't recall ever hearing of someone just spontaneously remembering their other lives though. 
 
   Maybe it had something to do with running into people from my other life. I've heard stories about lovers reuniting, meeting again in new lives and recognizing each other. They'd feel a pull toward the other person or just feel comfortable with them. Maybe my situation was similar but since Odin was actually still living the same life, my memories were triggered by seeing the exact same man and not just meeting his soul again. Could be, but I had the strangest feeling in my chest that there was something more to this.
 
   “We’ll just have to take it step by step,” I’d been silent for so long that my voice kind of startled Trevor. He squeezed my hand sharply. “I’ll promise you this though; nothing will change how I feel about you. You will always come first.”
 
   He smiled and the sadness was gone. “I think I can accept that.” He shooed Nick away gently and pulled me into his lap.
 
   “Wait,” I pushed at him. “So what am I going to do about Odin?”
 
   He sighed and laid his forehead to mine. “How about supervised visitation?”
 
   “Like I’m a child abuser?” I pulled back to laugh at him but he wasn’t laughing. “Okay honey-eyes, you can supervise.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Rain looked as peaceful as his name sounded, when he turned toward me. How someone who caused so much havoc could look so calm, was beyond me. Also, it really pissed me off. 
 
   It was the first time I'd seen him since the funeral and I'd decided I was gonna have it out with Mr. Psycho, er Psychic. The more I thought about the games he had played with his little innuendos, the more irritated I became. He did kinda save my life in a round about way, so I probably had to forgive him. I could still be pissed though.
 
   “You look well rested,” I tried to mimic his calm as I slid into a seat at the same table I'd spoken to Odin at. Rain had just finished a set and had come promptly up to the second floor, walking past me with a look that said not only was he expecting me to follow but he believed the whole idea to be mine in the first place. It was. I was going to call him up to speak with him but he'd beat me to it. Convenient but annoying.
 
   “Is there any reason I shouldn't be?” He slid into the seat opposite mine.
 
   “Oh I don't know,” I pursed my lips, “maybe the fact that you'd known all this shit was about to go down and didn't feel the need to warn anyone? I don't need another Loki around here. If you're just going to use your gift to cause mischief, you can take your show on the road. And thank you for tipping Trevor off and helping to save my life. And for the beautiful song at Al's funeral.”
 
   “Wow,” he laughed and shook his head. “It's not very often that someone manages to surprise me.”
 
   “You find it surprising that I want you gone, instead of fucking with my family?” I raised a brow at him.
 
   “No,” he sighed. “My gift, as you call it, comes with very few perks. Maybe the way I deliver my warnings can sometimes be viewed as mischievous but I do deliver them. I gave you the information as I was shown it. I don't have full access to the future and all its possible outcomes and I didn't know everything that was going to happen in Asgard before you went. If I had, I would have told you what I could.”
 
   “What you could?”
 
   “Most of the time, when something is unchangeable,” he frowned at his clasped hands on the shiny table top, “I'm not shown it. But occasionally everything is mixed together, the changeable and unchangeable. When I start to tell another person about the vision, I find myself unable to speak about certain things and I know then that they are meant to be. No warning could stop them.”
 
   “So Al?”
 
   “Was going to die no matter what anyone did.”
 
   “Am I meant to kill Demeter?” My heart started to pound when I said her name. In all the years I'd been hunting gods, I'd never hated one so much. I'd never relished the idea of killing before.
 
   “That remains unknown to me.”
 
   “So you're telling me you believe in fate?” I couldn't help the skeptical note in my voice.
 
   “Absolutely. If I hadn't before, now I know it for certain. Some things must be.” His hands unclasped and he reached over for one of mine. He stared at our joined hands as he talked. “When I tried to warn you about your relationship to Odin and the child that was no longer a child, awaiting you in Asgard, all that would come out were hobbled questions. You must have needed to see him, to come to those realizations in your own way. All I could do was put you in a more receptive frame of mind.”
 
   “And before that,” I pulled my hand out of his grip and he looked up at me. “With Trevor. You pushed him into proposing to me, didn't you? Why would you do that?”
 
   “He was on the verge of doing something drastic,” Rain shrugged. “His jealousy needed an outlet and you needed to see the situation clearer. It ended up being the perfect thing for your relationship, didn't it?”
 
   I frowned as I thought it over. It had made me reevaluate things and made Trevor open up about his nightmares. I sighed. “I guess.”
 
   “And she surprises me again,” he made a huffing sound.
 
   “What, you didn't think I could be reasonable?”
 
   “No, I didn't think you could admit to being wrong,” he smiled and it was the first time I saw it reach his eyes. I stopped and stared a bit. Rain's appeal went up ten notches when he smiled for real.
 
   “And I didn't think you could actually smile,” I said softly.
 
   “I smile all the time,” and just like that, the realness was gone.
 
   “Not really, you don't,” I bit my lip. “Are they that hard on you, the visions?”
 
   “She's insightful too,” he whispered as he looked away. “Imagine snippets of other people's lives popping into your head all the time. Then trying to make sense of the vision, wondering what it is you need to do or say. Should you try and stop it, should you just give a warning? Why are they even shown to you at all?”
 
   “I can see how that might get tedious,” I began to have a new image of Rain. 
 
   “Tedious,” he laughed harshly. “Yeah, you can call it that. I once had a vision of a girl being murdered... as I was making love to her. It kind of ruined the mood.”
 
   “Fuck me,” I breathed.
 
   “Excuse me?” He looked up at me with wide eyes.
 
   “Oh sorry,” I felt my cheeks heat, “just an expression like holy shit. I didn't mean it as an invitation.”
 
   “What a shame,” his lips crept up at the corners and his eyes twinkled again.
 
   “Wow, two real smiles in one evening,” I joked to get us off the flirting path.
 
   “Must be the company,” he was looking at me strange and it was starting to weird me out.
 
   “Since we're on such an intimate subject anyway,” I blurted. “Maybe you can help me figure something out.”
 
   “Sure,” his brows danced down once quickly.
 
   “I hold a few different types of magic now,” I tried to think of how to explain all the different powers I'd taken from the two goddesses.
 
   “Love and Lions,” he smiled. “Better add Laughter to that as well.”
 
   “Well there are a few more.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Aphrodite was also the Goddess of Sex, Victory, and War,” I looked at him steadily. “War seems to really like you. I have to work hard to tamp it down when I'm around you. I get the strangest urge to pick up a sword and jump on your back.”
 
   He laughed, a sudden burst of sound, like it was torn out of him but once out, there was no stopping it. It surged and flowed, echoing off the metal walls and bouncing back to us. When he finally stopped, he had tears in his eyes and the rest of his band was standing in the middle of the crowded dance-floor, staring up at him in shock.
 
   I waved awkwardly at them.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he wiped at his eyes. “Did you just say, your magic makes you want to mount me? That's about the worst pick up line I've ever heard.”
 
   “Oh shut up, Rain,” I grimaced. “It's like my magic sees you as a horse, not a man. A war horse.”
 
   “I was a war horse,” his laughter left. “After I fought for Rome, Epona took me, made me a shifter, and sent me back undercover, as it were. I've fought more battles as a horse than as a man.”
 
   “I had a feeling,” I nodded.
 
   “Well there's another first.”
 
   “How's that?”
 
   “That someone knew something about me before I told them, instead of the other way around,” he settled back into his chair and looked at me with that strange expression again. “I think I like it.”
 
   “Whoa, boy,” I held up a hand, “Stop right there, Italian Stallion. I'm taken. In numerous lifetimes it seems.” I rolled my eyes. “You need to stop giving me the eye.”
 
   “Italian Stallion?” He choked on another laugh. “Holy fuck, I am an Italian stallion. I've never thought of that.”
 
   “Yeah, you and Stallone. Great,” I waited for him to get his laughter under control again. What the hell happened to quiet, morose guy? “But why does my War magic want you so bad? I've met lots of warriors, including a Chinese General by the way, and its never reacted like this before.”
 
   “I....don't...” his face went slack, his eyes staring at a place over my right shoulder.
 
   “Rain?” I watched his hands clench spasmodically. “Rain, are you okay?”
 
   “The horse needs a rider,” he intoned. “The heart isn't whole. Magic needs to fill it and send it into war. Soon all will be complete again. Horse, rider, and the power that drives them both.” His eyes cleared and he seemed to shake himself out of his daze. A few blinks and he was back to staring at me weird.
 
   “Don't tell me,” I sighed. “You don't remember any of that.”
 
   “Of course I remember it,” he frowned at me. “It was my vision. The riderless horse and all that.”
 
   “The riderless horse being you,” I prompted.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “What did it mean?” I nearly shouted at him. “You implied that we'll be going to war together.”
 
   “Did I?” He lifted a brow.
 
   “Rain,” I growled.
 
   “I said what I can, Rouva,” he grinned as he got up. “Or is it Tima? Goddess of Love? Of War? What title do you prefer these days?”
 
   “Godhunter.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Odin, and our sons showed up at seven pm exactly. I welcomed them in through the wards and knew instantly that I’d never have to re-ward the house against them. They were family.
 
   While I showed them around, Trevor finished up grilling steaks in the backyard. He had a picnic table set up and Kirill was out there guarding the meat from the other cat in the house, Nick.
 
   Odin smiled at the eclectic mix of décor. He especially liked the tent effect the draped gauze had in the living room. A framed tribal headpiece caught his attention and he studied it intently before moving on to look over the intricate embroidery of a wedding kimono, just a few feet away in the little dining area next to the kitchen. 
 
   I led them back into my work studio, which was now also Kirill's bedroom. My easel was pushed into a corner now, the paints and other necessities tucked away in a rolling cabinet to the side, so my lion could have as much space as possible. His bed was across from the easel, tucked in the corner as well, and made with almost military efficiency. It would have looked really spartan if I hadn't given him such soft bedding. 
 
   There was a dresser for his clothes, though I knew it was half empty. Even the closet had only a few shirts in it and two pairs of shoes lined up neatly on the bottom. My blank canvases took up more space in there than his clothes did. I needed to take that boy shopping. I don't know how anyone could live with so little clothing. 
 
   There was also a small desk which I used to use for my paints but had cleared out for him. It was the one thing he had asked for, a workspace. So I had no problem with giving it to him. The top of the desk was covered with an assortment of little carved creatures. They were all Kirill's handiwork. Miniature dragons, phoenixes, griffons, and all kinds of real and imagined animals were carved with such amazing detail, I half expected them to start moving around. His tools were lined up neatly on one side of the desk and I ran a hand over them fondly.
 
   “You were always so creative,” Odin walked slowly around the room, admiring the paintings on the walls. “You painted those tarot cards yourself, you know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know,” my heart flipped over when he looked up and smiled at me. What did you do when your heart flipped? Did I need surgery? At the very least, I felt like I should sit down.
 
   “You used me as a model for the Emperor,” he laughed. “Remember when you pulled that card for me on Yule? You said you weren’t surprised it came up for me.”
 
   “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it,” I shook my head. “I’ll have to get my deck out and take another look.”
 
   “Vidar and Vali are in there as well,” Odin’s eye twinkled. “Guess which cards.”
 
   “The Sun for Vidar,” I said immediately and had a flash of sketching Vidar as a baby. “He’s the happy baby on horseback, isn’t he? Vali is The Hanged Man, always so withdrawn from the world, so pensive.” I swallowed hard and Vidar immediately came over and wrapped me up in his arms.
 
   “Mom,” he kissed the top of my head. “Everything’s okay now. We can be a family again.”
 
   “Not exactly,” I pulled back and smiled sadly. “I want all of you to be a part of my life but it’s a new life for me, so I need you to accept that. Sabine’s life is over, I need to live this life and I need your understanding.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Vidar's arms tightened around me. Odin laid a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “It means that she wants us to be considerate of her relationship with Trevor, the Froekn, and the Intare.” Odin smiled at me and it was an understanding smile as well as a hopeful one. “But it also means she’ll make room for us. She loves you both,” he transferred his gaze to Vidar and Vali. “She’s not going to leave either of you again.”
 
   “I love all of you,” I corrected softly. “But things can’t be the way they used to be.”
 
   “The steaks are done,” Trevor stood in the doorway with an unreadable expression. I had no idea how long he’d been standing there. “Are we going to eat outside?”
 
   “Sure,” I smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek as I passed by. “I’ll grab the drinks. Can one of you help me carry the salad?”
 
   We all tromped outside, Vidar grabbed the salad and we set everything down on the portable picnic table Trevor had set up  next to the fish pond. He’d also set up tiki torches and the random flames made the backyard look primal. The smell of cooked meat overwhelmed the night-blooming jasmine but the flowers were still beautiful, delicate little white fluted blossoms that glowed in the moonlight. The contrast of fire and fragility strangely put me at ease and I knew a moment of contentment with my favorite men gathered to share a meal with me. I put the six-pack of sodas and the beers down on the table, just in time to fend Nick off the steaks.
 
   “Get out of here, brat cat,” I scooped him up and tossed him in the grass. He gave me an affronted look that spoke volumes on his wounded kitty pride. How dare I manhandle him in front of guests? He stomped off to go hunt something down and kill it. We weren't so different I guess.
 
   I handed out the plates before I sat down between Trevor and Kirill. Odin, Vali, and Vidar sat across from us. We doled out the food, carefully avoiding each others eyes, and started to eat in uncomfortable silence. I finally hazarded a glance around. They were all studiously cutting and chewing their steaks.
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” I opened my coke with a loud crack. They all looked up at me expectantly. “We have to discuss this or we’re going to be smothered by the elephant.”
 
   “Elephant?” Odin chuckled. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The elephant in the room?” I took a biting swig of soda. 
 
   “Okay, Minn Elska,” Trevor grabbed my hand and gave it a quick kiss. “How do you want to start this?”
 
   “We were discussing things in Kirill's room when you came in,” I looked over at Trevor and he stared back at me with a carefully blank expression. “I told them how I wanted all of them in my life but they need to respect our relationship. What I didn’t tell you three,” I looked across at my old family, “is that Trevor has agreed to respect our ties as well but he’d prefer to be around when we’re visiting.”
 
   “Don’t trust me, wolf?” Odin grinned so wickedly that I didn’t trust him for a moment.
 
   “It’s not a good idea to taunt wolves,” I put a restraining hand on Trevor when he growled. “Especially when they have something you want.”
 
   “You’re right, I just couldn’t help it,” Odin spread his hands. “It just seems a little silly that he won’t trust you alone.”
 
   “I trust her just fine,” Trevor didn’t loose the growl. 
 
   “I wouldn’t trust you either, if our situations were reversed,” Odin nodded sharply and twisted his lips in grudging acceptance. “You’ll both be welcome in Asgard whenever you wish to visit.”
 
   “I go as vell,” Kirill had barely looked up during the conversation but now he stared right at Odin.
 
   “Of course,” Odin nodded.
 
   “And all of you will be welcome here too,” I nudged Trevor again, “Right, Trevor?”
 
   “As you wish,” he didn’t take his eyes off Odin.
 
   “Alright, Wesley,” I smirked when only Odin started to laugh.
 
   “He would make a good Dread Pirate Roberts,” Odin nodded.
 
   “At least you get it,” I shook my head. “Oh right, Santa TV. I never got to see that thing.”
 
   “I'll be sure to show you next time,” Odin winked at me.
 
   There was a sparkle behind Vidar and suddenly Thor was there. 
 
   “Holy God of Thunder!” I screamed and splashed soda all over. “Damn it, Thor, since when is my backyard a tracing point?”
 
   “Anywhere can be an entrance,” he waved impatiently. “I just have to be familiar with the location, you know that. Now get up. Demeter just tried to kill Hades.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   The Underworld was beautiful.
 
   Stone clacked hollowly under my boots as we made our way from Hades' tracing room to his bedroom. Birdsong added a low chorus to the clacking and beneath it all was the bubbling of water over stone. To either side of the open-air walkway, were lush gardens with monstrous blooms, looking as if they'd climbed right out of the pages of Alice in Wonderland. The sun was bright overhead, the warmth coaxing a heady scent from the flowers and bringing little furry creatures out from the brush to laze in the light. The garden was so big, I could barely make out the line of the enclosing walls back behind the trees.
 
   How did he get the sun to shine down here?” I asked as I tried to keep up with everyone and still take in my surroundings.
 
   “We're not actually under the world,” Thor frowned backed at me from the head of our group. “This is the God Realm, same as Asgard and your Lion Palace.”
 
   “Right,” my eyes widened as a large multicolored bird swooped by and landed in a tree on my left. It squawked at me and fluffed it's feathers before settling. Then an absurdly large insect landed beside it and the bird struck out with ninja-like reflexes and gobbled the bug down. “Holy hand grenades!” I winced as I watched the twitching legs disappear into the bird's beak. 
 
   Trevor steadied me with a chuckle but I noticed Kirill silently maneuvering himself between me and the bird. I scanned the skies for anymore avian distractions but the next thing to fly in couldn't really be called a bird.
 
   “Is that a...” I stopped walking and starred at the thing standing in the clearing on our right.
 
   “Yes, a pegasus,” Thor made an irritated sound. “Vervain we shouldn't dawdle.” 
 
   “A freakin' winged horse just flew in for a landing right in front of me and you tell me not to dawdle?” I couldn't take my eyes off the exquisite creature, even to yell at Thor. “This isn't like the time you took me to DC and wouldn't let me gawk at the White House. This is a pegasus and I am gonna gawk, god damn it!”
 
   “Well fine,” Thor growled. “You don't have to go damning any of us. Go. Have your gawk.”
 
   “I will,” I stepped off the walkway hesitantly and slowly made my way towards the shining white pegasus. It lifted its head and fixed a wary eye on me. “Hey,” I said softly. “How you doin', big guy?”
 
   “I'm rather famished, if you don't mind,” he said and lowered his face to the grass.
 
   I stood there, gaping at him, with the sounds of my friends' mirth as a backdrop to my shock. A sort of choking sound came out of my throat a second before I recovered. Of all the things I'd seen, it was kind of funny that the one that startled me the most was a talking pegasus.
 
   “Um, ok,” I finally said. “Sorry to interrupt you.”
 
   “No problem,” the pegasus said around a mouthful. “Tell the boss man I said hi.”
 
   “Sure,” I cleared my throat, “and you are?”
 
   “Oh, my apologies,” he looked up. “I am Peter.”
 
   “Peter?” I blinked.
 
   “Yes, what is it?”
 
   “No, I uh.”
 
   “You don't like my name?”
 
   “No it's fine, I just thought...”
 
   “You thought it would be Theseus or Perceus or some other name ending in eus?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” I shrugged. “I don't know, you're the first pegasus I've met.”
 
   “Ah, okay,” he nodded regally. “I will forgive then. I am Peter the Great if that makes any difference.”
 
   “Oh sure, that's... great,” I rolled my eyes. “Like the Czar?”
 
   “He was named after me.”
 
   “Oh yes, of course.”
 
   “Vervain,” Thor growled.
 
   “Okay, gotta go, nice to meet you Peter. Oh, I'm Vervain, by the way.”
 
   “Like the herb?”
 
   “Yes,” I laughed. “Exactly.”
 
   “Ah, an excellent name.”
 
   “Thank you, I'll let my mother know you approve.”
 
   “Vervain!” Thor rumbled.
 
   “Catch you later,” I turned away.
 
   “Woman,” the pegasus neighed. “Never use the word catch around a pegasus. Haven't you ever seen Clash of the Titans?”
 
   “Oh, right, sorry,” I rushed back to the walkway and Peter went back to eating the grass.
 
   “I just met Peter the Pegasus,” I whispered to Trevor as we continued down the path.
 
   “Yes,” he chuckled. Everyone was still kind of laughing at me actually.
 
   “Can someone please tell me why the Underworld is filled with giant flowers, monster birds, and flying horses that talk?”
 
   “Well Hades is Greek,” Pan shrugged. “And the pegasus is Greek but as for the talking bit and the rest of it,” he waved his hand at the strange gardens. “You're in a version of the afterlife. Magic is even stronger in the domains that house human souls. It is easily influenced, as Asgard has a battlefield for the fallen Vikings because they expect it, so does Hades have things like our friend Peter.”
 
   “You're telling me people expect not only a pegasus to be in Hades but a talking one?” I scoffed.
 
   “The Greek Underworld was created from the dreams and nightmares of humans,” Pan shot a glance at a strange ball that rolled out of the bushes and then became a bunny. “What you see around you are the best bits of it all. Here, inside the walls of Hades' home, he allows only the dreams in, however odd they may be. Outside his walls though, is another story.”
 
   “Nightmares?” I swallowed hard.
 
   “Let's just say I don't recommend you going on a walkabout past the old garden gate.”
 
   “Gotcha,” I nodded and filed away the information under the heading of What Not to Do... Ever.
 
   I did feel a little safer though, walking through the gardens, knowing that all the really bad stuff was beyond the walls. Hades surely had some serious wards in place with them. Then I stopped thinking about walls and wards because we had reached a huge iron and wood door. Carved into the stone frame, over an intricately designed scene of a wasteland filled with tortured souls, were the words:
 
    Abandon hope, all ye who enter here
 
   “You've got to be fucking kidding,” I stared in morbid fascination at a scene on the door. A man was chained to a rock, being torn apart by monstrous birds. I swallowed convulsively and looked back over my shoulder. I wasn't much of a bird lover. I'm a cat person, it's kind of against the rules.
 
   “It's Hades' idea of a joke,” Odin patted my shoulder reassuringly.
 
   “Oh,” I huffed a little chuckle, my unease disappearing in another wave of embarrassment. “I knew there was a reason why I liked him.”
 
   
  
 

“Come on,” Thor had the massive door open already and was headed through. “We've tarried long enough. I want to see how he's doing.”
 
   We all followed Thor into what was a remarkably modern home. We walked down a wood paneled hallway, turned around some corners, and passed a few open doors which led into luxurious rooms. All the rooms had large windows to showcase the gardens and all had plants featured prominently. 
 
   The carpet under our feet was a creamy white and the art hanging on the walls were Matisse and Gauguin. The pieces of furniture strewn about, were all antiques. Why had I been nervous about going to the Underworld? What an idiot. I should have known better. Then I remembered the nightmares beyond the walls. So maybe not so much of an idiot.
 
   Thor led us into a large room, windows open to let in the sweet air, and plush Persian rugs stretched out over the cream carpet. There were seating areas, reading areas, vanity areas, and finally the sleeping area. The room needed to be sectioned off, it was that big. 
 
   Hades was laid out on top of a thick burgundy comforter, on the right side of the bed. I wasn't at all surprised to see that the bed was an antique four-poster, hung with velvet curtains. It looked right at home in the room.
 
   What didn't match, what seemed very out of place in fact, was the pale blue of Hades' skin and the rumpled mess of his person. Hades was always so well put together. He looked like a fashion model, especially with the sunglasses he always wore. At the moment though, he looked more like a concentration camp survivor. He was just so gaunt and so still.
 
    I walked over to where Persephone stood beside him, holding his hand and sobbing as she tried to stay out of Teharon's way. The Mohawk healer was concentrating on a spot in the center of Hades' chest, a bright light radiating from his hands and into Hades. As I watched, the blue tinge on Hades' skin retreated and a pinkish glow started to fill him. It was so miraculous, Teharon's ability, and I was so grateful that he was on our side.
 
   As soon as Persephone saw me, she used her free hand to grab me and pull me in tight. “Vervain,” she swallowed hard, looking back and forth between me and her husband. “I never thought she'd sink so low. To try and kill Hades...”
 
   “I know,” I rubbed her back as we watched for signs of life from her husband. “Is he going to be okay, Teharon?”
 
   “He's fine,” Teharon smiled and stroked the hair back from Sephy's face. “Demeter lowered his temperature and we both know how that can affect Hades. I simply raised it back up again.”
 
   “You defrosted the hothead?” I asked and instantly winced. “Sorry, bad time for a new nickname.”
 
   “Who exactly are you calling a hot head?” Hades brought our attention back to him.
 
   “Sizzle Butt!” Sephy exclaimed as she launched herself at him. That was my original nickname for the Lord of the Underworld but Persephone stole it. “Are you okay? How are you feeling?”
 
   “I think I'd like to get under these covers for a little while,” he started to pull at the heavy velvet and Persephone jumped up to help. “Other than that, I feel remarkably well. My thanks, Teharon.”
 
   “You're most welcome,” Teharon made a slight head bow. “I'm glad I was able to arrive in time.”
 
   “Bunny-Nose,” Hades took Sephy's hand. “You know body heat is the best thing to warm someone up. You should climb in here too.”
 
   “Hotcakes, we have company,” she giggled as she jumped into the bed with him anyway.
 
   “Hotcakes!” I exclaimed and everyone looked over at me in surprise. “Damn it. I wish I'd thought of that. That's a good one, Sephy.”
 
   “Thank you,” she grinned at me from the cage of Hades' arms. “I learned from the best.”
 
   “Aw shucks.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Thor interrupted. “I'm relieved you're restored, Hades, I really am, but we need to know what happened.”
 
   “Of course,” Hades sighed as he snuggled in closer to Sephy. “Demeter came here to visit, she'd come before and I never thought to deny her entrance. I was in my office, working on the placement of some new souls, when she walked in and took me by surprise. Before I even knew what was happening, she had turned my office into a frigid wasteland and pulled all the heat from my body. I don't remember much after the cold, just waking up in bed.”
 
   “So you have no idea where she is now,” Thor said with clear disappointment.
 
   “No, I'm sorry,” Hades frowned and combined with his fiery eyes, it was a little frightening. “I wish I did. Wait, there was something.” His face scrunched up, the fire from his eyes illuminating the creases in a frightening way. “She smelled like salt water. Like the ocean.”
 
   “Since most of the world is covered with it, that's not the biggest help,” Thor grimaced.
 
   I wasn't looking at Thor though, I was looking at Persephone, and her hollow stare. I knew my friend. I knew that look. It meant she knew something. Something she wasn't sure she wanted to share and something I wasn't sure if I wanted to know. Demeter had killed and tortured my friends. I wanted her dead but the thought of hurting Sephy in the process still left me a little uneasy.
 
   Sephy,” I finally said quietly. “What is it? Where is she?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” she looked away.
 
   “Persephone,” I sat on the edge of the bed. “She just tried to murder your husband. How far are you willing to let this go?”
 
   “She bought Ku's old place,” she whispered.
 
   “What?” I stood back up, horrified at the thought of having to step foot in the house where I'd made my first kill. “Ku, Ku? The Ku I killed? The Ku whose car I drive?” 
 
   I killed him and kept his car. Yes, I know there's something very wrong about that but it wasn't like he was using it and it's a Jaguar. I mean, come on, who could resist that? It's not like he was going to report it stolen and I was witch enough to handle any traffic issues that might come up but driving his car was one thing, returning to the site where I beheaded him was another.
 
   “Yes, V, that Ku,” she shook her head. “I think she thought it was a good place to keep an eye on things and maybe a way to get into your head.”
 
   “Into my head?” What kind of freaky juju was this bitch working? “How was she going to do that?”
 
   “Not literally,” Sephy sighed. 
 
   It was so strange, this was the first time Persephone seemed more mature than I did. Not that you needed a PhD or anything to be more mature than I but usually Sephy played it a little on the childish side. Seeing her like this, world-weary and a touch cynical, kind of hurt my heart. I missed the old Sephy, almost as much as I celebrated her stepping up and becoming Persephone.
 
   “She thought that she could get a feel for you,” tears were flowing down Persephone's cheeks, “if she lived in the house you made your first kill in. Plus, she really liked the view.”
 
   “It is a nice view,” I whispered.
 
   “You don't have to be a part of this,” Trevor was beside me, his arm around my shoulders. “I can take the Intare in with the Froekn.”
 
   “No,” I shook my head. “I know how to get there without tracing and I won't leave my men alone with her. If you go, I go.”
 
   “And I,” Vali took my hand.
 
   “I as well,” Vidar nodded.
 
   “If you wouldn't mind an old man tagging along,” Odin grinned and shrugged. “I'd be happy to join in the fun.”
 
   “Alright,” Thor said decisively. “Call your wolves, Prince, and Vervain, summon your lions. It's time for the Harvest Goddess to finally reap what she's sowed.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   There it was. The place where it had all began. I still remembered the nightmares vividly. The heart-poundingly terrifying dreamscapes where I didn't win. I'd run and run but get nowhere. Scream and hear nothing. Then Ku would get up off that bloody floor and reach for me. He'd laugh and tell me he was a god and I was a human. I could never win against his kind. There was no hope for humanity and there definitely wasn't any for me.
 
   Those nightmares had been the catalyst that propelled me into action. I was never one to just sit around and be terrified. So I opened that spell book of Ku's and began to read. I studied the information on the gods, the Atlanteans. I researched the chants I'd need to get into god homes. I put on Ku's gloves, strapped on my sword, and trained hard. I practiced and prepared, and then instead of hiding in my bed, afraid of the monsters, I killed them in their beds. I became their monster, their nightmare. 
 
   I became the Godhunter.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor was crouched in the bushes beside me. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Sure,” I whispered, keeping my eyes on the large koa wood front door. “I'm ready.”
 
   I got up and ran to the door, as quietly as I could, and I felt my Intare rise up to follow. The Froekn were following Fenrir, who caught up with me quick and was the first to place a hand on the door knob. He looked over at me in surprise when it opened easily. That wasn't a good sign. I let my claws down with a deadly click and followed him inside.
 
   The house was silent and I was impressed at how quietly we moved through it. Not a single creak or shuffle betrayed our presence as we cleared each room. My heart started to pound as I passed the living room, where I'd beheaded Ku. I just glanced in to make sure it was empty but my mind filled in the things that were missing. The body. The blood.
 
   I shook my head and moved on. The bathroom where I'd washed away all that blood, was empty. The library where I found the gloves I was currently wearing and the book I valued above all others, empty too. The bedroom where I'd taken a piece of luggage to store my loot in, empty. Not just empty of Demeter, empty of any trace of her. I turned around to head back to where the others were and saw the expressions on everyone’s faces.
 
   “Fuck!” I screamed as the Intare and Froekn both growled. “Where the fuck is that murderous bitch?”
 
   “Not here,” Trevor placed a calming hand on my shoulder. “She's abandoned this place. Come on, Minn Elska. Let's go home.”
 
   “Vait,” Kirill held up a dvd. “Zis had note attached, saying to vatch.”
 
   Trevor took the dvd and went into the living room. We all followed behind, silent as he put the dvd in the player and turned the television on. The screen flared to life, showing a large picture of Demeter on it and both the wolves and lions started to growl.
 
   “If you're watching this,” she said in a smug tone from the safety of the screen, “you're not as stupid as I thought. And my daughter is even more traitorous than I feared,” she narrowed her eyes on me. “This of course is all of your fault, Godhunter, and I intend on making you suffer for it. You think living through the death of your lion was bad? You have no idea what true pain is. The loss of a child.”
 
   I felt my stomach drop and my eyes turned immediately to Vidar and Vali. Did she know about them? I looked at Odin next and his gaze was just as concerned as mine.
 
   “Yes, I know about your brats,” she answered my unspoken question. “You think just because you can't find me that I'm not watching you?” She paused to cackle. “I'm going to do worse to them than I did to that bald lion of yours. I'm going to really take my time and enjoy them since you've completely turned my daughter against me and I can no longer enjoy her company.”
 
   “Don't worry about us, Mom,” Vali put a hand on my shoulder. “We can take her.”
 
   “I am like the seasons,” Demeter continued. “Like the frost that comes in the night or the heat wave that suddenly chokes the harvest. You will never see me coming.” She laughed again. “So go home and enjoy your babies while you can, Godhunter. They will not be yours for long.”
 
   “Wrong again, bitch,” I growled at Demeter's face.
 
   I didn't scream, I didn't smash anything like I wanted to. I just pulled up my claws and stomped out of the house with everyone else following behind me. I walked right up to the closed gate and pulled the gate remote out of my pocket. I'd pilfered it years ago when I'd stolen Ku's car and I was glad I'd held onto it. 
 
   I wasn't sure it was still going to work after all those years but now that we'd established that Demeter was gone, there was no sense in being quiet. We could walk out the gates instead of climbing over them, like we'd done to get in. I pointed the remote and clicked it. The gates opened.
 
   “She didn't even change the code,” I growled. “She wanted me to come here. She was hoping I would.”
 
   “Yeah but that was before she angered all the Froekn and  Intare,” Vali said from my side. “Now the huntress is being hunted and she knows it. She threatened us to try and throw you off your game.”
 
   “There's got to be a way to find her,” I grumbled as I walked down the road toward my car. 
 
   The road was lined with all of our vehicles and I leaned against my car as I watched the others get inside their own. I wasn't about to leave before I knew everyone else was safe. 
 
   My lions piled into a few vans and I nodded at them to leave. Kirill was still with me of course, so they didn't have a problem with it. The Froekn had a bunch of personal vehicles that they'd car pooled over in. Car pooling to an assassination, isn't that a hoot? Anyway, they all got going fairly quickly too. The only ones who remained behind were the Vikings, Kirill, and my wolf.
 
   So it was easy to notice the sleek sports car with heavily tinted windows... including the windshield. I stood up from my leaning position and Kirill went immediately on the alert next to me. I started walking across the street, the other men following me without being asked, but before I made it even halfway, the car started up and sped off. It nearly hit me in the process.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” I cursed as I stared after it. 
 
   “Should ve follow car?” Kirill growled.
 
   “No, stand down,” I sighed. “I think I know who that was. Or at least what that was.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Trevor was standing by my side, opposite Kirill, flanking me.
 
   “I think vampires have been following me.”
 
   Is it still paranoia when they really are out to get you?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   “Odin,” I called out as I walked out of the tracing room.
 
   “There you are,” he smiled as I caught up with him in the doorway of the dining hall. 
 
   The party was raging but it was just background to him, I barely even glanced at the others. He took my hand and kissed it tenderly, then used it to lead me inside. I squinted as the light from hundreds of candles reflected off the silver walls in an attempt to blind me to Valaskjálf’s beauty. To blind me to Odin's beauty. Both were impossible.
 
   “I find myself tired of revelry” he winked at me, sliding his hand to the small of my back as he ushered me to the opposite end of the hall and through the doorway on the left.
 
   “Where are we going?” The faces we passed were a blur, I hadn’t even said hello to my sons.
 
   “I’ve got something to show you,” as soon as we cleared the door, he scooped me up and ran for the stairs. I felt the laughter pour out of me and he started to laugh as well, our joy ringing back to us from the paneled walls. I clung to his wide shoulders as he took the steps two at a time, and soon he was slamming the bedroom door shut behind us.
 
   He lowered me to my feet and then lowered his mouth to mine, cutting off my mirth with passion. His lips were soft but his tongue was ruthless and I sighed, giving in to the fire that had been building. I leaned in and felt his heartbeat through my hand, it seemed to vibrate into my skin and link us more securely than the kiss. Then his shirt was off and there was bare skin beneath my fingers. I stroked the hard planes of him, his smooth skin marred only by the raised ridge of scar tissue near his side.
 
   “We can't do this,” I gasped, “what about...”
 
   “Forget them,” he leered.
 
   I felt my dress slide to the floor, followed quickly by my underwear, and then we were pressed flesh to flesh. There were no thoughts of restraint then. It had gone too far, I needed him too desperately. 
 
   His hands were everywhere, his mouth was everywhere. I gasped and opened my eyes to see him kneeling before me, stroking his hands over my breasts as he kissed my belly… but I could feel him licking a path down my back as he rubbed the inside of my thighs. At the same time, his mouth was on my neck and his finger slipped inside me… or so it seemed. Invisible hands and mouths were all over me.
 
   “What are you doing?” I started to shake, so he picked me up and carried me to the bed.
 
   “Relax, sweetheart,” he whispered, “let my magic pleasure you.”
 
   “Magic?” I groaned as the sensation of multiple hands roaming my body, some rough, some gentle, sent waves of delight through me.
 
   “Spread your legs,” Odin pushed at them lightly and I obliged, unable to do anything else. 
 
   He lowered his face as I felt his magic enter me, feeling like the silkiest, most perfect piece of flesh in the world. He licked me and I screamed as the orgasm hit. The feeling of him sliding in and out of me was so real, I had to focus on his face between my legs to understand what was happening. 
 
   I came again as he continued, hands sliding over my breasts as invisible tongues licked both of my nipples and his shaft of magic pierced me. More magic hands held my thighs as they clenched and trembled with my release, sending me spiraling into depths of pleasure I hadn’t thought existed. I felt the invisible hardness slide out a split second before Odin rose up and filled me with the real thing… which was even better.
 
   His massive chest lowered over me as he slammed home, his forearms holding him up enough to keep from crushing me but I didn’t care about being crushed. I wanted him closer, deeper, if it meant suffocation, so be it. I pulled on his shoulders, raising my legs so I could push my hips up to meet his thrusts, the magic falling away until it was just us. He groaned and looked down at me with his beautiful eyes. Eyes, as in plural. I gasped as he lowered his face to mine.
 
   “I love you, Sabine,” his kiss was gentle before he pulled back to look at me. “I’ll never love another. I swear it, only you… forever.”
 
   I inhaled sharply as I sat straight up in bed, clutching the tangled covers to me and fighting back a cry. I felt movement next to me and looked down to see Trevor snuggle closer in his sleep. I started to cry then, silent, miserable tears that fell down my face and soaked into the sheet I shared with my sleeping wolf.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I dried my eyes and snuck out of bed. I couldn't live like this anymore. Something had to be done about Odin. Something needed to be resolved. I had no idea what I was going to do but I had this burning need for action. So I ninja walked through the bedroom and threw on a dress before creeping outside and tracing over to Valaskjálf.
 
   The silver hall was eerily quiet, a stark difference to my dream version. The silver was muted without light to bring it to life and the fire in the fireplace was banked to a few glowing coals. Odin was probably asleep and there I was, just walking in like I owned the place. I didn't care though, somehow I knew he'd have the answers I needed and I needed to hear them now. I walked determinedly through the dining hall and through the doorway on the left.
 
   My steps echoed in the wood corridor and I didn't try to quiet them. I wasn't here to kill, I was here to confront. There was no need for subterfuge. 
 
   When I reached Odin's door, I lifted my hand to knock but before I could, it swung open and Odin stood before me, dressed in nothing but white linen pants. Even his eye patch was gone and I could see his closed and slightly concave lid. Strange, that the bare eye felt more intimate to me than his bare chest.
 
   “Vervain,” he whispered and pushed the door open wider. “Come in.”
 
   I walked in without a word and went to sit on the curved couch before the fireplace. This fire was banked as well for the night but it still gave off a comforting glow and I stared at the red coals as I tried to compose my thoughts. Now that I was there, I had no idea how to start.
 
   “You have questions,” Odin placed a fur blanket around my shoulders and I pulled it in automatically.
 
   “You could say that,” I finally turned to face him. He, however, turned away and went to stoke the fire. “Why do I have these memories, Odin?”
 
   I saw his back stiffen, the skin pulling as his shoulders hunched in and I suddenly had the memory of him telling me about how he'd been scarred. It was a spear, his spear, though it hadn't been wielded by his hand. Not then, at least. He'd been in the forest with Rind, Vali's mother, and Frigg, his then wife, had found them. She must have known about their trysts because she came prepared. She had the spear Gungnir.
 
   Odin and Rind were at the base of a large tree, making love, when Frigg came upon them. She thought to kill them both, spearing them together to die in their adultery, but she forgot one major thing. Gungnir was Odin's weapon and though it was not purely sentient, it did have a will of its own. Frigg's vengeance went against that will and the spear shifted at the last moment, catching Odin in the side and allowing him the chance to defend himself.
 
   He didn't hurt Frigg. He didn't say anything. He just pulled that spear out of his side and climbed up into the tree, much to the shock of the two women. He wouldn't come down, no matter what they said to him and they finally just left him there. He sat in that tree for nine hours, just contemplating the events that had occurred. When he finally came down, he felt enlightened, renewed. He realized he'd been cruel and unfair to Frigg and decided to give their marriage another chance. He went home with the intention of starting fresh.
 
   Frigg was overjoyed and forgave Odin his indiscretion but then Rind had returned with a baby. A baby Rind wanted no part of after Odin had abandoned her so easily. She laid the child in his arms and left, never to grace his hall or their child's life again. He thought that surely Frigg wouldn't hold his sins against a child, and he asked her to help him rear his son. She sweetly agreed and the surface of things looked so smooth for awhile. Underneath, however, resentment was churning.
 
   Frigg hated Vali for what he represented, her husband's desire for another woman, and she neglected him. As far as her marriage to Odin, with a constant reminder of his indiscretion, Frigg couldn't move on and her bitterness finally began to show. Odin's efforts to save their marriage were no match for her anger and he finally accepted the fact that their relationship was over. That's when he met Sabine and finally found the woman he knew he could be happy with for eternity. He asked Frigg to dissolve their ties and she agreed, saying she was already in love with another man. She built her own Hall and moved out.
 
   Balder's anger made more sense to me after that little trip down memory lane, and so did Rind's abandonment of Vali. It didn't change how I felt about either of them though. In fact, it made me respect Odin more for not simply growing tired of Frigg and tossing her out for a new woman. She had given him one hell of a wake up call and he had done his best to make things better for her. It was just too late.
 
   “Vervain,” Odin was kneeling in front of me. “Vervain, are you okay?”
 
   “Another memory,” I pushed his hands away. “They've been coming more and more frequently now. It gets worse when I'm around you but tonight you were in my dreams.”
 
   “Your dreams?” He sat back on the carpet in front of me and just stared at me balefully.
 
   “We were having a party,” I stared back at him, “but we left it to come up here.” I looked over at the bed and felt the blood rush into my cheeks. Sex with him had been amazing, even in a mere memory.
 
   “I remember,” he swallowed hard and rubbed his forehead.
 
   “What's happening to me?” I launched myself off the couch and pushed both of my hands into his shoulders, jolting him out of his reverie. “This is driving me insane!”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” his face fell into the palms of his hands and his shoulders began to shake.
 
   “Oh, fuck no,” I pulled his hands away and jerked his face up. “I don't want your tears, I want the truth. Tell me what's going on. This shouldn't be happening, should it? As much as I love you, as much as I love Vidar and Vali, something inside me feels the wrongness of this.”
 
   “It's not wrong,” he whispered. “Not wrong, just not...”
 
   “Natural?” I searched his face and for a split second it changed. I saw him again with two eyes and they were both spilling tears as he leaned over me. “What did you do?”
 
   “I gave up my eye,” his voice sounded like it was pulled from him but he looked up at me with relief. “I traded my eye for the knowledge to bring you back.”
 
   “What?” I fell back against the couch. “You what?”
 
   “I couldn't live without you,” he got to his knees and edged forward. “When you left, my whole world left with you. I told you I would never love another and you still chose to leave me. I couldn't understand that, Sabine.”
 
   “Vervain,” I whispered.
 
   “You are Sabine,” he stroked the side of my face. “You have these memories because you are her. This is not reincarnation. You're not an old soul reborn into a new body, reborn to live and learn new lessons. You're Sabine in a new body, brought back through my magic.”
 
   “No,” my stomach clenched and cringed away from his hand. “Are you saying I'm a fucking zombie or like the Bride of Frankenstein?”
 
   “No,” he smiled a little. “You were born again, your body shaped inside a new mother and brought into a new life, but this is the same.” He lightly touched my chest over my heart. “Your structure is slightly different, altered by the woman who carried you, but the cells that make you are the same, and the soul that lived inside you before is the same. You had to mature before you were able to handle the memories, although you probably experienced them as dreams when you were younger.”
 
   I nodded, as I began to remember snippets from childhood. Situations that had seemed familiar to me, knowledge of spellcraft before I was taught. I was performing basic spells before I was five and when my mom asked me how I knew to do what I did, I'd tell her it just seemed right. I had a baby doll named Vidar that I would carry everywhere. How had I forgotten that?
 
   “What have you done?” I looked at him in horror.
 
   “I dove into the well of souls after you and pulled you out,” He said as he stood and looked down at me defiantly. His massive body seemed even more huge from where I sat. “I pulled you out and bound you with hair from your head. I melded you with your physical connection and then I laid you in the womb of a human woman.”
 
   “Why not come to me sooner?” I wondered what my life would have been like if I'd met Odin first. “Why wait till now?”
 
   “As soon as I released you, the magic took its payment,” he sat heavily on the couch and I got up to sit beside him. “I lost her, your mother. I knew you were out there, knew you would be born, but had no way of knowing where you were or if you'd even live to adulthood. I admit I gave up. I thought I'd never see your face again. I sank into a depression even deeper than the one I experienced when you first died. Then you walked into Valhalla on the arm of my own son. I wasn't sure it was you at first, there are things different about your face, but then I spoke with you and you called me Sweet Raven like you always had. I knew you were back then but still out of my reach.”
 
   “Magic always has a price,” I huffed a small laugh, then sighed deep. “I've always felt strange, like I didn't belong, until I met my lions. They gave me a purpose, they gave me a family to care for. Now I know it was so much more than that. I was missing your wild magic, Vali's somber loyalty, and Vidar's unconditional love. Things I couldn't find with humans, I found with the Intare, but now here you all are and I don't know where to put you. I've filled the spaces that once were yours and if I make more room, I may lose the heart of another man with wild magic. Another man I love completely.”
 
   “I know,” he hung his head. “I understand even. The years I waited for you taught me to be careful of what I wished for. I went over the spell in my head, time and time again, wondering what I could have done differently and then finally wondering if I should have done it at all.”
 
   “And what answer did you come up with?”
 
   “Nothing,” he smiled sadly. “I could have done nothing differently and I would change nothing at all. Even now, feeling the pain of you professing your love for another, I can't regret bringing you back. I can't regret giving Mimir my eye. I would do it all again, just for this. To sit here and talk with you. To breathe the air you're breathing and know that you live again. It may be unnatural, it may be selfish, but I don't care. I regret nothing.”
 
   “Love makes selfish bastards of us all,” I reached out and pulled his face to mine.
 
   The kiss was fierce, full of anger as well as passion, but it was also sweet and desperate. His arms brought me in tighter, his lips pulling at me, his tongue warring with mine. It was toxic and a cool relief, all at once. My drug of pleasure and healing, a fix I needed as bad as any junkie. I drew the taste of him into me, into my very cells, calling up the memories that wanted to come forth and letting them roll over me.
 
   I found myself lying beneath him, pulling him tighter against me, gripping his hair with my hands. I was crying but I didn't know whether it was with happiness or misery. I couldn't tell the difference anymore. Not there, in that moment of revelation and reunion. Of redemption and damnation. 
 
   I bit at him and drank him down like he was communion, my own personal god. He blocked out all thoughts of anything else until the memories eased and the fire burned down enough for me to think again.
 
   “I love you,” I whispered against his lips. “I have felt the loss of you my entire life. So cruel of you to deny me oblivion but I can't hate you for it. I seem to love you even more, you vicious, selfish thing.”
 
   “Sabine,” he moaned and buried his face in my hair. “I love you so much.”
 
   “The feel of you here, pressed against me, seems right,” I stroked his hair. “But I know it's wrong, my sweet raven. You've plucked me out of death and given me a new life but the cost of this rebirth is that it must be new. I can't live the same life twice.”
 
   “No,” he lifted his head up and took my face in his hands. “Don't say it.”
 
   “If you had let things run its course, let me return to you on my own as I swore I would, we would have had a new life together. But you forced things instead and in doing so, you've also forced me to let you go again,” I reached up and brushed at his tears. “I'm so sorry. I wish I could stay here with you. I wish there were a way to have all of you but there isn't. I have to decide. To do otherwise would be unfair to you both.”
 
   “So you choose him?” Odin pulled us both into a sitting position. “All of our years together, and you choose him?”
 
   “It's because of our years together that I have to choose him,” I gently took his hands from my arms. “I made a promise to him, to love him in this life. I won't break that promise.”
 
   “What of your promise to me?”
 
   “That promise died with Sabine's body,” I stood up before I lost my strength to fight the pull he exerted on me. “This body is Vervain. My mother, the woman you chose to carry me, influenced more than my appearance. She showed me what it meant to be strong. Do you even realize you put me into a sixteen year old girl?”
 
   “Yes,” he shook his head in confusion. “That's the perfect age for a woman to bear a child.”
 
   “Maybe but it's not the acceptable one anymore,” I shook my head at his selfishness. “Especially not outside of marriage. You forced a hard choice on a young girl. My Mom's family is very religious, she was judged harshly for your decision. Yet despite all that, she bore me and she raised me with so much love that I never knew of her hardships until I was much older. She was not just a vessel for your dead wife to be reborn from, she was and is the ruler I measure myself by and I will not disrespect all of her sacrifices for me by coming up short this time.”
 
   “I...” Odin swallowed convulsively. “I had no idea.”
 
   “No, of course not,” I shook my head, disappointed in him and in myself for loving him despite it all. “All that mattered was your need, you never considered how it would affect everyone else. Well today I'm going to show you that everyone else matters just as much as you do. My mother matters and Trevor matters.” I took a shaky breath and let it out slowly. “Odin, this is over. If my life changes and I'm able to have you again, I will welcome you back with open arms, but until then, I have to be true to Trevor. I have to be true to the woman I have become and the woman who raised me. Life and death are a circle, I told you that once and you should have listened to me. I would have made my way back to you on my own and that would have been right and natural. This, what you've done, we will both have to pay for in tears.”
 
   “Vervain!”
 
   “Goodbye, Odin.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   When I returned home, the bed was empty. No Trevor. A shiver of dread shot through me as I remembered the last time he went missing. I looked around the empty room, peering into the shadows like they might be hiding a werewolf. They weren't.
 
   “Kirill,” I called without leaving the room.
 
   “Tima?” He was behind me in an instant.
 
   “Do you know where Trevor went?”
 
   “No,” he frowned. “He ask me same zing about you. Zen he leave. He tell me nozing.”
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   I flipped open my cell and dialed his number as I did the litany of pick up, pick up, pick up inside my head. He didn't listen. I didn't even bother calling Moonshine, I just headed quickly for the door. By the time I had it open, Kirill was behind me wearing a dark expression and his leather jacket. We were both going through déjà vu, it appeared. 
 
   I took a deep breath and headed for the car, no words exchanged between the two of us. At least I wasn't feeling Trevor's pain this time. Maybe he was out getting ice cream. Maybe he was having an affair. Oh please, let it just be another woman.
 
   I sped down the deserted streets, as I tried to keep panic at bay. I didn't want to trace over, in case he'd got into an accident and was lying on the side of the road. Images flashed through my head. Trevor in Demeter's embrace. Demeter's cold stare as she dropped my wolf to the ground. If it weren't for Kirill's calm thinking and my bond to Trevor, the Prince would be dead. As it was, Fenrir and the entire Froekn clan had it out for the goddess for her attempt on his life. Maybe she figured she might as well finish what she began.
 
   Why did he go looking for me? He should have just stayed at home and waited. Yeah right, like I would have waited. He got up in the middle of the night to an empty bed and decided to go find his mate. It's not unreasonable but it was my fault. I should have left a note. I should have woke him or something. I shouldn't have just left without letting him know where I was going. 
 
   But that was the rub wasn't it? I couldn't tell him where I was going because he would have wanted to come. I wasn't even thinking straight at the time. I just knew I needed to talk to Odin. And what had I said to Odin? If my situation changed, I'd welcome him back with open arms. Could Odin have done something to Trevor? No, that was impossible. I'd gone straight to the tracing room and then home. Odin couldn't have beat me back.
 
   So what then? Where was Trevor and why was I heading to Moonshine? It's not like it would have been the first place he'd look. I almost turned the car around but something told me to keep going. I knew I was headed in the right direction. Trevor had gone to the club. I just didn't know why.
 
   We pulled into the back lot of Moonshine, where Trevor's Harley sat forlornly in a sea of asphalt. I screeched into a spot beside it and jumped out.
 
   “Fuck,” I ran over to the bike and looked down at a piece of paper flapping in the breeze. 
 
   It was tied to the handlebars with hair. Trevor’s hair. I started to shake as I yanked it off, pieces of beautiful black hair drifting away. The note was made of real parchment, written in exquisite calligraphy and read simply: 
 
   I have your mate, I’d rather have you, come to Breidablik if you want to trade. 
 
   Balder. 
 
   I crushed it as I screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   In less than two hours, I was standing on the hillside beyond Breidablik with an army. Fenrir was on my right with the Froekn, Odin on my left with the God Squad and his non-evil sons, and the Intare was at my back. I was going to kick some serious shiny ass.
 
   “How long do you think it’s going to take before he does something?” I looked at Odin but he just nodded his head toward the gate of the massive estate. 
 
   A large force was walking out to meet us, Balder at the head. There were the traitors that had left Odin, and even Demeter(not a huge surprise really), but there were also some new faces in the group. Balder and a few men separated from the whole and started for us. I frowned as I strode forward to meet them, Fenrir, and Odin walking with me as my guards.
 
   “Who are the others?” I eyed a tall, dark-haired man who looked like he had a Xena fetish.
 
   “The one you’re staring at is Ares,” Fenrir growled.
 
   “Ares, the God of War?” I looked closer and something inside me jolted in recognition. “Oh shit.”
 
   “He was one of Aphrodite’s lovers,” Odin was eying his son as he added that little tidbit.
 
   “Yes, I know,” I rolled my eyes. “Thus the ‘oh shit’. He probably doesn’t like me much.”
 
   “Neither do their children, I suppose,” Fenrir nodded to the men behind Ares.
 
   “They had four children?” I had only recently learned that Aphrodite had bore a son to Hermes, now I hear that she had four with Ares. The only one she didn't give any children to, it seems, was her husband. The poor bastard.
 
   “Yes but only two of those there are their sons,” Odin waved distractedly. “The men in the back are his attendants, Trembling and Panic.”
 
   “Trembling and Panic?” I stopped walking for a second, to eye Odin before he took my arm and propelled me forward again. “What he name his sons, Pain and Avarice?”
 
   “Try Deimos and Phobos,” Fenrir smiled scathingly, “Dread and Fright in English. Harmonia and Eros don’t fight for obvious reasons.”
 
   “The hobbies of my children are no concern of yours Wolf King,” Ares had finally come within speaking distance.
 
   “Save your remarks for later,” Balder shot Ares a quelling look. “You’re on my time.”
 
   “Fuck off,” Ares growled. “I’m not here for you. I want the witch.”
 
   “At least you’re not bitter,” I sighed.
 
   “This is humorous to you?” His eyes narrowed. “You took the one woman who loved me away and now you mock my pain?”
 
   “Interesting,” I looked closer at the angry god. He was good-looking but his lips had a tight, greedy look to them and his eyes turned down at the sides like he was perpetually frowning... or a little slow. His chin was square but stubborn and his nose gave the distinct impression that it was constantly raised in disdain. 
 
   “Interesting?” Hot color was suffusing his cheeks.
 
   “I notice that you say the woman who loved you, not the other way around,” I nodded. “You two were definitely well suited. Did Hephaistos know about you guys?”
 
   “Don’t speak of my mother, whore,” a white-haired young man stepped forward and when he sneered at me, I couldn’t help but notice his pointed teeth. I wondered if he was Fear or Panic.
 
   “Don't speak of your mother-whore? Is that like Madonna-whore? Is it a complex?” I smirked.
 
   “No, I called you a whore,” the man snarled.
 
   “Why do they always call me a whore?” I looked over at Fenrir.
 
   “I don’t know but they’d best stop,” he growled as his muscles bunched in preparation of launching himself at Mr. Pale’s throat.
 
   “Make all the threats you want,” Ares pushed in front of his son. “When the end comes, my magic will turn the sky black.”
 
   “Then we will fight in the shade,” I smiled slowly, wondering if anyone would get my reference. Doubtful, though it was a war movie.
 
   Ares sputtered and reached for his sword but Balder stopped him with a quick hand. “Enough, this is my moment, find your own time to fight her.” 
 
   Ares stared at me hard but finally nodded curtly and stepped back.
 
   “Where’s Trevor?” I glared up at Balder.
 
   “Inside,” Balder smiled, finally serene. “Demeter's been taking care of him. I’ll bring him out if you’d like to come in.”
 
   “Figures,” I snorted. “You and that evil bitch. Do you know she just tried to kill her own son-in-law?”
 
   “No, and I don't care.”
 
   “You don't care that the Lord of the Underworld is now your enemy because of the company you choose to keep? Interesting but then I guess he's no more terrifying than either of these two.” I gestured back to Odin and Fenrir. “Do you think they're just going to go away once we make this little exchange?”
 
   “They will if they want you to live,” the Shining One started to lose his sparkle.
 
   “You're planning on killing her anyway,” Fenrir growled. “Better to save her the torture.”
 
   “But you won't be saved from torture,” Odin said directly to his son before turning his one-eyed stare on the others. “Any of you.”
 
   “Bring it on, cyclops,” the pale one spoke again.
 
   “Shut up,” Ares pushed the guy back. “She killed my lover, All Father. You cannot deny that I have a valid claim.”
 
   “Your lover was in the middle of torturing Vervain to death,” Odin said before I could jump in. “The Godhunter was within her rights to kill Aphrodite.”
 
   “I care not for whys or rights,” Ares spat. “Aphrodite was a goddess, this bitch is merely human. I will have my vengeance.”
 
   “Then you will pay for it dearly,” Odin said calmly. I have to say, it even gave me the shivers.
 
   “And let Demeter know that when this fight is over,” Fenrir added, “she's next. There's a whole lot of vengeance that needs to be doled out today.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what, Balder,” I narrowed my eyes. “Why don’t we settle this right now, you and I, winner takes all kind of thing.”
 
   “You want to fight me?” Balder laughed and looked at Odin. “Doesn’t she know?”
 
   “She knows,” Odin shrugged, “she doesn’t have to kill you to win, just incapacitate you.”
 
   “Hmph,” Balder looked over his shoulder. “Bring the wolf!”
 
   A great commotion preceded Trevor’s arrival. When he came into sight, I saw why. He was chained heavily, strung between four men, who pulled him forward amidst bouts of cussing and chain pulling as they struggled with an enraged Wolf Prince. Trevor was in half form, snarling and occasionally pulling hard enough on the chains to stumble his attendants, but somehow they managed to get him out.
 
   I knew better than to call out but he was aware of my presence instantly, raising his face and catching my gaze with his suddenly calm one. He stopped and howled ferociously, pulling the chains so hard that two of the men slammed into each other. The Froekn behind us let out answering howls and my Intare joined their roars to the commotion. I saw, with no small amount of satisfaction, that the opposing army was a little disturbed by it.
 
   “Ull,” I called towards the hill we'd been on and Thor’s stepson came bounding down. I turned back to Balder. “Will you make a binding oath with me that you and I shall fight and the winner will keep Trevor?”
 
   “No,” Balder smirked. “I don’t want Trevor, Godhunter. I want you. The oath shall be this: if I win, you’ll accompany me back into Breidablik without interference or retribution from your friends here. If you win, I shall never seek vengeance upon you again. Either way, the wolf goes free.”
 
   “Fine,” I ignored Trevor’s snarling protest, as I nodded to Balder. “But you must also swear that you will receive no outside help in our fight. It’s to be you and I alone.” I needed the freedom to drain him if I had to, since I knew Balder was impervious to all harm.
 
   “I agree,” Balder held out his hand and I grudgingly shook it. “It’s just you and I.” He waved his men back and they formed a loose semi circle. My own personal army came up to make the other half.
 
   “Release Trevor now or forget it,” I nodded in his direction.
 
   “Let Ull make the oath binding and I’ll set Trevor loose.”
 
   “So be it,” Ull held a hand out to both sides. “None here shall interfere in this fight between Balder and Vervain,” voices rose up on both sides in assent and Ull concentrated a moment to assure himself that everyone had sworn before he continued, placing one hand over my head and one over Balder’s. “The Wolf Prince is to be released immediately but if Balder proves victorious, Vervain will give herself into his keeping. If Vervain wins, she shall be free to go, we shall all depart in peace, and Balder will no longer seek his vengeance on her or her people.” A tingle spread over us before spreading out to the assemblage.
 
   “Release the wolf,” Balder didn’t take his eyes off me as he gave the order.
 
   Trevor howled as the chains were removed and picked up two of his jailors to bash their heads together with a sickening thud. The other two ran all the way back into Breidablik. Trevor snarled in their direction but stalked over to us instead of giving pursuit. I think my jaw had come unhinged.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice was rough but his eyes washed over me gently. “Don’t do this; let me fight in your stead.”
 
   “The oath has been made, Wolf Prince,” Balder sneered. “You can’t save her now.”
 
   “Have a little faith in me,” I whispered to him, giving him a quick kiss on his furry cheek. “I love you, fur face.” He pulled me in tight against him, rubbing his cheek against mine, the wolf in me leaping in delight. I gave in to the safety of him for a moment before going to face off with Balder. Trevor’s growl followed me into battle like a warning to the Fates.
 
   I drew my kodachi, the short sword singing softly out of its sheath, and I felt War and Victory rise up inside me in response. The magic filled my limbs, imparting me with the endurance and strength of Victory as well as the lust for battle, of War. I knew I’d need every advantage against Balder, so I pulled up the rage of the lioness and the cunning of my wolf as well. In the background, I felt the warm breath of my Nahual, I sensed her smiling and knew she blessed this fight.
 
   The sound that left my lips as I circled Balder, was an alien mixture of human, jaguar, wolf, and lion. A snarling, howling, roaring battle cry. It thundered over the crowd, leaving an unsettled silence in its wake. I felt my lips lifting in a teeth-baring snarl, low level growls still rumbling out. Balder’s eyes narrowed as he too pulled a sword from his hip and angled his body into a defensive crouch. I sprung forward to meet him, the predators in me, unwilling to wait for his attack.
 
   A jolt went up my arm as my steel struck his but I twisted and pushed, sliding the blade until it met the leather of his bracer and sliced the armor away. A thin line of red rose up for a second before the cut healed itself. I swirled back around, attacking from the other direction, slicing away at his exposed side. My magically enhanced sword easily penetrated through his boiled leather armor.
 
   “Use all the magic you want, Godhunter,” Balder snarled. “It won’t matter, you can’t kill me.”
 
   “I don’t have to kill you, remember?” I sidestepped his attack, swinging the sword into an underhanded lunge that sent the blade straight through his back. His scream was as piercing as my blade, making his compatriots cringe. “I just have to incapacitate you.”
 
   He twirled away, clutching at his rapidly healing belly. The sight of his belly actually gave me hope. When I'd first heard about Balder's magic, I'd thought I wouldn't be able to even penetrate his skin but it seemed that impervious meant rapidly healing in this case. He wasn't impervious to injury, just death. That meant, if I could wound him deeply, he may at least be incapacitated long enough for me to be declared winner. 
 
   “You can’t do that either, whore.” Balder called. “Your tricks won’t work here. You can’t spread your legs and make me swoon. I’m not my father.”
 
   A hiss and a shuffle of sound was all that betrayed Odin’s anger and I was inordinately proud of him. Balder’s taunts were just that, taunts sent out to distract and get him any kind of advantage he could manage, because he was afraid. I inhaled his fear, sharp and exciting to my beasts.
 
   I smiled as I rushed him in another attack, leaping at the last second and focusing my blade in a downward movement to his neck. His scream turned into a horrific bubbling sound as his head fell sharply to the left and his body crumpled to the ground. My side of the circle exploded into roaring delight, shrieking in victory. 
 
   I sighed heavily as I looked down on Balder, struggling to hold his head on and heal the wound that would have been fatal on anyone else, god or not. The puddle of blood beneath him called to my animals, making me quiver with the need to lap it up and drink in my dominance.
 
   I turned away sharply, unwilling to give in to my beasts, and I felt a keen sense of disappointment run through them. I was almost to Trevor, when I saw his eyes shift and then widen in horror. His small reaction saved my life. Before he could say anything, I dropped to my knees and swung around to face whatever was sneaking up behind me.
 
   It was Balder of course. Amazingly, he had struggled to his feet and found the strength to try to stab me in the back. He was a walking nightmare, his head attached just barely, dripping a stream of blood that was starting to slow as the terrible wound knitted itself together before my eyes. 
 
   A shaking, sinking feeling filled the pit of my stomach, even as I rallied and swung my blade through his chest, cleaving his armor in two even though his chest healed almost instantaneously. He seemed to heal faster the more wounds he received and sharp frustration made my limbs shake. If he didn’t stay down, I wouldn’t win.
 
   “Starting to see the problem, Godhunter?” Balder’s grin was simply evil.
 
   I shook with a rage that blinded me to all but him, my entire body going rigid as my lioness rose up in delight. She’d been pacing inside me, wanting nothing but to control the fight, the hunt, and I’d finally decided to give in. I threw my sword to the ground and yanked off my gloves, throwing them to Trevor.
 
   Fur sprouted along my skin with an itching sensation that soon developed into pleasure. I dropped to my knees with the ecstasy of it, arching my back as my body twisted and changed, growing and lengthening into a lioness. The strength of my War and Victory magic seemed amplified in my new body and I gloried in it, stretching my neck and shoulders as I set my cat eyes on my prey.
 
   Balder lost his cocky smile and started to back up but he was on the wrong side of the circle and his back was to my friends. The Intare especially, closed in, welcoming Balder’s proximity with low growls that were like a siren’s call to my lioness. Balder skidded to the side at the sudden realization that he was between a rock and her lions. The cat in me rejoiced in his fear, following him with my eyes before moving my body toward him sinuously.
 
   I felt my tail twitch with the thrill of the chase, my muscles bunching for the leap, and my jaws aching to close around his neck. His blood was ambrosia on the wind, luring me with promises of pleasure, salty red pleasure. I gathered the strength in my hind quarters, swishing in preparation for the attack, as I tracked Balder calmly. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t kill him; in fact I’d have more fun if he didn’t die. It was every cat’s dream… an indestructible, living chew toy. 
 
   Before I even knew what was happening, I was sailing through the air. With the sweet sound of wolves and lions roaring in my ears, I caught my prey by the neck, throwing his body around as I shook my head violently. Savage delight coursed through me and I tossed up my toy before catching it around the middle and tearing into its soft underbelly. Rich blood flowed over my tongue, more delicious than any dessert made by the finest French pastry chef. Revenge was sweet but mix it with blood and the taste was literally to die for.
 
   I felt a sharp pain in my side and looked down to see a small dagger protruding from my ribs. It was more of an annoyance than a hindrance. Did he really think a little blade like that could stop a lioness on the warpath? Hmph, silly god, tricks are for kids… and cats. I smiled as best I could in kitty form and set my teeth back to the task at hand but the body before me started to blur.
 
   I wavered on my feet, backing up a little and squinting at the little dagger again. Something was wrong. I’d barely lost any blood and he hadn't even come close to hitting an organ, so there was no reason for me to be feeling so weak. I shook my head, feeling the fur rise up on my skin, as I sat back. There was laughter in my head, no, around my head, and I couldn’t get a fix on the source.
 
   “I’ve drugged you,” Balder laughed again as he got unsteadily to his feet. “Did you get the brain of a cat when you took that form? Stupid whore, like I’d let you get the best of me.”
 
   In a panic I reached out for the one power that I knew could drop him. I sent my magic searching for his energy, seeking to drain him of his own magic until he was dead if I had to. But I couldn’t reach him; I could barely keep my eyes open.
 
   “Having a little problem with your magic, Godhunter?” Balder’s laugh was becoming more and more abrasive. “Welcome to the wonderful world of god drugs. You can’t use any of your powers when you’re under the influence of Net, it dampens magic completely. You’re mine.”
 
   I heard howls and roars, screams and yelling, my people weren’t shy about protesting Balder’s tactics but when it came down to it, all’s fair in a battle with a god. The terms had been set and he was well within them. The funny thing was, the drug took away all of my concerns. I simply did not care that Balder won, that I only had a painful, slow death to look forward to. I felt good, good enough to lie out on the soft grass and laze in the sun.
 
   Before I could settle in for a good nap though, Balder had me by the scruff, pulling my head up to look into my eyes with extreme satisfaction. I still didn’t care. I just stared back with a minor amount of curiosity, which seemed to make him even happier. The air around me was bursting with sound, horrible maniac cries and violent shrieking but my world had shrunk down to two glowing eyes and a malicious smile. I caught the glint of the insignificant blade as it came closer to my face but it didn’t seem like it mattered enough for me to move, so I just watched it come.
 
   “Maybe I'll just take a small trophy while you're still in cat form,” Balder purred. “Perhaps an ear.”
 
   Before the blade could make contact with my skin, I saw those golden eyes widen in surprise and then fill with pain, before falling away. There was more shouting, someone coming closer, a hand reaching past my face to the body of the man before me. The hand took the shaft of an arrow in its grasp and pulled it free of the man’s chest, leaving a torrent of blood in its place. Way too much blood for a wound of that nature. I stared curiously at the growing puddle before me, half interested in a conversation taking place above my head.
 
   “You had no right to interfere!”
 
   “Nothing stopped me, so the right must be irrelevant.”
 
   “This was a challenge fight, none were to meddle!”
 
   “I made no such oath.”
 
   “Why do you even care, Loki? It’s the Godhunter! How could you kill Balder over her?”
 
   “Well she is my granddaughter after all.”
 
   I lost consciousness after that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Tingles all over my skin. Faces hovering in and out of my vision. Memories rocketing through me. Or were they dreams?
 
   I wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. Everything was soft and hazy, turning my world into a wonderland of twisted familiarity. Recognition hovered just outside my grasp. Voices, muted but filled with strong emotions, drifted through my dreamland, demanding my attention and pulling me back from the darkness.
 
   “You are not the only one who loves her, Wolf Prince.”
 
   Vicious growling.
 
   “You cannot deny Vidar and Vali access to their mother.”
 
   More growling, a yelp, and then a muttered curse.
 
   “Please,” this one had a Russian accent. “You must leave him vith mate. He’s been parted from her too long and only she can calm beast now.”
 
   “Beast?” My voice came out a little gravelly but it seemed to be loud enough to draw everyone’s attention, because the room got suddenly quiet before erupting into a cacophony of shuffling. “Who you calling a beast?” 
 
   I lifted the massive weight of my eyelids and tried to focus them on the closest face. It was fuzzy, the face not my vision, and got closer quickly as I was lifted into a furry embrace. I concentrated on the wolf eyes, as I found my face bathed with a raspy tongue. The honey depths of his gaze held relief and a jolting recognition brought me fully awake.
 
   “Trevor?”
 
   “Minn Elska,” the rich, sweet tenor of his voice wrapped around me like his body did.
 
   “I missed you, baby,” I snuggled deeper but my cheek shook as the chest beneath me started to quake. 
 
   I thought for a second that he was laughing at me, and I raised my head to berate him but instead, found the fur beneath his eyes flat and wet with his tears. I reached up to catch more of the precious liquid as it spilled from his glowing eyes. He caught my hand and held it to his muzzle, rubbing it and smelling me all at once, while making soft mewling sounds in his throat.
 
   His wolf soul in me took over, bowing my head down to his and rubbing my body into his embrace. His tears wet my cheeks but were wiped away by his fur in the next instant. Warm, erotic tingling spread over me as the pieces of Trevor reconnected through my skin, leaving me feeling stroked by soft fur inside as well as out. My body heated in response.
 
   Trevor inhaled sharply, his body going rigid and then shaking as he turned his head, “Get out, now.”
 
   I heard a great many people exit the room and then the welcome sound of a door closing but I saw nothing except Trevor. I couldn’t focus on anything but my need for him, his need for me. His large paws stroked down my face, over my shoulders, around my breasts, and then down my stomach. I growled low in my throat, letting nature take over, the need for my mate coursing quickly through my blood.
 
   “Minn Elska,” a rough tongue lapped up my breast but was soon followed by the exquisite feel of wolf fur.
 
   “VѐulfR,” I held his soft head close to me, even when I felt the nip of teeth along the underside of my breast.
 
   Then I was on my back, and he was rearing above me, piercing me with his honey wolf gaze as he spread my legs to pierce me with the slick length of him. I cried out at the sudden invasion, wrapping my legs around his hips to angle myself better and draw him deeper. It was so sensuous, the feeling of hot silky skin within me and cool silky fur without. I groaned as I pulled him closer, smothering myself in his thick pelt and spicy musk.
 
   Trevor’s cry was all animal, wild and unapologetic, as his hips slammed faster, fur easing the tempo. I grabbed at his shoulders but he pulled back, his spine curving as he lapped my belly with hot swirling motions of his tongue. He licked every inch of skin, moving up over my breasts and into the hollow at my throat.
 
   When I thought I could take no more, he pulled out and turned me over, shoving back into me instantly. I felt my legs shift wider to bring him in closer until each slam brought his pelvis into my sensitized flesh, fur clinging to me like a second caress as he pulled away. My legs were clenching with my second orgasm when he leaned over me, one paw on the bed beside me, the other clamped firmly to my breast as his teeth closed over the back of my neck. The sharp sting of his fangs gave wings to my pleasure and I crested through two more continuous orgasms as he plunged through my core, claiming my sex as he claimed my soul, with teeth and fur and flesh.
 
   I roared through my release and his teeth slid out of me to allow him to mimic my cry. Passion filled my ears as he filled my body, hot, liquid, and rushing. I dropped like a stone when it flowed away, leaving me weak beneath a body shivering and changing from fur to skin. Trevor’s human arms wrapped around me and pulled me with him to the side, still joined in the most intimate of ways, and I fell back onto his chest, languidly.
 
   He chuckled but it quickly shifted to a sob. “I have never been so scared in all my life,” he buried his face in my neck, inhaling deeply and wiping his tears away.
 
   “Trevor,” I pushed up, reluctantly separating our bodies, so I could turn around and connect our eyes. “You should know, I’ll always come for you.”
 
   He laughed, a sharp bark of a sound, “Not for me, Minn Elska, for you. I feared you’d come and I’d have to watch helplessly as Balder tortured you. Then you fought him and I thought he’d won with his cowardice. I was so enraged, I couldn't think straight. I barely understood when they told me you were only drugged, not dying.”
 
   “Oh,” I said lamely as my heart melted and flowed down into my feet. “What the hell kind of drug was that anyway?”
 
   “It’s a god drug called Net,” he pushed the hair back from my face as he stared up at me, finally calm. “It pulls you down till you’re almost paralyzed, like being caught in a net.”
 
   “Is Balder…?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you been in half form since the fight?” I was remembering the conversation I’d woken to, trying to make sense of it. 
 
   “I was too far gone into my animal,” he smiled gently. “I was so scared for you, then all I knew was that you were in danger and I had to protect you. I’m afraid I didn’t let anyone else near you, and you just experienced what was necessary to bring me back.”
 
   “If that’s how you need to come down,” I smiled and leaned in for a quick kiss, “maybe I should scare you more often.”
 
   “Never,” Trevor growled and pulled me down for a punishing and much more thorough kiss. “Never make me feel that way again.”
 
   “Alright, baby wolf,” I snuggled down against him. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   An anxious knocking drew our attention sharply to the door.
 
   “What is it?” Trevor growled as he gained his feet and went in search of some pants.
 
   “If you two are done in there,” Pan’s otherwise calm voice seemed to be giving in to the emotion it usually inspired… panic. “We seem to have a situation out here that requires your attention.”
 
   I groaned and got to my feet, taking the offered pile of clothing from Trevor. “What now, is the world ending? Call Buffy, she’s good at that.”
 
   “Actually, we’re under attack,” Pan’s footsteps faded away as an end to that conversation.
 
   “Did he just say…?”
 
   “Fuck!” Trevor pulled up his pants and helped me into my gloves before handing me my short sword.
 
   I wrapped my hair up into a knot as we ran down the hallway after Pan. He heard us coming and paused long enough for us to catch up.
 
   “Who the hell is it now?” We hurried down the stairs and out into Valhalla’s Great Hall.
 
   My Intare were there, as well as Fenrir and the Froekn, and I was relieved to see them all ready for war. My men instantly came to attention and focused on me. I gave them a hesitant smile before I looked over at Odin, who was in the middle of strapping armor over his thigh.
 
   “Ares is leading Balder’s traitors against us,” he spoke calmly but didn’t meet my gaze. “This is my fight and I don’t expect anyone here to join it. I will of course be grateful to all who stay but I won’t hold a grudge against any who wish to leave.”
 
   The God Squad rolled their eyes and looked at Thor but it was Horus who surprised everyone by answering.
 
   “I have never run from a fight in all of my life,” his beakish nose rose high. “Whether it was mine or another's, and I don’t intend on starting such a cowardly tradition now.”
 
   Odin looked up with a half-smile and nodded before walking over and clasping the other god’s hand. “He who sheds his blood with mine today, shall be my brother.”
 
   “All Father,” Horus looked at him curiously. “Do you not remember saving me that dark day? You've been my brother from that moment on.”
 
   “Of course I remember,” Odin smiled. “We watched Atlantis sink together. All I did was give you a ride to the shore.”
 
   “When no other had room for me,” Horus shook his head. “Now I row beside you again, my friend.”
 
   “The rest of us will row as well, Father,” Thor said decisively.
 
   “Well, looks like we're all in the same boat,” I smirked.
 
   Odin smiled and pulled Thor into a quick hug, just as the Hall started to shake under powerful winds.
 
   “They’re he-e-e-re,” I sang out in my best Carol Anne impersonation. I actually wished it was only poltergeists we had to contend with. I had a feeling that this battle between gods was not going to end well. Riding in on that thought came a horrible, whining howling, as if a pack of rabid dogs had joined the dark side. “What the hell was that?”
 
   “No,” Horus looked like his mama had just left him on the church steps with a Please take care of my baby note. “It can’t be.” He started running for the door and we all followed.
 
   The lack of light threw me off a little as we exited the hall. I must have been out awhile because the sun had still been up the last time I was awake, now it was clearly well into the night. Why would they attack us at night? I squinted into the dark and suddenly torches flared everywhere, illuminating a scene I kind of wished had remained in shadow.
 
   An army of gods doesn’t have the numbers a human army does but then it doesn’t need to. The ten or so gods at the center of the throng, Demeter of course was one of them, was terrifying all on their own. They hadn’t come alone though. I guess after seeing my Intare and the Froekn, they decided they needed back up. Standing at the forefront was a line of vampires, staring at us with hard but empty-eyed determination.
 
   My heart sunk as I searched for the only god who could have commanded their presence, while I hoped by some strange chance that I was wrong. 
 
   I wasn’t. Blue stood with the others, on the opposite side of Demeter, speaking with Ares and his sons. He looked up, as if he’d felt my stare, and his eyes flared for a moment before cooling into chips of ice. He gave me a mocking half-bow before turning back to his new friends.
 
   “I guess we know why they attacked us at night,” I mumbled. 
 
   Blue wasn’t affected by the sun but his little babies had lost something in the transfer and the magic of the sun that gave them the thirst for blood, was unbalanced in them. They couldn’t tolerate it, they’d burn. Unfortunately, all the other myths about vampires were dead wrong, if you’ll excuse my pun. Crosses, garlic, holy water, they had absolutely no effect. A stake through the heart would definitely put them out of commission for awhile but the only way to kill them was through decapitation, like a god. 
 
   Trevor’s hand came up to the back of my neck, rubbing lightly over his bite marks, and it was strangely comforting.
 
   “Who cares about the damn vampires,” Horus waved impatiently, like a swarm of psycho flies were in his face. “Look at the jackals!”
 
   Sure enough, dark, dog-like shapes slunk around the vampires, flashing glowing eyes at us and flicking pointed ears forward in anticipation. I admired their sleek bodies a minute before I looked back at Horus.
 
   “Jackals?” I narrowed my eyes. “Do they have something to do with Anubis, by any chance?”
 
   “No, they’re baby bunnies here with Eostre,” Horus snorted, the most undignified sound I’d ever heard him make. “Of course they’re with Anubis, he’s the god of the werejackals.” He said the last like I was being deliberately obtuse.
 
   “There are werejackals?” I looked at Trevor since it was obvious Horus was beyond answering my questions politely.
 
   “Looks like,” Trevor looked over his shoulder at Fenrir and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “They’re just little pups,” Fenrir laughed, a big booming sound that rolled over the ground to the invaders. The Froekn joined in his humor, only TryggulfR and UnnúlfR retaining their stern visages as they stood to either side of their father, eying their opponents warily.
 
   A muttering started, a distinctly angry muttering, as the opposing side glared at Fenrir.
 
   “They are kind of small,” I admitted, “but Horus seems to think they’re dangerous.”
 
   “They’re of Anubis, you fools,” Horus peeled his eyes away from the black shapes to glare back at us. “The God of Death can reanimate any corpse his jackals bring down. The more those little pups kill, the more warriors he’ll have.”
 
   A shiver passed over me and I looked back over my shoulder at the Intare. I wouldn’t see my boys hurt like that. I couldn’t, not after I’d just saved them. Not after I'd just buried one of them. I sighed and walked over to them, where they stood in formation to the side.
 
   “Guys,” I began.
 
   “Nyet,” Kirill stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder. “Ve vere forced to fight for centuries Tima, don’t take avay opportunity for us to fight battle ve actually believe in. Ve are vith you, in life or death. Let Anubis try magic on us. Even vithout my spirit, zis body vill not fight against you. I svear it.”
 
   “So do I,” Darius came forward.
 
   “And I,” said Fallon.
 
   “And I!” The shout of all my valiant lions rose as one and pride filled me when I heard the jackals whimper in response.
 
   “And I am with you,” I spoke past the tightness in my throat, “in life and death, I am with you all!” 
 
   A roar answered my vow and then came the sound of clothes tearing away as my men became lions. I turned and led them back to the front of our line, my head held high and my shoulders squared. I peeled off my gloves, laying them on the ground, before unbuckling my sword as well. Trevor frowned a second and then smiled as he figured out what I was doing.
 
   “My Lady Lion,” he whispered as he hugged me close. “Shall we fight together tonight, flank to flank?”
 
   “Yes, my Wolf Prince,” I kissed him and a feeling of peace wrapped me tight. It didn’t matter what they brought against us. I’d fight beside him till my last breath and I’d find joy in it.
 
   “Prepare yourselves,” Odin warned before returning to stand in front of his fallen Viking soldiers. I blinked over at them in surprise, could the dead damage the living? Stupid question, I huffed, in Asgard they could. The magic of the God Realm and their own personal god would sustain them, giving them form enough to fight.
 
   I nodded to Odin, and Trevor moved in front of me, so I could remove my top. My long hair gave me enough cover as I took off my pants as well. He held me as the change rippled through us, lengthening and thickening our muscles as fur shivered over our skin. Soon, I was staring at him through lion eyes, my forelegs held on his shoulders. His wolfman face spread wide with what I knew was a grin as he lowered me down.
 
   “The Froekn and Intare will attack on foot,” Odin said, “as the rest of us attack magically.”
 
   I nodded and roared a command to my men, who immediately roared back and fell in beside me. I felt the rush of all my magic, even the Love and Lust swirled in me now that I gave in to the pleasure of battle. My claws sprang free and I delighted in the feel of them actually being a part of me as opposed to a weapon strapped to my arms.
 
   I felt a cold blast of wind and knew Demeter had begun the attack. I shook it off easily and waited for Odin’s signal to proceed, it was his war after all. My feline gaze locked onto the delicate looking jackals creeping before me and I felt my blood rush faster, hotter, through my eager veins. The wolf was leaping within me, singing an ancient song of the hunt.
 
   “No!” Odin yelled and I looked over to where Vali had crumpled.
 
   I roared, watching as his breath left him in frozen gasps and then looking over to where Demeter was. She held a hand straight out to my son, striking him down with winter before he could make a single step into battle. Keeping her vow to make my children pay for my crimes.
 
   “Mother!” The sweet voice cut through my bloodlust and drew my attention. 
 
   In the middle of the two opposing armies stood a beautiful woman, her long hair the color of earth, streaming around her in the gale force winds. I felt a shiver go through me. No, not her, don’t let her be hurt.
 
   “Persephone,” Demeter’s voice shook and the wind started to die. I looked over at Vali and saw him get back to his feet. Relief flooded my limbs. “Stay back, you foolish child.”
 
   “No, Mother, I’ve had enough,” she held her head high and when a dark-haired man with glowing eyes moved up behind her, she stopped him with a smile. “I need to do this on my own, baby.” He nodded, a new respect making Hades’ eyes burn hotter as he backed away. “You've gone too far, hurting my husband. I can never forgive you now. You are my mother no longer; from this night forward, you are my enemy!”
 
   “Stop it, this instance,” Demeter strode through the line of vamps and reached out to take her daughters arm. 
 
   Before she could close her fingers on Persephone’s soft skin, the earth rumbled and shoots broke through the ground beneath the Corn Goddess’s feet. She looked down in shock, as a tree sprang out of the earth, sending her flying as if a massive fist had punched her. In a pile of tangled cloth and limbs, Demeter sputtered and stared at her child in horror.
 
   “You dare attack me?” She started to rise but vines snaked quietly from the ground, wrapping around her body and pulling her down tightly. “Persephone!” Her cry had taken on a slightly panicked note and the fear in her eyes was growing exponentially. “Release me, child!”
 
   “I’m not a child,” Persephone walked calmly to where her mother was struggling with the rapidly growing and thickening mass of vines. “I’m a goddess, daughter to Zeus himself, and I will not be patronized any further. It’s time you learned that the power of creation will always defeat that of destruction.”
 
   When vines started to flow over Demeter’s horrified eyes, she finally recovered and started to freeze the offending foliage but even as a sound like breaking glass announced her triumph, more shoots sprang forth to take their fallen comrades’ place, and soon Demeter was nothing more than a writhing mass of greenery. Then the earth split open and the vines pulled her down into it. When the ground closed over her, there wasn’t a single sign of her passing.
 
   Ares recovered first. “She’s nothing, we don't need her. Attack!”
 
   Hades shot out, pulling Persephone to his chest as a wall of fire appeared before us, effectively stopping the rushing army. Their entire front line was caught in the blaze and the sound of shrieking vampires melded with the smell of roasting meat. The most horrifying thing was the way my stomach began to rumble. I do love barbeque.
 
   The flames held until Hades had Persephone safely behind us, stroking her face and beaming at her. I spared the happy couple a glance before I centered my attention on Odin. On either side of him stood his sons, and behind him were his Valkyries. Vidar looked over at me with a small amount of awe and a huge amount of love. I cried out my own love to him and even though it came out as a wild rumble, he smiled sweetly in understanding. Vali came up beside him, fully recovered from Demeter's attack, his bow in hand and an arrow at the ready. He didn't smile, just stared for a few seconds and then nodded. I huffed my approval at him. That's my boy.
 
   Odin pointed toward Pan and the unassuming god spread his hands as wide as his smile. A ripple flowed out from him, riding the air like the surface of a pond and hitting with the force of Godzilla. The remaining vamps hissed and spun, searching for possible attacks from every side, panic causing them to lose all reason. The gods withstood it better but the effect was still seen in their shaking limbs and worried glances.
 
   Pan sent out another wave and Anubis suddenly had his hands full, calming his little doggies. The pitiful howling hurt my sensitive ears but stopped quickly when Anubis went out amongst the throng. The jackals instantly quieted under their god’s hands. He looked up then, a dangerously handsome man with sleek, blue-black hair that hung in a harsh line to his shoulders and dark, deadly eyes. 
 
   He stared at us sharply and then with a motion of his hand, he set his pack upon us.
 
   “Vervain! Fenrir!” Odin waved us forward and I roared in delight as I led my men into battle for the very first time. 
 
   They cried triumphantly behind me, mixing with the Froekn who surged with us in half form. Trevor raced forward at my side and when I felt the first throat give way beneath my jaws, I knew the joy of the hunt. Magic warred with magic above me, great bursts coloring the sky and making day out of night, but all I cared about was the battle on the ground.
 
   I flung body after body away but still they seemed to keep coming. It took a little longer for my battle-crazed kitty brain to realize why. The bodies of the jackals rose after only a few moments of death, no matter how torn apart their forms had been. Chills crawled down my spine on little insect legs as I watched the jackal I’d just disemboweled, pull himself together… literally. 
 
   His intestines started moving first, shrinking back into his stomach like the strings of a jellyfish. Then the skin flapped over it all and knitted up as if he’d been made with a zipper for just such an occasion. The body twitched, as animals sometimes do when they’re asleep and dreaming of the hunt, then the elegant head lifted and focused its eyes on me.
 
   It took me only a moment to knock it back down but it was obvious it wouldn’t stay that way. I growled low and scented the air. Magic was thick about me but the smell of it was moldy, the decaying scent that lies low in the forest primeval, the scent of death. The Guardian of the Veil was using his influence to bring back his warriors and there was only one way I could think of to stop it… I had to kill the source.
 
   I surged forward, leaving my mate behind in my mad dash through the jackals. I heard Trevor call out but I ignored the wolf inside me wanting to answer him. I didn’t have time to try to explain what needed to be done, either he’d follow me or I’d take Anubis down alone. Jaws snapped and claws struck out at me, tearing my hide in long thin gashes but I pressed on, pushing their smaller bodies aside like tall grass in a field. 
 
   Before I could reach the Dark God, one of the Froekn attacked him with an impressive jump and swipe maneuver. I felt my heart pound faster and I quickened my pace but I knew I’d never make it in time. The press of jackals thickened around their god, slowing me down even further, and making me take precious moments to dispatch his most diligent dogs.
 
   When I was able to see clearly again, Anubis was lying beneath the Froekn, taking the vicious claws across his body calmly. His chest had been bare to begin with, magnificently muscled and dark bronze in color, so there was nothing to stop the wolf from doing his worst. 
 
   Anubis’ chest was in ribbons and the Froekn was leaning in for the death kill to the throat, overconfident after his minor victory. I knew he wouldn’t deliver it, it was too easy, and Anubis was just too calm. Sure enough, Anubis looked up as I neared and smiled at me.
 
   I roared in protest but there was nothing I could do as Anubis drove his hand into the Froekn’s chest and pulled his heart out. The poor wolf stared at his prey in shock for a moment before rolling off to twitch through the last moments of his life. Anubis stood calmly, holding the heart in his hand and studying it with intensity as his skin pulled back together and his chest became whole again.
 
   “You are worthy,” his words thrummed with power and the heart in his hand lit as if he’d stuck a candle within it. It glowed and hovered up into the air before plummeting back into the werewolf’s chest. The body jerked and then lifted to its feet as if pulled by strings. My breath caught as I saw the lack of awareness in the corpse’s eyes. I was seeing my very first zombie.
 
   I leaped the last few feet between me and my prey, going straight for the jugular with the strength of my anger and fear. Anubis had time only for only the barest of reactions before his neck gave way to my teeth. I felt his spine crack in my mouth as his arms reached around me like a lover’s and my warrior’s heart exalted. I drew back, licking the sweetest blood I’d ever tasted off my lips as Trevor caught up with me.
 
   “Damn it, Vervain,” he swore as he surveyed the scene and then looked around at the disintegrating jackals. The Froekn zombie went limp and fell to the earth once more, hopefully for good. “Okay, I see your point but let me know before you go running off next time.”
 
   I raised a kitty brow at him and he chuckled.
 
   “Okay, I get that point as well.” 
 
   His eyes widening in horror was my only warning before the biting pain spread into my body. 
 
   “Mother!” I heard Vali's strong voice but my attention was focused on Anubis.
 
   His eyes held mine as easily as he held the dagger in my shoulder, rainbows swirling across their glassy black surface, keeping me in thrall, until two arrows pierced Anubis’ heart in rapid succession. Vali's arrows. Anubis’ eyes widened a hairsbreadth before he shimmered and disappeared. His knife however, remained where it was, imbedded deep in my left shoulder. 
 
   Trevor quickly pulled it free and not a second too soon, because the cold of the blade had started to seep into my flesh. I licked at the wound, desperate to remove the frigid feeling of the  metal more than any pain it had caused, but Trevor’s hand on my head brought me back.
 
   “Follow me, Minn Elska,” he started off at a lope, “there are still more threats to neutralize.
 
   I scented the air, knowing instinctively that he was heading in the right direction, before stalking off after him. My Intare gathered behind me, blood streaking their magnificent manes and wild pleasure filling their eyes. I growled lowly and they answered me, letting me know we were intact. The jackals had taken none of mine.
 
   Then the night became blacker and the cries of ravens filled the air. We stopped and looked around us warily. The dark seemed to seep across the ground, an inky blackness that flowed like mist, and I backed away from the tendrils nearest me. This was not your average darkness. This was a dark filled with need and with a determination to fill that need.
 
   “Andrasta!” UnnúlfR's pained cry cut through my misgivings.
 
   I looked over to where UnnúlfR stood, his pale coat making him easy to spot, and saw him staring in shock and horror at the hillside before him. I shifted my gaze to where he stared and saw the source of the darkness. A woman with wild, black hair seemed to be emerging from a cloud of inky fog, tendrils of it wrapped around her arms and snaked through her hair. She was staring at UnnúlfR in much the same way that he was staring at her but she recovered quickly and replaced her shocked expression with a snarl.
 
   “Filthy cur,” she spat. “This time you'll die.”
 
   “You traitorous coward,” he growled back to her as he started to make his way forward. “You never could fight on your own. Always had to have someone do your dirty work for you. Not this time, bitch. This time, you're mine!”
 
   He launched himself through the air and impacted with her hard enough to send her shadows shooting away. Without the cover of darkness, the woman looked frail, completely outclassed by the werewolf on top of her. Her hands flung out to her sides, reaching, grasping, and the shadows returned, enveloping them both as a vicious snarling began.
 
   I started to head toward them but Trevor stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him in question.
 
   “He needs to handle this alone,” he looked back to the mass of darkness, which had pulled in all the straggling tendrils to help its mistress. The night was clearer already, less weighty than it had been only moments before. I nodded, if Trevor could let his brother face his ex alone then I would follow my mate's lead.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw Odin, his body blurred in the obvious presage of shapeshifting and then suddenly he was gone. In his place stood a monstrous crocodile, scales shining green and his single eye shimmering peacock blue. I blinked at the impressive display. An inspired choice, I thought, as I watched a vampire’s head roll away. Behind him, his massive tail swung out, sending opponents flying. Now all we needed was Captain Hook.
 
   I surged forward happily, leaving Odin to his fun and UnnúlfR to his revenge, my mate in the lead and my lions at my back. We came upon Ares and he turned to face us. His sons, along with his attendants, were still battling the God Squad. It looked like the combined forces of Deimos, Phobos, Trembling, and Panic were canceling out Pan’s effect. The other invading gods were sending a varied attack over at my side without any hindrance.
 
   Thor’s lightning flashed before being swallowed by Tawiskaron’s dark fire. The Mohawk Indian god’s demon powers lit his eyes and sparked off the tips of his traditional hairdo. He sent his own black lightning back at Thor, who neatly sidestepped before reciprocating. Dark and light met in the sky, crackling and sparking as they fought for dominance.
 
   I caught a glimpse of Kuan Ti, the Chinese God of War and one of Blue’s closest friends, as he swung his magic sword against Finn’s. Finn and Kuan Ti were evenly matched, neither of them having an offensive magic, and I wasn’t surprised that Kuan Ti had sought the black swan out. The Chinese General had a streak of honor as wide as the Moloka’i channel running through him, even though he was usually on what I considered to be the bad side of the war. I was sure that honor had prompted him to seek a fair fight.
 
   Vikings were everywhere but on my left, a contingent of stunning, scantily clad women, fought brilliantly around Odin. His Valkyries. It warmed the cockles of my heart to see his loyal women fight for him. Yep my little heart mollusks were all warm and shiny. Who the hell came up with that term anyway? 
 
   As I pondered cockles and their relation to my heart, Hades sent spurts of hellfire into the fray but a tall blue-haired Nordic woman, who I remembered as Ran, spouted waves from her mouth and extinguished them as soon as they appeared. The air around the two of them was quickly taking on the aspects of a sauna. 
 
   Then there was Loki, in that damn Sabertooth form, fighting back to back with Fenrir, who was the most impressively terrifying wolfman I'd ever seen. They were taking out both vampires and gods with equal ease and confusing my already numbed mind. When had Loki joined us?
 
   I let go of the question as I took in the bigger picture. The sight was awe inspiring and horrifying. So much power, how does any side win when the odds are with everyone? I shook my leonine head and faced off with Ares. He smiled at me, disregarding Trevor and my lions as if they weren’t even there.
 
   “Godhunter,” Ares' sons glanced over at him when he spoke but they were too occupied with Pan to back him up. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment.
 
   Right, I remembered the only reason I don't like fighting in my lioness form. No witty comebacks. I had to make do with some heavy growling, which in my book, is no fun at all. I almost switched back to human just so I could tell him to keep dreaming ‘cause that was the only place he’d beat me. Man, it was even worse than when you get into an argument and don’t think of something great to say till after it’s over. I actually had something great to say, I just couldn’t say it.
 
   Ares seemed to sense my inner conflict, which made it worse, especially when he laughed. “You hardly seem worthy enough to house Aphrodite’s powers.” His eyes heated as he aimed his sword at me. “I’ll be happy to take them back.”
 
   I was about to leap for his throat, when Trevor beat me to the punch. His paw reached out and sliced through Ares’ arm, forcing the god to drop his weapon as Trevor moved in for the kill. His other paw lifted up into Ares’ stomach, catching in his ribcage and costing a precious second which Ares used to recover.
 
   The war god leaped back, eying Trevor with distaste.
 
   “Never turn your back on a wolf,” Trevor growled, “and never insult his mate.” My heart sang, at least Trevor could talk some battle smack for me.
 
   I circled around as Trevor shot forward again, striking Ares across the cheek before darting away. My head shifted sharply when I scented Trevor’s blood on the breeze as well as Ares’ and I was shocked to see my lover’s side torn open. I hadn’t even seen Ares move but in his hands was a dripping knife, wet with Trevor’s blood. 
 
   I roared in rage and pounced on him, sending him into the ground as I tore up his stomach. His knife flashed from his one remaining good hand, slicing into my side but soon Trevor was there and the knife dropped away as Ares screamed. I looked up to see Trevor holding a dismembered hand between his teeth. Oh yay, a Captain Hook, just as requested.
 
   “Reach out a hand to harm a Froekn and you shall lose it.” Trevor quoted his family's motto after spitting out Ares' hand.
 
   “Father!” One of Ares’ boys finally lost his concentration and pulled his companions with him in his about face. The four of them came rushing at us and I crawled off Ares to confront them.
 
   “Stay back,” Ares gurgled behind us before starting a chant. It was a tracing chant, so I tried to turn and finish him off before he could trace out but his sons rushed me, and I had to contend with them. I barely got a claw in though, as they weren’t aiming for me but Ares. They leaped over my head, taking hold of Ares’ mauled form just as he finished the chant and traced out. I really missed my voice in that moment because it was the perfect opportunity for a “Dammit.” I looked over at Trevor and he said it for me.
 
   A triumphant howl turned my head around and I watched as UnnúlfR lifted Andrasta up, out of her darkness, and crushed her throat in his hands. Her head twisted loosely to the side and he tossed her body out, away from him. Before it could hit the ground however, the darkness rose up and swallowed her. Then it seemed to close in upon itself until nothing remained. UnnúlfR sank to his knees and dropped his face into his hands.
 
   “He needs me,” Trevor looked down to me and I nodded. He ran off to be with his brother.
 
   It didn't matter. Around me, the attacking force was retreating, tracing away upon seeing their leaders abandon them. I assumed Demeter had long ago traced out of the earth and headed home to lick her wounds, so the remaining gods were left on their own and quickly sensed that they were clearly outnumbered. 
 
   The last one to trace out was Blue. He stood in the circle of his vampire priests, and I was shocked to see that there were more than a few of them missing. There was no love lost between me and his servants but I knew they’d been with him a long time and I ached for his loss. I ached for my friend, who was once more my enemy. His eyes seemed to soften for a second as he met mine but then he shimmered away and I had to tell myself it was just a play of the light.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, I was trying to wade through the rapid conversations circling Vallhalla's dining hall. My Intare were celebrating heavily with the Froekn at the lower tables but the gods were a little more reserved in their victory, and the Godhunter was just plain confused.
 
   “Wait, hold on,” I held up a hand. “Loki saved me? Loki?”
 
   “Yes, I did,” the devil himself walked in and sat down across from me, rubbing a towel through his damp hair. “Don't any of you ever read? The human myths clearly state that Balder is killed by an arrow made of mistletoe... oddly enough, it's my doing. Frigg may have great magic but she's as limited as the rest of us when it comes to the myths. So years ago, I carved me an arrow and put it aside. I figured I'd want to kill that little shit eventually. Then I heard about your fight and I knew he’d use something underhanded to win, so I felt no guilt in doing the same to save you. I wasn't there when everyone made their oaths, so I was able to intervene on your behalf and now you’ll never have to worry about him again. None of us will.”
 
   I looked down the long table at everyone. They all nodded, confirming the craziness.
 
   “Why?” I scanned his face, trying to figure out what had changed. Something in the eyes and around the mouth. He’d softened.
 
   “I don't like being called useless,” he frowned at me. “I meant what I said. I wanted to help you.”
 
   “Yes, but why? Why now? Why this sudden change?”
 
   “You said something to me once, Granddaughter,” I blinked rapidly at his use of a term he’d previously found offensive. “You told me that I’d ruined my life, not Fenrir’s, when I abandoned him. That I’d sent the one person who could’ve brought me real happiness, away and now I had to find thrills in blood. You were right. I want my son back. I want my family back.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I looked over at Fenrir, who had taken the seat on my right. He looked just as shocked as I. He stared at Loki with a mixture of hope and hatred. He’d fought back to back with him but was it too little too late? How much was my life worth? How much was one battle worth?
 
   A hell of a lot, at least to me.
 
    “Welcome back, Grandpa,” I reached across the table to shake his hand. I wasn’t quite to the point of hugs yet but I was willing to forgive the fact that he’d once threatened to rape me horribly and had cost me Thor.
 
   Fenrir and Trevor both looked at me like fishes on land, mouths gaping, gasping for air. 
 
   “He’s made a hell of an effort at amends,” I looked around at the others and saw a range of emotions but it was Thor’s that took the cake. Hell, it took it, ate it, and licked the plate clean before growling for seconds.
 
   Thor lunged across the table and unseated Loki, throwing them both to the floor, with his hands firmly around Loki’s throat. We were all so shocked, no one reacted at first. I finally closed my mouth, remembering how silly Fenrir and Trevor had just looked, and stood to survey the brawl.
 
   “You sick son of a bitch,” Thor had Loki pinned, thumping his head against the floor for emphasis. “What the fuck are you up to?”
 
   “Thor!” I moved around the table and gingerly placed a hand on Thor’s shoulder. “Please stop. He saved my life. Does it mean so little to you, that you can’t forgive him his past in exchange for it?”
 
   “So little?” Thor reared up, still holding Loki but twisting around to look hard at me. “How can you even ask that? Aren’t I here? Haven’t I fought beside you, been there for you even after all you’ve done to me?”
 
   “All I’ve done?” I stared down at his pained expression, even more shocked than I’d been a moment before. I thought he'd forgiven me for my part in Sif's death. Even though he'd never technically apologized to me, I'd thought he'd finally come around and realized that he'd been wrong. 
 
   “Yes, Vervain, all you’ve done,” his voice had gone even colder. “You made me love you and then made it impossible for me to be with you.”
 
   I hated the word impossible. Why did everything have to be impossible? I so wanted to live in a world of possibilities instead of impossibilities. With the kind of magic I had access to, the kind of people that were in my life, the possibilities should have been endless but instead, I was stuck in limitless impossibilities. I sighed.
 
   “Let it go, Thor,” I looked down at Loki’s strained, yet still gorgeous, face, “and let him go too. No one can live in the past. It never goes anywhere. Let’s live in the present. Let’s start again, okay?”
 
   “That’s the problem, Vervain,” he pushed Loki away and stood up, forgetting the other god in his focus on me. “We can’t start again. You’ve made that abundantly clear to me.”
 
   “I didn't even think you wanted to start again in that sense,” I frowned. When Thor had ended us, I realized he hadn't loved me like he said he had. I thought the heartache over our lost love had been mine alone. I mean look at how fast he took up with other women. To hear him imply that he wanted me back was a bit of a shock and one that I couldn't handle hot on the heels of my Odin revelation. “I refuse to be the bad guy here, Thor,” I shook my head and bent to help Loki up. “We both made mistakes and it’s too late to correct them.”
 
   “And he’s why,” Thor pulled Loki away from me. “He’s the reason I don’t have you anymore and you’re so eager to forgive him. Did our love mean so little to you, that one of his tricks can win your favor? Do you honestly think it didn’t serve his purpose to kill Balder? Saving you was an afterthought or a stepping stone to another goal. You have to remember who this is, what he’s really like.”
 
   “Our love meant everything to me,” I whispered but it fell into the silent room like a boulder, crashing and probably causing about the same amount of damage. I briefly cringed at what that statement would do to Trevor and Odin. “You were the one who valued guilt more than love. Loki may have put the play into motion but you wrote the script. You turned a romance into a tragedy.”
 
   “So you still blame me?” His eyes were open wounds, bleeding misery.
 
   “And you still blame me, evidently,” I said in a gentle tone. “I need to believe that everyone can change. If I’m wrong, then I’ll pay the price but the biggest price will be paid by Loki. If he’s using me, then he’ll lose his family a second time and nobody wants to be alone. He’s bought a chance with my life, ulterior motives or not. I don’t care. I owe him and forgiveness is cheap… as well as divine. Why don’t you give it a try?”
 
   “No,” Thor’s body was shaking and the temperature in the room was taking a nose dive. “You were the one. I’ll love you till the day I die and he took you from me. There’s no forgiveness for that and I can’t be around you if you believe there is.”
 
   He turned and stalked out of the hall. I just stood there, staring after him in shock. All this time and I had thought Thor didn't love me anymore. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Loki stepped up. “The Thunderer has every right to be angry with me and so do you. I’ll leave.”
 
   “No,” I reached out and took his hand, then led him back to the table. “Thor has to come to terms with things on his own. I can’t live my life by his mood swings anymore. Let him go.”
 
   “Have you?” Loki looked at me steadily, as the rest of the quiet table pretended to not be listening intently.
 
   “Have I what?”
 
   “Have you let him go?”
 
   “Yes,” I swallowed hard. My voice sounded weak, even to myself so when I spoke again, I did it louder and stronger. “I've let go of a lot recently and Thor, as much as I loved him, was not my greatest loss.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   After the war, things settled down a bit. No one tried to kidnap or torture me. I never woke up chained to walls anymore  and I didn't have to listen to cryptic prophecies from Rain. Demeter disappeared again and although part of me still longs for vengeance, another part of me hopes she'll never show her evil mug again. Blue however, I kind of wish I could see once more. I wish we could just sit and talk things out but he also has gone into seclusion. No one's seen that regal Aztec profile in over two months. I have however, seen lots of his little minions following me around again, so maybe my wish will be answered after all.
 
   Balder's death was mourned by his wife, his son, and his mother but I'm told that very few others attended his boat burning. They held the Viking ceremony right on Asgard's lake, which also happens to lie between Odin's and Thor's Halls. Neither of them attended. I was told Frigg screamed and pulled her hair in an impressive display of grief but Balder's wife was oddly quiet. Who told me? Vali. He had watched from the treeline of his precious forest.
 
   I don't know what he felt for Balder besides resentment. How could he not have resented the brother who everyone loved and who was treated like a hero by a woman Vali wanted to be his mother? I guess there was something there beyond that though because he told me that when the time came to light the boat afire, he sent a burning arrow flying into the hull before the appointed archer could do his job. All in attendance had stared back at him in shock before he disappeared into the forest.
 
   I guess, when it comes down to it, blood is blood. You don't choose who shares it with you. There's no guarantee that you'll love the ones who do, or that they'll love you back. Sometimes, because of the blood, they're the ones who hurt you the most. Sometimes, they don't even mean to do it. In the end, it doesn't matter. The blood should be respected because it's part of who you are, even if it's not a part of who you'd like to be.
 
   Vali knew this. He respected the blood, even if he didn't respect his brother, and he honored the memory of that blood by sending his brother off with the only salute he knew how to give. It made me so proud of him. It made me wish that he were my son in truth. That his blood were mine. But I like to think that even though my blood doesn't run through his veins, I am a part of him. The part that sent him to his brother's funeral, even when his father  and brothers refused to go.
 
   And that brings us to Odin. I've seen him occasionally, when I go for visits with the boys, but he keeps his distance. We rarely talk, although his stares can speak volumes silently. I don't know what to do about the aching that grips me every time I see him. I guess it's just another pain I'll have to learn to live with. If only he'd move on, try to love someone new, maybe I wouldn't feel like a horrible traitor every time I look at him.
 
   My sons have both become a part of my life smoothly though, as if they'd always been there. More often than not, they come to my place to spend time with me, which is both a relief and a disappointment. It saves me the misery of seeing Odin but then it also steals the sweetness of seeing him. Yes, I know how insane that sounds.
 
   Vali gets along great with Trevor. They can talk about arrows and hunting all damn day. It was kind of surprising to see them hit it off but what was really surprising was the friendship that blossomed between Kirill and Vidar. They have a very similar look, both with long dark hair and blue eyes, both very striking men. But it was their personalities that really drew them together. They are both so quiet, so reserved. They think before they speak and when they do speak, it's something worth listening to. So my men have split into teams and I'm content with it.
 
   I'm content with my choice as well. Trevor may not have been the god who loved me so much that he brought me back to life, but he was the wolf who changed my life. He didn't deny death for me but he chose to face death with me. He gave up immortality for me instead of trying to force me into it with him. The differences between my love for Trevor and Odin are subtle but the result is clear. I've chosen the wolf over the god and I've decided to respect my choice. I've decided to make peace with the fact that I'll never hold Odin again. 
 
   It's okay, Trevor is more than enough for me to hold on to. I lie in his arms at night and contemplate this. I'm happy there, in the dark with my Wolf Prince. The happiness he brings me is well worth the cost of that which I've lost, and I sleep soundly, knowing that he'll be there when I wake. There's just one thing that hinders my peace, my happiness. 
 
   My shoulder, where Anubis struck me, still has this ache of cold inside it... and the cold is spreading.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Acknowledgments
 
    
 
   These acknowledgments needed to be in the back this time. I didn't want to ruin the story for any of you by referring to the death of one of the lions.
 
   Most of the people in this book are fictional, based on myths of gods and goddesses, but there are a few characters who really do exist.
 
   As mentioned in my previous book, Sommer Castor, Tristan(Richard Harrison), and Jackson(Cliff Green) are really as wonderful as the characters I've created based off of them. They were all there for me when I lost my own lion but it was Sommer  who brought everyone together just to be there for me, even though she was going through an even greater loss herself and although they didn't have to trace the Aether to do it, I couldn't have made it through the loss of that magical connection without them. Thank you all for ever inspiring me and helping me remember how to live.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a sneak peak at the next book in the Godhunter series:
 
    
 
   Marked by Death
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “You’re mine.”
 
   His fingertips rested lightly on my neck but I knew at any moment they could tighten, cutting of my air, and there was nothing I could do about it. My body refused to obey me, like someone else was controlling it. I tried not to panic as I waited for the end but those large fingers didn’t tighten, they didn't strangle me as I had expected. Instead, they skimmed down to my collarbone, my arm, my hand. He lifted it up to his mouth and placed a gentle kiss on my fingertips.
 
   I stared at those firm lips, expecting to find cruelty but finding only determination. His bottom lip was fuller than I remembered, lending a softness to his otherwise harsh features. His chin was square but sharply so, with a jawline sweeping down in a dramatic angle. A slight widow's peak directed attention to deep set eyes topped with slashing brows, and then down the line of his thick nose. He was so beautiful, it was distracting me, I couldn't see past it. So I focused my gaze on his, no matter how well he hid his true nature, his eyes would prove traitorous. 
 
   They were black, pupils and irises blending into one, with colors swirling over their surface like an oil slick in the sun. Every color I could think of was there, ghosting over his eyes, then diving down into a vortex, as if he were pulling them within. I felt myself lean forward, following the colors down into his darkness. 
 
   He blinked slowly and broke the spell.
 
   “Anubis,” I whispered as my body pressed into his against my will.
 
   “Godhunter,” his lips went to my shoulder, his arms around my waist. 
 
   Straight, black hair hung to his shoulders, shining like glass and glittering with gold, here and there where a few cylindrical  beads were crimped onto his thick locks. My hands gathered the heavy mass of it, lifting it to my face so I could inhale the sweet spice of frankincense and myrrh. Intoxicating, everything about him was intoxicating.
 
   “No,” I tried to pull away. There was something I was forgetting, someone I was forgetting.
 
   “There is nothing but you and I,” his head lifted and his eyes pinned mine like butterflies on a board. “You thought you could escape me, that you could defeat me, but there is no defeating death, and there is no escape from me.”
 
   “You’re not death, you’re an Atlantean,” I struggled to build some kind of wall between us. “You’re a thief, stealing worship and power. Can’t you see that’s how Atlantis was destroyed in the first place? It was too much power for one race to wield.”
 
   “It was one small group of Atlanteans who made the mistake that destroyed my home,” his eyes narrowed. “Those of us who survived, suffered for it and we adapted, found new homes and new people but this is all distant past. Now we are gods and you dare to hunt us.”
 
   “Only those of you who use humans as disposable batteries.”
 
   “I don’t use your kind,” he brushed back my long, dark hair, sending heat down my neck and across my chest. “I accepted responsibility from them and now I help them into the afterlife. Death is neither good nor evil, yet you chose to fight me. Stop fighting me, Vervain.”
 
   One of his hands came up to rest on my shoulder, his thumb rubbing against my collarbone. It squeezed gently and seemed to radiate an icy chill. It wasn’t uncomfortable, in fact I welcomed it. I wanted it to take me over, to take away all the pain like it seemed to promise, to make me numb. Wait, were those even my thoughts? My desires?
 
   “No,” I tried again, “I don’t want you. I don’t want to be here.”
 
   “You will,” his lips lifted at the corners. “You’re already mine.” 
 
   His mouth was suddenly on mine, claiming me as his words did. I wanted to fight, to deny his hold on me, but my hands wouldn’t move and my tongue was captured by his. His taste was dizzying, warm and sweet, like drinking spiced cider laced with honey and rum. I felt a rush of fluttering pleasure rise from my core to crawl over my chest, leaving me hot and wet in its wake, and I groaned in response.
 
   Anubis pulled me closer, his calm façade finally cracking as his hands roamed wildly over my body. We were flesh to flesh, my clothing simply gone, and between us he was hard and eager. I finally found the strength to push back but only managed to gain a couple of inches. His head immediately lowered and I felt the wet pleasure of his mouth close over my neck.
 
   I sighed as tingles shot through me again and felt my knees give way. He caught me easily, my lower body molding to his, as he continued to lick and bite his way down to my breast. When he reached his destination, I cried out and he gave an answering growl. My hands slid up to hold him closer, only it wasn’t hair that they slid through, it was fur.
 
   My eyes shot open in shock and I fought with all the strength my sudden panic gave me. It was enough. I broke through his hold and landed hard on my ass. I scooted back but he followed, coming to stand over me like an avenging angel… or an enraged god.
 
   Staring down at me was the head of a jackal, pointed ears and long muzzle, all covered in sleek black fur that flowed down to disappear into his gilded chest. His mouth opened, sharp canine teeth glinting as he spoke.
 
   “Remember, Godhunter,” Anubis’ rich voice came out of the jackal’s mouth. “Remember who you belong to and who you’ll learn to please for eternity.”
 
   I screamed, sitting up to push him away from me, and warm hands gripped my arms. Struggling, I flailed out desperately and they tightened, pushing me down until his body covered mine and held me in place.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice had changed, it was warmer and deeper. “Vervain, wake up.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find Trevor above me, my beautiful werewolf lover. His long, dark curls fell around his face and his golden eyes were glowing in the darkness. I gave a shuddering sigh and relaxed back in the bed, realizing it had all been a dream. A horrible, disgusting dream.
 
   “Are you alright, Minn Elska?” The cherished endearment soothed my raw nerves even more and I pulled him to me, feeling his heart start to slow down with mine.
 
   “I’m fine, honey-eyes,” I whispered. “Thanks for waking me. I didn’t hurt you did I?”
 
   “No, I'm okay,” he pulled back so he could look me over. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
 
   “It was just a nightmare,” I gave him my best effort at a smile. His eyes told me that I failed miserably.
 
   “That’s the fourth one this week,” he sat back on his haunches.
 
   “Come back here,” I pulled on his hand till he laid back down beside me and wrapped me up against his chest. I slid my hands over his hot skin, cuddling up to his warmth as I swung my hair over my shoulder. “It’s nothing, my body’s just trying to relax after all the stress.”
 
   “Balder’s dead, you don’t have to worry about him anymore,” he looked down at me, his strong features softening with concern.
 
   “I know but there’s still Demeter on the loose.”
 
   “Persephone seemed to take care of her,” his perfect lips spread in a smile.
 
   “Demeter's still alive, which means she still wants me dead. I return the sentiment of course but I can't help feeling like I've failed my lions. We should have found her by now. Then there’s Ares, who’s still mad about me killing Aphrodite and taking her power, no matter that she was trying to kill me at the time. And we can't forget Blue with his stalking vampire groupies following me around for who knows what purpose. I wish he could just forgive me for believing he was behind all that nonsense in Arizona.”
 
   “Poor misunderstood Godhunter,” Trevor nestled his face into the side of my neck, where his latest set of bite marks had yet to heal. 
 
   While he was occupied, my hand crept up to my other shoulder, where I’d received my latest scar, a knife wound from Anubis, the Egyptian God of the Dead. Teharon had healed it for me but a scar had remained, which was odd, the Mohawk god was the best at what he did. He had shrugged it off though, saying there might have been magic in the blade that had prevented a full healing but that I'd be fine, despite sporting a new scar. I had nodded and hoped he was right but deep inside, I knew something was off because what I hadn’t told Teharon or Trevor, or anyone for that matter, was that even though the wound had healed, the cold from the blade remained. Anubis had literally given me the cold shoulder and now the cold was spreading. 
 
   I’d gotten used to being marked by men. First Blue(aka Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec God of War and Sun, oh and also the Father of vampires), then Thor(if you don't know who Thor is, you're an idiot), and then Trevor(Firstborn of Fenrir, the Viking Wolf God and father of the Froekn/werewolves). Now I’d been marked again, this time by Death himself(or at least someone who thought he was Death himself), and I was going to have to do something about it soon. I just wasn’t sure what.
 
   “Vervain?” Trevor drew my wandering attention back to him. “You seemed really far off for a moment.”
 
   “Sorry, baby,” I yawned, “I’m just tired.”
 
   “Go to sleep then, Minn Elska,” he kissed my forehead and wrapped the blankets tighter around us. The whirr of the air conditioner tried its best to lull me back to dreamland but I knew who was waiting for me there. I remembered the feel of his hands on me, squeezing my shoulder where his knife had struck. 
 
   A pulse of cold seeped out an inch further, creeping over my collarbone as my body started to tremble.
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