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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Valhalla 
 
    A Long Time Ago 
 
      
 
     You can’t escape your fate. 
 
    I have heard the words so many times in the last few centuries, words to live by. But not to die by. 
 
    I surveyed the battlefield, searching for any sign of Fenrir. Warriors from both sides lay dead around me. They fought bravely, of course they did, you don’t enter Valhalla without being brave, loyal and an undisputed bad ass. They will all be honored during tonight’s feast in the Great Hall. 
 
    Their deaths were not in vain, I have defeated Fenrir in battle, proving to him and everyone else, that my fate at Ragnarök, that I would fall at his hands, is wrong. 
 
    “Mighty Odin,” a voice called. I turned to find one of my warriors rushing toward me.  
 
    “What word is there of Fenrir?” I asked. 
 
    “Sire, he appears to have fled the battlefield. When the tide turned, he transformed and left through a portal.” 
 
    “Coward,” I muttered. He made me ashamed to call him my grandson. For all his posturing, his sense of self-importance, he was nothing more than a cowardly snake.  
 
    “If he returns, have him executed on sight,” I said. He wasn’t even worthy of smiting. Let the fool run. 
 
    I returned home, weary from the battle. I wanted nothing more than to wash the bloodstains from my skin and drink until I slipped into slumber.  
 
    While my servants prepared the feast, I changed out of my armor, leaving it on the floor for someone to collect.  
 
    As I was leaving the bath, I noticed them. Paw prints on the floor, leading from my bloody armor to the window and out onto the balcony.  
 
    “Come out, Fenrir. Or do you fear your king?” I said. 
 
    Fenrir stepped into the room, his armor damaged, his face twisted in anger. “I do not fear you. How could I fear a man who would start a war in an attempt to outrun his fate?” 
 
    “You say that word like you have the first clue what it means. Ragnarök has passed and the prophecy did not come to pass.” 
 
    Fenrir started to laugh, the sound verging on hysterical. “That was not Ragnarök. That was a war you started. You sacrificed all of those men because you think you are better than the rest of us. The real battle is yet to come and you will die at my hands.” 
 
    I took a step toward him. “The prophecy says that you will die too.” 
 
    “Yes, and I have accepted that. No matter what you do, Odin, you cannot escape this. Every God will fall, as will Midgard. It is written. From the ashes of the old world, a new one will be born.” 
 
    I was sick of listening to him talk. “Guards!” I bellowed. 
 
    “‘Til we meet again, Grandfather,” he said, before leaping from the balcony.  
 
    The guards rushed into the room. “He went over the balcony. Find him! I want Fenrir eliminated. And send me Loki.” 
 
    The guards left the room and I dressed in my celebration robes. Loki entered the chamber a few minutes later. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Fenrir was here. I gave you specific instructions to ensure that he was killed in battle, no matter what.” 
 
    Loki bowed his head. “He escaped me. He shares my ability to shapeshift, there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    “You are his father! And I am yours. When I give you an order, you will follow it.” 
 
    “I will set out to find him now. I won’t rest until he is dead.” 
 
    “Take Tyr and Angraboda with you. He will most likely head for Midgard, he seems to like it there. Bring me his head, Loki.” 
 
    “Yes, father.” 
 
    Loki left to fetch the others. If anyone knew Fenrir’s tricks, it was Loki. I feared that he would side with is son, but after everything Fenrir had done, he saw him for what he really was. An angry fanatic.  
 
    I walked out to the balcony, staring out at Valhalla. My kingdom. I wasn’t just tasked with keeping Valhalla safe, but the other realms too. I had visited the human world many times, they did not need our war spilling over onto their world. They were weak creatures, fragile. Beautiful women though. Some to rival the Gods themselves.  
 
    “Run, Fenrir. Run as fast as you can. I swear if I cannot catch you, I will do whatever it takes to save my home. Whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    One 
 
      
 
    Nebraska, 1988 
 
      
 
    I was three when the ravens started following me. Or at least that was when I started to notice them. They would line up outside whatever home I was staying at, watching me.  
 
    While multiple birds would appear, there were two in particular that always shadowed me. They were bigger than the rest, bolder too. Whenever anyone tried to shoo them away, they would caw loudly, fluttering their wings but they wouldn’t fly away. 
 
    They never scared me though. Over time, I started to think of them as guardians of sorts. No one else was looking out for me growing up, so I was glad to have them.  
 
    They followed me now as I hiked along the highway, a backpack slung over my shoulder and my thumb out in the hopes of attracting a lift.  
 
    Hitchhiking was hardly a glamorous or safe way to travel, but I wasn’t exactly rolling in it, so I didn’t have my own car. I didn’t have my own anything really. Just a few clothes, a couple of battered paperbacks and my Walkman. All the money I had managed to save from my part time job last summer was practically gone. I did pick up some more in Denver, but it felt wrong to use it. 
 
    At 19, I hadn’t been out of foster care long. I’d never had a real home. I was ‘Dumpster Baby’, or at least that’s what they called me in the paper of the small town I was found in. I carried the clipping with me as though it would offer me answers of who I was, but there was very little information except for the name of the town. 
 
    I discovered it just before I turned 15. My foster dad at the time took great pleasure in telling me how little I meant to my real mother. He always was a jerk. 
 
    Over the last few years, the moniker had haunted me. It wasn’t helped by the fact that the other kids in the foster home found the article and started calling me ‘Dumpster Baby’ every chance they got. I learned early on not to talk back, but I hated them so much. 
 
    I was determined that when I was finally free of them, I would visit the town and find out the truth. Whatever it was. 
 
    A blue truck appeared on the road and the driver slowed when he spotted me. When he came to a stop beside me, he quickly gave me the once over. 
 
    I was used to guys doing that by now, but this one wasn’t lecherous. He looked concerned. He was an older man, in his late fifties with a bald head and ruddy cheeks. 
 
    “You okay, girl?” he called through the window. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m trying to get to Redwood Cove.” 
 
    He frowned. “Well, it’s a fair distance. Maybe twenty miles?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I don’t want you to go out of your way. I’ll wait for the next one. Thanks.” 
 
    As I turned away, I heard him sigh loudly. “Hop in.” 
 
    Smiling, I turned back to him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, my wife would kill me if she found out I left a young girl like you by the side of the road.” 
 
    I climbed up into the truck. If a guilt trip got me to where I needed to go, I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    “What’s your name, little lady?” he asked, as he drove off. 
 
    “Kari.” 
 
    “Pretty name. I’m Hank. So, what’s in Redwood Cove?” 
 
    “Uh, I’m trying to find a family member.” 
 
    “Your dad?” he guessed. 
 
    “My mom, actually. I was given up for adoption.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. It happens though. A young girl gets herself pregnant and can’t take care of it.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, although I thought plenty. Sure, girls magically get themselves pregnant, that’s how it works. 
 
    I sniffed, there was a nasty odor, probably manure. Hank looked like a farmer. I tried to ignore it. He was after all, generously giving me a lift. 
 
    “Redwood Cove is a nice enough place. Nice people,” he said, after a while. Probably to fill the silence. 
 
    Perhaps, but it was also home to a woman who threw her child out like she was trash. 
 
    That was if she was still there. She could have moved on long ago or died for all I knew. 
 
    “That’s good,” I said, when I realized he was waiting for a response. 
 
    Something black suddenly flew at the windshield. I caught a glimpse of the bird’s head, before it swooped up at the last minute. 
 
    Hank gave an uneasy laugh. “Looks like we have kamikaze birds ‘round here.” 
 
    “Guess so,” I murmured, but I actually recognized that bird. I was sure it was one of the larger ravens that always followed me.  
 
    That’s stupid. Could they really keep up with a truck going 60? 
 
    It was just a coincidence, nothing more. Even so, I had an uneasy feeling. 
 
    The smell in the car was getting stronger. Trying to appear casual, I rolled the window down a couple of inches. The cold February air leaked in, but it was better than having my nostrils assaulted by whatever that smell was. 
 
    “You in college?” Hank asked.  
 
    “Uh, no. It was never really on the cards.” 
 
    “Well, you’re still young. Time enough. What are you, eighteen?” 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Nineteen. That seems right.” 
 
    Seems right? What is he talking about? 
 
    Another bird dive bombed the car and I was starting to worry.  
 
    “Why do you think they’re doing that?” I asked. 
 
    Hank shrugged. “Who knows.” 
 
    I started chewing on my thumbnail. I wondered how much further it was or if it was worth it to just get out and walk the rest of the way. 
 
    I glanced at Hank. He was staring at the road ahead, humming softly to himself. But…did his skin look gray all of a sudden? I blinked a few times, but I wasn’t imagining it. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I said, “You know you don’t have to drive all the way to town. I can walk part of the way.” 
 
    “Nonsense. It won’t be long now.” He turned and smiled at me. I tried my best not to react when I saw his rotted teeth. They were not like that a minute ago. 
 
    Maybe I’m losing my mind. 
 
    The smell had increased and was almost overpowering now. 
 
    “You know, they said you’d come back. Sooner or later.” 
 
    “I…wait, what?” 
 
    “Bet they didn’t think it would take this long.” 
 
    “Who? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They want you alive. But I bet they won’t mind if I get a couple of bites.” 
 
    I grabbed the door handle, but it didn’t budge. I looked for the lock, but it had been removed. 
 
    Hank brought the truck to a stop, close to a sign that read: Redwood Cove, 1 mile. 
 
    So close and yet so far. 
 
    Hank twisted in the seat and his face looked decayed. He didn’t look human any more.  
 
    “Stay away from me,” I cried, backing away as far as I could. 
 
    Two ravens landed on the hood, cawing loudly. 
 
    “Welcome home, Daughter of Odin,” Hank said. 
 
    He opened his mouth wide, lunging forward. I screamed, just as a there was an almighty bang from above. 
 
    Hank’s body convulsed, then slid onto the floor of the truck, smoke pouring out of his head. 
 
    Practically hyperventilating, I looked up to see a hole in the roof of the truck. 
 
    “Lightning. It was a bolt of lightning,” I whispered. 
 
    I needed to move. Crawling across the seat, I opened the driver’s side door and climbed out. My legs were shaking. What the hell was going on? 
 
    Gripping my backpack, I staggered away, leaving Hank’s body behind. 
 
    As I passed the sign, the ravens looked down on me from on top of it. A chill ran through me.  
 
    They were warning me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    I kept my head down as I walked, still reeling with what just happened, terrified I was losing my mind. 
 
    Even if I did imagine his face like that, in my fear and panic, I didn’t imagine the lightning bolt. Or the fact that he’s lying dead back there. 
 
    But why should I care? The guy tried to attack me and by some stroke of luck, he had been stopped. I remembered what happened in Denver. It’s not the same thing.  
 
    This was a fluke, that’s all.  
 
    I’ll report it when I get to town, I thought.  
 
    The walk was long and a biting wind started to blow. I would kill for a cup of coffee, maybe some breakfast.  
 
    Hank’s face flashed into my mind, okay, maybe food was a bad idea.  
 
    I kept glancing back, just to make sure I wasn’t being followed. Well, other than the ravens. They made me feel protected.  
 
    I’ll never ignore them again. 
 
    When I arrived in town, I paused to get my bearings. I needed to find the Sheriff’s station, but the sign for the Redwood Beacon caught my eye. It was the newspaper that printed the article about me. The reporter might still work there. Randall Turner. Even if the information wasn’t included in the article, he had to have a theory. 
 
    I hesitated. I couldn’t see the Sheriff’s station from here, so if I went inside, I could ask where it was and find out if the reporter still worked there. 
 
    Two birds, one stone. 
 
    That thought made me glance up and sure enough, the twin ravens were perched on a street lamp above me. They were still and silent, which I took as a good sign. 
 
    The offices of the Redwood Beacon were on the second floor of the building. A couple of teenage girls walked up the stairs ahead of me, both dressed in jeans and blouses.  
 
    “Are you here for the internship too?” the blonde one asked the brunette. 
 
    “Yeah, it will be good experience. I plan on studying journalism next year.” 
 
    I listened to their banal conversation, wishing I could just push past them, but they now walked side by side up the stairs, caught up in their chat.  
 
    We finally reached the top. The newsroom was smaller than I thought it would be. Five desks filled the room, with two women and three men. A door on the far side of the room had a sign which read: Edward White, Editor in Chief. 
 
    A quick scan of the room told me that only one of the men was old enough to possibly be Randall Turner. 
 
    A man in his early forties, with dark hair, was hunched over his desk, squinting at the typewriter in front of him.  
 
    I approached his desk and cleared my throat. It was only when he looked up at me that I realized I didn’t know what I was going to say to him. I wanted to know about my mother, but I didn’t want to reveal who I was. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “Are you one of the interns?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I lied. The other two girls were speaking to the woman in the corner, who I assumed was the editor’s secretary.  
 
    “Great. Get me a coffee,” the reporter said, thrusting his mug at me. 
 
    Slightly shocked at his rudeness, I looked around helplessly. 
 
    “The coffee pot is that-a way,” he said, pointing his pencil to a small kitchenette, hidden by a large potted plant.  
 
    Knowing it would give me time to think about what I would say, I headed for the kitchenette. As I was pouring fresh coffee, the other woman in the office, a pretty redhead came over and stood beside me, holding a mug of her own. 
 
    “Is Turner making you run errands already?” she asked. 
 
    It is him. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” 
 
    “He did the same thing to me when I started here. Just because he’s been here forever, he thinks he runs the place.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. I’m here to learn,” I said. I’d get him as many coffees as he liked as long as he told me what he knew. 
 
    “To be a reporter, not a skivvy.” 
 
    I laughed and thanked her, carrying the coffee back to Randall’s desk. I set it carefully down. Randall didn’t even glance up.  
 
    Undeterred, I took a seat in the chair by his desk. 
 
    He was struggling to type with two fingers, his pencil wedged between his teeth. I started tapping my foot, mostly from anxiety. It wasn’t so bad when I was walking around, but now that I was sitting down, I could feel my heart thumping in my chest.  
 
    Randall paused in his typing, glanced up at me and raised an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “You’re Randall Turner,” I said. 
 
    “I know that. What’s your point?” 
 
    I decided to stick with the journalism angle. “I’m a fan of your work actually. You’ve been here the longest. I even have an article you wrote a long time ago.” I removed the article from my pocket and unfolded it. It had seen better days. “I was impressed by it. It’s what made me want to be a journalist.” 
 
    He stared at me, taking a sip of his coffee. Finally, he reached out a hand for the article. I passed it to him.  
 
    Now he looked confused. “I wrote this when I was a cub reporter, probably before you were born. Why would you keep this?” 
 
    “I just thought it was an interesting story. Did you ever figure out who the baby belonged to?” 
 
    He frowned at the clipping and gave it back to me. “Do you live here in town? I don’t recognize you.” 
 
    “Oh, my uncle lives here. I visit him quite often, then I decided to move here.” 
 
    I was really just making this up as I went along.  
 
    He wasn’t buying it though. “Who is your uncle?” 
 
    “Um…” my mind went blank. I couldn’t even think of a name. As I scrambled, he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Nineteen,” I answered automatically, still trying to think of a name. 
 
    He sighed heavily. “You’re her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He leaned toward me, his voice low. “Don’t play dumb. You’re Dumpster Baby.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” I snapped. 
 
    “I always thought you would show up eventually.” 
 
    A chill ran through me. That was what Hank said. I suddenly felt very hot, like the walls were closing in. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he asked. 
 
    I took a shaking breath. “I want to find her.” 
 
    “Your mother?”  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well I don’t know if you were following the story, but no one ever came forward.” 
 
    “But you must have some idea who it was.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Everyone guessed at who it could be, but no one ever figured it out.” 
 
    I stared at him, certain he knew more. 
 
    “Please,” I said. 
 
    He sighed again. “Well, there is one woman, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “I’ll take whatever you have.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Eaton 
 
      
 
    “That’s messed up, Sheriff,” Deputy Fine said.  
 
    “You’re tellin’ me,” I replied, keeping my distance from the corpse in the truck. I made the mistake of getting too close when I arrived and the smell was indescribable. 
 
    “Well, he’s an out of towner. No wallet on him though. It looks like, I don’t know, maybe a lightning bolt hit him?” 
 
    “The body looks like it’s been lying out here for weeks.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just…cooked?” Deputy Fine said. 
 
    The thought made his stomach turn, he would never enjoy barbecue again after this. The coroner could determine why the guy looked like he had been dug up after a month underground.  
 
    Hell, maybe he had! 
 
    The local football team had a reputation around these parts for extreme pranks. It was that Cody Reynolds, he always was a wrong ’un. He once mailed someone a dead cat, so this was right up his street. It didn’t explain the hole in the roof though, or who the truck belonged to.  
 
    Moving back to my cruiser, I leaned against it and pulled out a cigarette. I would have preferred a stiff drink, but that would have to wait until I was off duty. 
 
    As I took a drag of my cigarette, I noticed a group of ravens lined up across from the truck. They stood in a row, staring at the body.  
 
    That’s weird. Never seen birds do that. 
 
    Maybe they were hoping for scraps, like vultures. It was winter, maybe they were desperate for food or something. 
 
    “Hey, Sheriff. I found something.” 
 
    Deputy Fine came over carrying a yellow Walkman, kind of like the one my niece had permanently glued to her head. This one looked battered, with tape over the battery compartment and scrapes across the front of it. 
 
    “Maybe he liked music,” I said. 
 
    Deputy Fine popped it open and removed the tape. “Does he look like a Madonna fan to you?” 
 
    I supressed a laugh, no, I couldn’t imagine him listening to Madonna. “Bag it. Maybe he wasn’t alone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    Randall wanted a cigarette, so he led us outside, away from anyone who might be listening. We stood in the doorway to avoid the cold, I tried not to choke on the cigarette smoke.  
 
    “So, where’d you end up?” Randall asked. 
 
    “All over. Different foster homes until I turned eighteen.” 
 
    “I thought you would have gotten adopted. Most couples want babies, don’t they?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I guess I was one of the unlucky ones. You said you knew who my mother was?” 
 
    He took a drag of his cigarette. “I don’t know, not for sure.” 
 
    “But there’s someone?” 
 
    “You kind of look like her, right age, right time. So yeah, maybe.” 
 
    I was getting frustrated at his evasiveness. “Can you just tell me?” 
 
    “Calm down, you’ve waited this long.” 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Around the time you were found, a woman called Francesca Fisher was pregnant. She wasn’t married and no one knew who the father was. She tried to hide it for as long as she could. Then she left town. She was gone a couple of months, no one knew where she was. Then she came back, without a baby. Her story is, she went to her sister’s house, had the baby, a boy, she claims, and gave it to her sister to raise.” 
 
    “Any proof?”  
 
    “I tried to track the sister down but couldn’t. The Sheriff though, he says he spoke to her on the phone and everything seemed above board.” 
 
    “So, why do you still think it’s her?” 
 
    “Story didn’t add up. She’s lived here nearly thirty years, I don’t remember ever hearing anything about a sister.” 
 
    “That’s it? Let’s face it, I’m probably some teenage girl’s love child, who panicked when she gave birth and threw me away.” 
 
    “Maybe. But there is a hell of a resemblance and the dumpster where you were found? It belonged to the diner where she works.” 
 
    “Works?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s still there. Probably working now.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. I could finally confront her. I’d been thinking about it for years, now it was a possibility and I found myself terrified.  
 
    “She’s a good woman,” Randall said. 
 
    That made it worse. I wanted her to be an awful person, how could she be anything else? 
 
    “Know her well, do you?” 
 
    “Well enough. The diner is called Sal’s. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    He headed back upstairs, leaving me alone.  
 
    Could I do it? I had to, right? Otherwise what was the point in coming here?  
 
    I’ll go to the diner and check her out. Then I can decide what to do. 
 
    Steeling myself, I headed further into town, searching for the diner. It was only when a cruiser passed me that I remembered Hank.  
 
    Crap. 
 
    If I went to the cops, they would interrogate me. They might think I had something to do with his death, hell, I could end up arrested. I didn’t get hurt and Hank had been stopped. That was really all that mattered. Better to keep my mouth shut, after all I didn’t need anyone looking into my background. They might find out what happened in Denver. 
 
    I made my way through town, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. Of course, I drew people’s stares anyway. This was a small town and I was a stranger. 
 
    Technically, I was born here. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like to grow up here. Bouncing from foster home to foster home, I was never in one place long. I could have had a life here, in another universe. I would have gone to school at that elementary school over there and played in the park. I would have eaten in these restaurants, gone to that cinema on a Friday night. I would have had my first kiss here, graduated high school here... 
 
    I forced myself to stop thinking about it. There was no point in wishing for something I could never have. My mother saw to that.  
 
    Anger filled me again, pushing away the fear of seeing her. I was going to get some answers.  
 
    Sal’s was on the far side of town, a rundown 50’s style diner with a red sign out front. Come eat at Sal’s. Home of the best pancakes in the Midwest. 
 
    I checked my watch. It was mid-morning; the place would be quiet. I marched inside, ready to confront my alleged mother, but stopped short when I found that the place was crowded. An Elvis Presley song played on the jukebox in the corner, and I felt like I had gone back in time. The owner had gone all out on the theme. 
 
    When several people stared at me, I quickly took a seat at a table near the counter, hiding my face behind a menu. When I was sure no one was looking at me, I lowered the menu and scoped out the room. I could see two waitresses. One behind the counter, a blonde who was far too young to be her, and a woman with short dark hair on the far side of the room. I craned my neck, trying to get a better look at her. 
 
    She was busy chatting to a customer, I could only make out the side of her face. She looked about the right age. I tried to see myself in her. She kept shifting her weight back and forth, like she had a problem keeping still. I did that too. 
 
    “What can I get you?” someone asked. I looked up to find a third waitress had arrived at my table. I opened my mouth to answer her, then I froze. The long dark hair, the brown eyes with flecks of gold… a quick glance at her name tag confirmed it. This was Francesca. 
 
    She looked concerned that I hadn’t answered her yet.  
 
    “I can come back,” she offered. 
 
    “Um. Yeah, I need a minute,” I stammered.  
 
    She gave me a smile and moved onto the next customer. I watched her go. This woman was all poise and elegance. The way she moved around the room, engaged with the customers. She had an easy smile for them and it seemed to be genuine.  
 
    I looked back down at the menu in my hand, the words blurring together. I was expecting some trailer trash bitch with no regard for anyone. Someone incapable of looking after herself, never mind a baby.  
 
    It probably isn’t her.  
 
    That was wishful thinking, it was obvious it was her, I was her double. Not so obvious to her though, she didn’t recognize me. 
 
    Why would she? She probably thinks I’m dead. 
 
    She made the rounds before returning to me. “Have you decided yet, hon?” 
 
    She had her pencil ready to jot down my order and again I froze. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    What am I supposed to say? Can I get eggs and a side of bacon, oh and did you abandon me nineteen years ago? 
 
    “Uh, coffee, please,” I said. 
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    I wanted to run after her, to demand answers, but I couldn’t move. When she returned with the coffee, I tried to take some money out of my pocket to pay but ended up spilling a bunch of coins onto the floor. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered, pushing back my chair to go after them. 
 
    Francesca knelt to help me. “You okay, hon? You seem flustered?” she asked. 
 
    I looked up at her. She seemed sincere in what she was asking, like she actually cared. It was too much.  
 
    “Um, where’s the restroom?” I asked. 
 
    She pointed toward the back and I practically ran across the diner. I slammed the restroom door open and hurried into a stall.  
 
    “Don’t freak out,” I whispered.  
 
    “Are you okay, sweetheart?”  
 
    Shit, she followed me. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m just not feeling well,” I called. 
 
    “Can I get you something? A glass of water, maybe?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just need a minute.” 
 
    Thankfully, she left me alone. I couldn’t stay here, I needed to leave and pull myself together. Then I could come up with a plan. 
 
    I left the stall and took a few deep breaths before returning to the diner. Just grab your bag and go. 
 
    As I walked back to my table, I could see Francesca talking to the Sheriff. They were deep in conversation. Glad that she was distracted, I lifted my backpack and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Eaton 
 
      
 
    “A body?” Francesca said, frowning. “Is it someone local?” 
 
    “No, I don’t recognize him. Has anyone been in here? Anyone acting strange?” 
 
    “So this is a murder investigation?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We think someone else might have been in the truck, just want to ask them some questions.” 
 
    “Well…there is a girl, she was in the bathroom, there she goes now,” Francesca said. 
 
    I turned to see a girl with dark hair hurry out of the diner. “She order anything?” 
 
    “A coffee, but she didn’t drink it.” 
 
    I sighed and hurried after her. She was a kid, but she was acting suspiciously. I’m the first to admit that I have a healthy dose of xenophobia, developed over the years, since back when I was a deputy, and with good reason. 
 
    “Hey! Miss? Excuse me?” I called out to the girl. 
 
    She stopped and glanced back at me. She looks like a teenager. Her crumpled clothes and backpack made me wonder if she was a drifter.  
 
    She eyed me with suspicion, her body still angled away from me like she was considering whether to run or not.  
 
    “You new in town?” I asked, trying to appear friendly. I really wasn’t up to chasing someone today. My knees wouldn’t take it.  
 
    “Uh, just passing through,” she said.  
 
    “You ran out of the diner awful quick. Did something happen?” 
 
    She shook her head, her dark curls bouncing. “No, I wasn’t feeling well. Think I’ll just take a walk.” 
 
    I moved forward slowly, so as not to spook her. “I was just wondering if you might have seen anything strange on the road into town?” 
 
    “Strange?” she asked, her eyes darting everywhere. I tensed, ready to run after her. 
 
    “Yes, a man was found dead in a truck. We’re looking for witnesses.” 
 
    She froze, eyes wide. Yep, she definitely knows something. 
 
    “I, uh, I don’t…” 
 
    “We found a Walkman in the truck. A yellow one.” 
 
    All the color drained from her face and she swayed on the spot. Worried she would faint, I took three steps forward and took her arm. I led her to a bench.  
 
    She sat down and put her head in her hands. I had doubts that she did anything to the man, but she was there, which meant I needed a statement. 
 
    “I’m Sheriff Bob Eaton. What’s your name?” I asked gently.  
 
    “Kari Green.” 
 
    “Well Kari, it looks like you’ve had a rough day. Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    She took a shaky breath and looked up at me. “I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that you had. Come on, let’s go back into the diner and we can have a coffee and a chat, how does that sound?” 
 
    She nodded and followed me back inside. I gave our order to Francesca and we took a seat in the back, away from other diners. I noticed that Kari’s hands were shaking.  
 
    “What brings you to town, Kari?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m working as an intern at the paper.” 
 
    That surprised me. I knew they were taking on interns, but I thought it was local girls. “Okay. Were you in the truck earlier today?” 
 
    She stared at the table for several seconds then nodded. “Yes, I was hitchhiking. But I didn’t do anything to that guy, he was struck by lightning. It came through the roof.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you report it? You just left him lying there? You didn’t think to call the police?” 
 
    She finally looked me in the eye. “He was crazy, saying crazy stuff and he was going to attack me. If the lightning hadn’t hit the truck, God knows what he would have done to me.” 
 
    “Do you know his name?” 
 
    “He said it was Hank.” 
 
    That wasn’t a lot to go on. Once the plates were run, it would shed some light on the matter. 
 
    “I will need you to come into the station for an official statement. Do you have any family around here?” 
 
    I saw her glance across the room, then back at me. “No. I don’t have any family.” 
 
    “No one at all?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    Her story didn’t fully add up, who travelled to a strange town for an internship? She had no family, where was she staying? Where was she getting money from? 
 
    “I need an address where I can reach you,” I said, taking out my notebook to write it down. 
 
    “I don’t have a place yet. I was going to see if there was a room in town?” 
 
    “There’s a woman called Jean, up on Oak Street. She runs a bed and breakfast. I can draw you a map?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she said.  
 
    I scribbled a rough map and tore out the page and handed it to her. “Can I trust that you’ll stick around? At least until this matter is resolved?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Welcome to Redwood Cove.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    It took a while to find the bed and breakfast, Sheriff Eaton’s drawing skills needed some work. He seemed like a nice man, but one conversation proved nothing. Hank seemed nice at first too.  
 
    I would get a room, but I didn’t know how much longer I would be staying. I wasn’t going to end up in jail that’s for sure. 
 
    Jean answered the door to me. She was a small woman with gray hair. “Yes?” she asked. 
 
    “Hi, I was told that you have rooms available?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” she said, scowling. 
 
    “Sheriff Eaton.” 
 
    “Bob!” I’ve never seen a face change expression so fast. She threw open the door. “Well why didn’t you say so. Come on in.” 
 
    I got the feeling that Jean had a little crush on Bob. “What’s your name, dear?” 
 
    “Kari. I was just looking for a room for the night.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s thirty per night, is that suitable.” 
 
    I nodded. I could at least afford that. Jean bustled over to a desk and opened a sign in book. She went through the usual pleasantries, why are you in town, where are you from? I kept my answers short. I wasn’t in the mood to be questioned again, I just wanted to be on my own for a while. 
 
    When she showed me to my room, I felt relief wash over me as I finally closed the door after she told me to come find her if I needed anything.  
 
    I sank down onto the bed, feeling exhausted and it was barely lunch time. Everything that had happened today threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    I lay down, staring up at the cracked ceiling. My mind whirled with images of Hank and of the man from Denver. Two men dead. Two men that had run ins with me. I didn’t want to steal the money, I didn’t have a choice. I was hungry and desperate.  
 
    It was a few weeks ago, I arrived in Denver and I knew that I wouldn’t get much further. I started looking for a job. The only place that I could find that was hiring was a restaurant called The Lakeside Grill. It was an upmarket place and the man in charge, Mr. Graham, looked down his nose at me.  
 
    “You’re not really suitable for waiting tables,” he said. 
 
    I felt my cheeks flame with embarrassment. “Please, I’m happy to help out in the kitchen. I really need the money.” 
 
    He sniffed, his blue eyes narrowing. “You will clean the dishes. We are fully booked tonight, and I need someone who is quick on their feet.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I can do that. No problem, Mr. Graham.” 
 
    And so, I began a gruelling eight hour shift. The kitchen was crowded, noisy and really hot. People kept bumping into me as they moved back and forth and the dishes came in fast. I managed to stay on top of it though and at the end of the night, Mr. Graham came in to inspect my work. 
 
    He surveyed the piles of clean dishes. Running a finger along the side of one of the plates, he held it up to me. There was a tiny speck of sauce that I had missed. 
 
    “Not good enough. I can’t pay someone for sloppy work.” 
 
    “It’s one plate. I can wash it right now,” I said, reaching for it. He stepped between me and the plates.  
 
    “I don’t think so. Out you go.” 
 
    “You can’t do this. I worked, I deserve to be paid!” 
 
    “Tell it to someone who cares.” 
 
    I was led to the exit and told to leave. Humiliated and angry, I left, cursing Graham. He did that deliberately.  
 
    Facing a night on the streets, I came up with a plan. It wasn’t a good plan, but it was all I could think to do. I would freeze to death otherwise.  
 
    I waited in the alley until all of the staff had left. Graham was the last one there. He came out with a bag of trash and while his back was turned, I sneaked back inside and hid in the pantry.  
 
    Watching from the partially open door, I saw him head out of the kitchen, to the back of the restaurant where the office was.  
 
    I quickly moved out to the front, to the main till point. There was a tips jar that I could take. I heard Graham say that they would be sorted out in the morning. I felt bad for the rest of the staff, but I doubted any of them were living on the streets. As I reached for the jar, I noticed a white cloth bag lying on the counter, stuffed with tonight’s takings. Graham would be back any second. Could I do it? If I got caught it wouldn’t make much of a difference how much I got away with. Better to get a nice room tonight than a questionable motel room. 
 
    Opening the bag, I reached in and removed a wad of bills. Shoving them in my pocket, I headed back to the kitchen. The office door opened and I threw myself to the ground and crawled under a table.  
 
    Graham picked up the bag, then returned to the office, probably to lock it in the safe. 
 
    Heart pounding, I waited until I heard the door close then bolted for the exit.  
 
    As I was exiting the alley, I made the mistake of taking the money out of my pocket, eager to see how much I got. 
 
    I didn’t see the man approach. He appeared to be homeless, dressed in a long coat with a scraggly beard. He smelled strongly of whisky. 
 
    “Hey, what you got there?” he slurred. 
 
    I tried to shove the bills back into my pocket, but he reached out and gripped my hand, trying to pull the bills free. 
 
    “Let go,” I cried. 
 
    He shoved me back into the alley, away from prying eyes, not that there was anyone about this time of night. 
 
    “Give it to me,” he growled. 
 
    Fear made time slow down and I tried to push him away. With my hand on his chest, I put all my strength behind it. He suddenly let go of the money, his body starting to twitch. For a moment, I thought he was having a fit. He let out a horrible gasp, then his eyes rolled up in his head and he fell to the ground. 
 
    Terrified, I turned and ran, never looking back. I convinced myself that he had a heart attack or a stroke, but surely he wouldn’t react that way? It was like the life left him. 
 
    I managed to get over two grand from the restaurant, but I used it sparingly. It wasn’t until later that I realized I would be the number one suspect. Graham probably didn’t hesitate in telling the cops about me. 
 
    I closed my eyes and rolled onto my side. The next thing I knew, I was waking up and it was dark outside. 
 
    Fumbling for the lamp, I switched it on and checked my watch. It was after five pm. Sighing, I went into the bathroom to freshen up. I was starving and I wanted to go back to the diner and see Francesca again. I didn’t know if I had the nerve to speak to her, but I wanted to try. That was if she was still working. At least I could get some food, if nothing else. 
 
    The temperature had dropped considerably in the last few hours, making it bitterly cold. I half jogged back to the diner, in a bid to get there quicker and stay warm. 
 
    Stepping inside, I quickly scanned the room, looking for Francesca. She wasn’t there. She probably had the early shift. I ordered a sandwich and a coke, and sat in one of their red vinyl booths to eat it.  
 
    So, this is where my mother has worked for over twenty years. 
 
    It was also probably the same place where she met my father. Whoever he was. I always assumed that he wasn’t in the picture, but what if he was? Maybe he was the one who placed me in the dumpster, or at least convinced Francesca to do it. 
 
    “You’re back.” 
 
    My head whipped up to find Francesca looking at me. She had her coat on, so she must have just finished her shift. 
 
    “Yeah, I was hungry,” I muttered. 
 
    She took a seat opposite me. “Bob says he was questioning you about a man that died.” 
 
    “Should he really be telling you that?” I said. I didn’t mean to snap, but what business was it of hers? 
 
    “Bob and I are friends. Have been for a long time. He wasn’t gossiping, he was looking for witnesses.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t kill anyone if that’s what you’re wondering. He was killed by a bolt of lightning.” 
 
    Francesca’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “It came through the roof of the truck. Weird though, the sky was clear. But it saved my life, so I’m not complaining.” 
 
    She was staring at me. Her eyes taking in every detail of me. I didn’t like the scrutiny. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “In town.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I’m doing a journalism internship.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve always been interested in journalism. I actually read an article by Randall Turner and it got me curious about Redwood Cove.” 
 
    Francesca chewed her bottom lip, looking pensive. She knows. “What article was that?” 
 
    “About the Dumpster Baby? You might have heard about it. She was found in the dumpster outside.” 
 
    “I know the story,” she said softly. 
 
    “Do you have any kids?” I asked. I was trying to get a rise out of her, to see how she would try and lie her way out of this. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she said. 
 
    “No? Randall said that you had a baby, but you gave it to your sister to raise.” 
 
    She sat back and folded her arms. “Randall needs to stop spreading gossip.” 
 
    “Was he lying?” 
 
    She was silent a moment. “No. I did have a child, but I wasn’t married, and I couldn’t raise him alone. So, I gave him to my sister. As far as he is concerned, she is his mother.” 
 
    “He? You had a boy? What’s his name?” 
 
    “Eric. I really should get going.” 
 
    She stood up and zipped up her coat, avoiding my gaze. “You must know her though.” 
 
    Francesca turned back to me. “What?” 
 
    “The woman who dumped her baby. You probably know her, have met her. She has probably eaten in this diner.” 
 
    Now she looked angry. “I’m sure that’s true, but I don’t know who did it. And if you are content to rely on rumors and gossip, you aren’t going to get the full picture. What happened to that child was dreadful, but did it ever occur to you that maybe she had a reason?” 
 
    “What possible reason could she have for placing a new born in a dumpster?” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t dump the child, as you put it. Maybe she was hiding her. Did you ever think of that? We can’t know what her motivations were, but I would at least try to put myself in her shoes before I jumped to conclusions.” 
 
    “Hide her from who? The father?” 
 
    Francesca turned away. “Like I said, I don’t know her reasons.” 
 
    I watched her leave, wanting to scream at her, to demand answers but I didn’t. What did she mean by hiding me? Or was she just trying to make excuses? If she wanted to hide me, for whatever reason, she could have left me somewhere safer. At the Sheriff’s station, hell, even on somebody’s doorstep. I could have laid in that dumpster and starved to death or froze. If I hadn’t been found… Wait. Who did find me? 
 
    I never thought about that before. The article was written after the fact and I was sure that if Randall knew who found me, he would have included a name. The Sheriff might know. 
 
    I would have to go in and give my statement anyway, might as well be now. I left my half-eaten sandwich and headed to the station. 
 
    The deputy on duty took my details and told me I would have to wait. Taking a seat on a plastic seat in the corner, I stared at the wall. I wished I had my Walkman to listen to, would they return it to me? It was evidence, so probably not. It was the only thing I owned that I actually cared about. In some of the foster homes I had been in, the other kids would steal whatever you had. It was the only thing I managed to hold onto. Sad, really.  
 
    “Miss Green?” 
 
    Sheriff Eaton approached me. “I didn’t call you in.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I wanted to get it over and done with. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Of course. Follow me.” 
 
    We went into a small interview room. “Can I get you a cup of tea, or a soda?”  
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    We went through the formalities and I gave my statement. I didn’t tell Sheriff Eaton what Hank’s face looked like before he died. I would sound crazy. 
 
    “Is there anything else? Anything unusual?” Sheriff Eaton asked. 
 
    “Unusual?” 
 
    “This guy was driving a stolen truck, he had no ID on him and…well the body was in a strange state.” 
 
    “He was struck by lightning, I doubt it looked great.” 
 
    “I guess so. Can you read over the statement and if you are happy with it, sign at the bottom?” 
 
    I did as he asked. “Can I ask a question?” 
 
    “Shoot,” he said. 
 
    “I was looking at old newspaper clippings at the paper and I found one about a baby that was found nearly twenty years ago.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t say who found her.” 
 
    He scratched the back of his neck. “I did.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard her crying while I was on patrol. Lucky I was walking by.” 
 
    “Yeah, lucky.” This was the man who had saved my life.  
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” he said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Who are you really? Cause I spoke to the editor of the paper and he says that there were interns starting today, but you aren’t one of them.” 
 
    Shit. I didn’t think he would check. Which was stupid, of course he was going to check my story. 
 
    He waited for me to answer, but what could I tell him other than the truth and I really didn’t want to do that. 
 
    “I can run your name through the system. See if you have any priors. Or you can tell me why you came to Redwood Cove.” 
 
    If he ran my name he would find out about Denver, how I was wanted for questioning by the Denver PD. I would definitely get locked up. 
 
    He got up from his chair.  
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    He did, an expectant look on his face. 
 
    “I’m…” I sighed. “I’m the Dumpster Baby.” 
 
    He was not expecting that. His eyes widened and his breathing quickened. “You can’t be.” 
 
    He sat down again. “You were fostered out of state.” 
 
    “Yes, but one of my foster fathers found the newspaper clipping. I saved some money and hitchhiked here to find out who I am. Where I come from.” 
 
    “No. This is bad. You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Well clearly. I’ve been attacked, questioned by the police and I’m pretty sure I met my mother today, but she wouldn’t give me the time of day.” 
 
    “Francesca knows you’re here?” he blurted. Then he realized his mistake. 
 
    “Thanks for the confirmation.” 
 
    “Shit,” he groaned. “She’s going to kill me.” 
 
    “If you knew that I was her baby, why didn’t you say anything? Arrest her for what she did?” 
 
    “Kari you don’t understand. You need to leave town, now. Before any of them find you.” 
 
    “Any of who?” 
 
    “Get your stuff and meet me at the diner. I’ll get you out of town.” 
 
    “No! I’m not going anywhere. I want to know what is going on,” I snapped. 
 
    “Kari your life is in danger. Please do as I say.” 
 
    My heart was thumping in my chest. Who would be after me? The same people my mother hid me from? 
 
    “Go. We don’t have long,” he said. 
 
    I got to my feet, still reeling from everything. I hurried back to the bed and breakfast to grab my things.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Jean asked as I rushed past her with my bag.  
 
    “Fine, I won’t be staying after all,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. Well I’m afraid I can’t give you a refund,” she said. 
 
    “Keep it,” I said as I ran back outside.  
 
    On the walk to the diner, I kept glancing over my shoulder, expecting to see someone following me. Which was completely paranoid. Even if someone was after me, how would they know who I was?  
 
    As the diner came into view, I heard what sounded like a dog panting. I turned and sure enough, a large black dog was following me. It must have been part wolf, the look of it.  
 
    “Shoo,” I said. 
 
    The dog growled at me. I took a careful step backward, hoping it didn’t pounce. “Nice doggy,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not a dog, it’s a wolf.” 
 
    I jumped at the voice behind me. I turned and came face to face with a man with long dark hair and a scar across his right eye. “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled and put out a hand toward the wolf. It stopped growling and sat down, watching us. The man wasn’t that old, maybe thirty? He did seem strangely familiar to me though. I don’t know how to describe it, but I felt this odd connection to him. 
 
    “I’m Fen. And you are the beautiful Kari.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “We are kin, you and I. I suppose you are my aunt.” 
 
    Aunt? 
 
    “I-I don’t…you’re related to Francesca?” I asked, completely confused. 
 
    He scoffed at that. “No, I am related to your father.” 
 
    “My father? Who is he? Is he here in town?”  
 
    “No. Your father left many years ago. Now he is…sequestered away in his home, hoping to avoid his fate.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I was getting frustrated by his cryptic talk. “Where is my father?” 
 
    A flicker of a smile. “Your father, Odin, is a coward.” 
 
    Odin? That’s what Hank called me. Daughter of Odin. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, I’ve never met him.” 
 
    “Be thankful of that. But you have your uses. You are coming with me.” 
 
    He reached out to grab my arm, but I quickly backed away. My leg bumped into the wolf and he growled. I could see the diner up ahead. With no other choice, I ran. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Eaton 
 
      
 
    I checked my watch. Where is that girl? 
 
    I considered calling Francesca, but she had been through enough over the years. I would take Kari out of town and she could go back to pretending she didn’t exist. She had managed these past nineteen years and we managed to keep the peace. I didn’t think, or rather I hoped that they would have stopped looking for her.  
 
    The report had come back on the body, it showed advanced decay. It was one of his minions, it had to be. What were they called? Draugrs? Something like that. After everything that happened back then, I did some reading on the subject. I never imagined that any of that was real, but I had my eyes opened. 
 
    Getting up off the stool I was sitting on, I moved to the window to check outside. What I saw chilled me to the bone. Kari running for her life and a wolf hot on her heels. 
 
    I wrenched open the door, drawing my gun. I fired a shot into the air, hoping to drive the beast off, but it didn’t deter it. 
 
    It’s going to get her. 
 
    I saw the desperate, terrified look on her face, the same one Francesca had all those years ago.  
 
    When she was a few feet from me, the wolf pounced. Without thinking, I threw myself between them and the wolf’s teeth sank into my flesh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    I fell through the door into the mostly empty diner. Scrambling to my feet, I turned to see where the wolf was. Sheriff Eaton lay on the ground, as the wolf chomped down on his arm.  
 
    “No!” I cried. I can’t let it kill him. He saved me. 
 
    The waitress behind the counter appeared to be in a state of shock over what she was seeing. She held a coffee pot in her hand. I grabbed it, checking it was hot and ran outside. I dumped the contents onto the wolf’s head. It yelped in pain and released Sheriff Eaton. It recovered quickly and turned its attention to me.  
 
    I backed away, knowing it could rip my throat out in a heartbeat. “Stay away from me,” I cried. 
 
    As it prepared to lunge at me, two black masses ascended on it, cawing madly. The ravens started to peck at the wolf’s eyes, forcing it to retreat. 
 
    I took the opportunity to half drag Sheriff Eaton into the diner. The wound on his arm was bleeding profusely.  
 
    “I need something to stop the bleeding,” I said to the waitress. She tore her gaze from the wolf and ran into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a clean dish towel.  
 
    I folded it and pressed it against the wound. Sheriff Eaton looked dazed, I wondered if he had hit his head when he fell. 
 
    “Sheriff? Can you hear me?” 
 
    His eyes flickered toward me. “Yes. Damn thing came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “It was with a man. He was commanding it,” I said. 
 
    “You need to get out of here. It isn’t safe,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed. Want to tell me what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that. You know more than you’re letting on.” 
 
    “No, I can’t because I made a promise.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “To me,” a voice said behind me. 
 
    Francesca.  
 
    “Bob, are you okay?” she said, crouching down beside him. She removed the towel to check the arm. 
 
    I looked outside, but the wolf seemed to have fled. No sign of Fen either. He clearly let his pet do the dirty work.  
 
    “We need to get him to the hospital. My car is outside,” Francesca said. We helped Bob to his feet, leaving blood smears across the diner floor.  
 
    “We can’t go out there. Some psycho set a wolf on us,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t see anyone. Besides, Munin and Hugin kept the wolf at bay.” 
 
    “Who and what kept the wolf at bay?” 
 
    She smiled and stepped outside. I watched in astonishment as she whistled and the ravens, my two ravens both perched on her outstretched arm.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered, moving closer.  
 
    “This is Munin and Hugin. I’m not sure which is which. They belonged to your father and it appears they now belong to you.” 
 
    “Pet ravens?” 
 
    “More than just pets. They are guardians.” She gave her arm a small shake and they flew off.  
 
    “Please tell me what is going on,” I said. 
 
    “Not here,” Eaton croaked. “Let’s get in the car.” 
 
    Once we were on the road, in Francesca’s Chevy, I started asking questions. “Who is my dad? Why is that Fen guy after me?” 
 
    Francesca glanced over at me. “Why don’t I start at the beginning? It would be easier.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, I want to know everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Spring 
 
    1968 
 
      
 
    Francesca 
 
      
 
    “Order’s up!” Sal called from behind the grill. I grabbed the plate, wincing as it burned my fingers.  
 
    “Careful, it’s hot,” Sal said, grinning at me. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” I said.  
 
    Sal was a jerk, but he was also the owner so I couldn’t exactly tell him off. I needed this job.  
 
    I took the plate to table four, painting on a smile for the customers. Waitressing sucked, but it was the only job available in town. I hoped to only spend a few months here then save up enough money to head to California, but then my car died, and my landlord raised my rent and now it looked like I was stuck here. I certainly wasn’t getting enough in tips to make a difference. 
 
    I returned to the counter, where a man sat facing away from me. “Coffee?” I asked.  
 
    He turned in his seat and my breath caught in my throat. He was the most beautiful man I have ever seen. Thick chestnut hair, a strong jawline, icy blue eyes and full lips. When he smiled, I felt my knees go weak. 
 
    Don’t be ridiculous, you act like you’ve never seen a man before, I scolded myself.  
 
    “I’d love some, thanks,” he said.  
 
    I poured him a cup, discreetly checking his left hand. No ring. That didn’t mean much, most men took them off, but there was usually a mark left behind, there was no mark on him. 
 
    “Beautiful day,” he said.  
 
    “It is. Although I hear it’s supposed to rain later.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a bit of rain. Good for the crops…” he paused while he checked my name tag. “Francesca.” 
 
    “You got it right. Most people mangle my name.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful name. Italian?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “My name is Odin.” 
 
    “That’s an unusual name. Where are you from?” 
 
    “My family hails from Norway originally.” 
 
    “Are you just passing through?” I asked. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “What changed?”  
 
    “I met you,” he said, leaning forward on the counter.  
 
    It was definitely not the cheesiest pick up line I’d heard, but it was up there. So why did I find myself smiling back?  
 
    I agreed to meet him that night for a drink. A drink turned into two, then three, and then I went back to his place.  
 
    We spent the next three days locked away in his room, ignoring the world, making love, talking about everything and nothing. 
 
    I found myself falling for him. He was funny and charming. I started to imagine a life with him.  
 
    About two weeks into our relationship, I finished my shift and headed for the bed and breakfast where he was staying. Jean, the owner, met me at the door. 
 
    “Hey Jean, is Odin here?” 
 
    She gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid he has moved on.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We were supposed to meet up tonight?” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “A man came looking for him, young fellow with long hair. Odin looked spooked when I told him. He left ten minutes later.” 
 
    How could he just leave? There has to be some mistake. 
 
    “Did he leave a note?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sorry, no.” 
 
    I forced myself not to cry as I walked away. I really thought Odin wanted to be with me too. We talked about leaving Redwood Cove together, about traveling the country. How could he just leave without even a goodbye? 
 
    I returned home, hoping to find him there, but he wasn’t there. I cried myself to sleep that night, but I had to face facts. I was nothing more than a fling and he had walked away without a second thought. 
 
    A few weeks later, I was working in the diner when my head started spinning. I don’t remember hitting the floor. At the hospital, I discovered that I was pregnant. It felt like the universe was against me, giving me another thing to tie me down, to keep me from leaving town.  
 
    I tried to hide it for as long as I could. The gossips in this town would tear you apart for being an unwed mother. Soon though, it became impossible. I didn’t have enough money to leave town, I couldn’t quit my job, so I continued to work, taking every comment and barb with a smile on my face. 
 
    Then one day, he came back. He just appeared at the counter, a smile on his face as though no time at all had passed. I wanted to punch him, to kiss him. It was like I was in a dream.  
 
    When his eyes found the bump, the smile faded.  
 
    Dumping the plates I was holding onto a table, I yelled to Sal that I was taking my break and stalked outside. Odin followed me. 
 
    When we were far enough away from the diner, I turned on him. “You son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Francesca, please. I can explain.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Go on then.” 
 
    “I left town because someone from my past tracked me down. I had to go before he caught up to me.” 
 
    What the hell was he involved in? Two ravens hopped up to us, heads cocked as though they were listening to our conversation.  
 
    “And you couldn’t have left a note? Called me?” 
 
    “I thought it would be better if I cut ties, in case he found out and thought you knew where I was. Besides, it doesn’t look like you waited around for me.” 
 
    He waved a hand at my stomach. 
 
    “You stupid son of a bitch, it’s yours!” 
 
    The color drained from his face. “What? No, it can’t be.” 
 
    “Do the math. You left six months ago and I am six months gone. Don’t worry I’m not looking for a ring on my finger. I can manage just fine by myself.” 
 
    I pushed past him to go back inside, but his hand wrapped around my wrist. He turned me toward him. “Francesca, I’m sorry. There’s so much you don’t know. This child. It would be in danger.” 
 
    “Danger from who?” I said. 
 
    “My grandson, Fenrir. He believes I owe him a fight, so he can fulfil his destiny.” 
 
    Grandson? How old was he? I thought he was maybe 25 at most. “A fight? That’s why you ran?” 
 
    “It’s a fight to the death. Not only mine, but many of my people. He wants to burn our home to the ground. I had a plan, but this changes things.” 
 
    For a moment, I had a spark of hope. That he would take me away with him and we could be a family.  
 
    “The child needs to be sent away. Hidden. If not, Fenrir will find it and use it against me.” 
 
    I yanked my hand from his. “Go to hell. This is my child and I will decide what happens to it.” 
 
    “Francesca if you keep the child, Fenrir will take it from you. He will use its blood to undo my magic and Valhalla will fall.” 
 
    My mind reeled at what he was saying. He was completely crazy. Psychotic. Why didn’t I see it before?  
 
    “Just leave, Odin. I don’t want to see you again.” 
 
    “I’m not lying to you. I can prove it,” he said.  
 
    He checked to see that no one was watching us, then using me as a shield from the diners, he opened his left palm and I watched in shock as electricity danced across his skin. He flicked his wrist up and thunder rumbled overhead. 
 
    I gasped. “What is that?” 
 
    “I’m Odin, the All Father. Ruler of Valhalla.” He pointed to the two ravens. “That is Hugin and Munin. My messengers.” 
 
    I vaguely remembered hearing about Norse mythology at school. “You’re a…” 
 
    “God.” 
 
    Taking a shaky breath, I placed a hand on my bump. “The baby?” 
 
    “Will be a demi-God. It might have powers, it might not. What’s important is the blood. I plan on sealing Valhalla off from Fenrir and saving my people. If he had my blood, he could use it to undo it.” 
 
    My head was spinning. What he was saying couldn’t be true, but somehow, I knew it was. This was no magic trick, no smoke and mirrors. It was real. 
 
    “Then take me with you. To Valhalla. That way he can’t get near the baby.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only the dead enter Valhalla and only the fiercest warriors. I cannot take you. Send the child away. Make sure no one can trace it back to you and the child should be safe, as will you.” 
 
    “So, that’s it? You’re just going to leave forever, make me give up my child? How can you do this to me?” I started crying. 
 
    “It’s the only way. If you don’t do as I say, you’ll watch the child die.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” I snapped. 
 
    “No, the real monsters are closing in though. You’ll see, when the wolves are at your door.” 
 
    He turned and walked away, leaving me standing there.  
 
    Bob found me, sobbing in the rain. We had been friends since I came to town, he was always looking out for me. 
 
    “Francesca? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Odin came back. He told me to give the baby up.” 
 
    Bob pulled me into a hug. “To hell with him. Look, I know I said it before, but you could tell people its mine. We could get married.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Bob. I don’t want to burden you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “It’s not right. He said that…that the baby would be in danger, if I kept it. Some grandson of his would hurt the child. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Come on. You can tell me all about it,” Bob said, leading me back to his car.  
 
    I told him everything, as crazy as it sounded. When I was done, he just stared at me as though he thought I’d gone mad. 
 
    “Francesca…” 
 
    “Ignoring the magic stuff for a moment, what if he is right? What if someone does try to hurt the baby?” 
 
    “I won’t let them,” he said. 
 
    As a deputy, he could protect me, but he couldn’t be my guard 24-7. “I can’t keep this child. Even if I could afford it, which I can’t. I can’t spend my life looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    “Then we’ll leave town. Go somewhere new.” 
 
    “Bob, your job is here. Your mother. You know she’s been sick, you can’t leave her now.” 
 
    He sighed. “Then I can get you some money and you can leave.” 
 
    “I know how much you earn. No, I could never take money from you. Besides, I couldn’t work to support myself.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I’ll have to give the baby up for adoption.” 
 
    “That will leave a paper trail. People will know who the baby belongs to.” 
 
    I stared out the window at the pouring rain. “What if they found an abandoned baby?” 
 
    “There will still be questions.” 
 
    “Well we have a few months to make a plan.” 
 
    I ran a hand over my stomach. Of course, I wanted the child. At first, I had been terrified, but now…I started to think about whether it would be a boy or girl. What its little face would look like. Giving the baby up would be awful. But losing it would be so much worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
    I listened to Francesca’s story, steadily growing to hate my father as it progressed. He just walked away, leaving us both in danger. When she told me what he was, I didn’t know what to think. A God? It was impossible. Crazy. But then I thought of the lightning bolt that struck Hank down. Hank himself. My raven bodyguards and what Fen said. I was a demi-God, whatever that meant.  
 
    “Why did the ravens come to me?” I asked. 
 
    “I assume they were locked out of Valhalla. I guess they just went to the next in line. They followed me in the last month of my pregnancy. When I saw them, I thought that perhaps Odin was nearby, watching me. I was wrong.” 
 
    “He sounds like an asshole,” I muttered. 
 
    Francesca reached out and placed her hand on mine. I wanted to push her away, but I didn’t. “Why the dumpster?” I whispered. 
 
    She sighed. “I had no time. I tried to lead them away from you. I knew that Bob would find you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    There it was. The words I had been wanting to hear for years. I’m sorry. I expected to feel better, but I didn’t. It didn’t change anything.  
 
    “What happens now?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll get Bob to the hospital, then you can take my car and leave town. Go as far away as you can. You will have to hide, Kari. Change your name. It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Because I can open the door to Valhalla.” Saying it out loud made it sound even more nuts. “Maybe I should open it. Let Fenrir kick Odin’s ass. He deserves it.” 
 
    “No, Kari, you can’t. Have you ever heard of Ragnarök?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “It’s a mythical battle said to be between Odin and Fenrir. It will destroy Valhalla and bring about the end of the world. No matter what happens, you cannot open the door.” 
 
    “This is insane. All of it. How do I know you’re not just making all of this up?” I said. 
 
    “I wish I was,” she said quietly.  
 
    We arrived at the hospital and helped Sheriff Eaton inside. He could barely stand under his own power.  
 
    “You should go too, Francesca,” he said. “Get out of town.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she said. 
 
    I watched as she fussed over him, wondering if they were ever together. He definitely cared about her, considering he asked her to marry him and was willing to take on a child that wasn’t his. I wondered what my life would have been if she had accepted his offer. I would have grown up in Redwood Cove with loving parents. No foster homes, no asshole foster parents.  
 
    Or they could have kept you and you would have been murdered in your crib by Fenrir. 
 
    A nurse took Sheriff Eaton through to get looked at, leaving Francesca and I alone. She wiped her hands on her coat, they were covered in sticky blood from Eaton’s arm.  
 
    She removed her car keys from her pocket and held them out to me. “Take it and go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t be stubborn. Just go.” 
 
    “I’m not being stubborn. He knows I’m here. If I leave he will only come after you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him.” 
 
    “Francesca.” I sighed. She called me stubborn. “I’m not going to take away your only way out of this town.” 
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “I’m never leaving this town. I accepted that a long time ago. I’ll have Bob to back me up. Please go.” 
 
    What good was Bob going to be? He was probably being doped up on painkillers as we spoke. 
 
    I hesitated and she grabbed my hand and put the keys in it. She reached out to touch my cheek, staring at me with tears in her eyes. “Did you have a good life?” she whispered. 
 
    I wanted to scream no! I didn’t have a good life, I had a shitty one. Moved around, never having a family to call my own, thinking my own mother thought I was garbage. But the words wouldn’t come.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, finally.  
 
    She nodded. “Good. Go, Kari. Go live your life. Forget about me and Redwood Cove.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. I left the hospital, taking her car. I had no idea where I was heading, as long as it was far away from Fenrir, it would do. 
 
    Francesca’s car was old, but well maintained. She kept it clean and there was a pair of fuzzy dice hanging from the mirror. I guessed that working as a waitress, it was one of the few things she owned. It made me think about my battered Walkman.  
 
    I’ll never see that again. 
 
    I remembered Francesca’s words – I’m never leaving this town.  
 
    Was that a goodbye? As in, I’m never leaving this town alive? Fenrir would come for her and Eaton couldn’t protect her. If Odin was a God, and had powers, then so did Fenrir. He at least had a wolf at his command.  
 
    And what do I have? Two overprotective ravens and possibly the ability to make lightning bolts.  
 
    If I went back, I would be facing someone I knew nothing about. With a possible power that may or may not work.  
 
    I thought of Denver. Did I kill that guy? Something definitely happened when I touched him. Nothing as obvious as a lightning bolt, but still… 
 
    As shitty as it sounded, I owed Francesca nothing. If anything, I was doing what she wanted. Fleeing. Like my father had. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Francesca 
 
      
 
    Standing in the dark diner, I waited for Fenrir, ready to face him at last. He was the monster lurking in the shadows. The wolf at my door. The last time I saw him was over nineteen years ago, the night Kari was born. Right here in fact. 
 
    When the first contraction hit, I was cleaning down the counter after closing the diner for the night. It was late and I was alone. Since I was due in a couple of weeks, Sal seemed to use every opportunity to get as much work out of me as possible. He didn’t care that I was ready to drop, he cared that he was going to be short a waitress.  
 
    I doubled over, groaning. “Not yet. Please don’t come early,” I whispered.  
 
    We had a plan, Bob and I. I would leave just before my due date, have the baby and leave her at a fire house to be found. Then I would return and tell everyone that I had given the baby to my sister to raise. I did have a half-sister, but we hadn’t spoken in over a decade. She would never know that I was using her as an excuse.  
 
    Another contraction ripped through me, this one more powerful than the last. There was no denying it, it was happening now.  
 
    Waddling to the phone, I called the Sheriff’s station for Bob. He was on duty tonight. We would have to get out of town fast. 
 
    “Sheriff’s department,” a voice said. 
 
    Trying to keep my voice steady, I said, “Hello, is Deputy Eaton there?” 
 
    “He’s on a call at the moment. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Uh, no I really need to speak to him. Will he be long?” 
 
    “Couldn’t say.” 
 
    I turned my face away from the phone, supressing a groan. “Okay, well could you please tell him that Francesca needs to see him at the diner. Urgently.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give him the message. Bye now.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. Shit, Bob. Where are you when I need you? 
 
    What could I do but wait? I couldn’t drive myself to the hospital, I couldn’t have the baby in a hospital at all.  
 
    It’s all going wrong. Why did this have to happen now? 
 
    I sat on a chair, trying to control my breathing. The pain was worse than I imagined, how did women do this? 
 
    I watched the clock on the wall, timing the contractions. They were getting very close together.  
 
    I can’t give birth here. I need a bed, somewhere clean.  
 
    Lurching up, I headed for the phone. They would have to radio Bob and get him to come back. There was no time left. I picked up the receiver, but the pain that tore through my abdomen brought me to my knees. I needed to push.  
 
    Leaning back against the counter, I removed my underwear. I couldn’t do this alone, where the hell was Bob? 
 
    I heard the sound of nails clicking on the linoleum. Craning my neck, I watched as a wolf trotted toward me. Unable to move, I watched as it approached me.  
 
    How the hell did it get in here?  
 
    The wolf stopped in front of me, then its body began to twist and elongate. I screamed as it transformed into a man with long dark hair. He stretched his back, then crouched beside me.  
 
    “Ssh!” he said. “No need for that.” 
 
    “What are you?” I whimpered. 
 
    “I am Fenrir. I’m looking for my grandfather’s whore.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” I snarled. 
 
    He grinned at me, his white teeth gleaming. “This looks like it’s going to take a while longer. Should I come back?”  
 
    There was a knock on the door of the diner. “Francesca?” Bob called. 
 
    “Bob! I’m here!” I screamed. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear him fumbling with the door. I tried to move around the counter, away from Fenrir. 
 
    Bob came rushing over to me. “Francesca are you okay?” 
 
    “No, he’s here for the baby.” I turned back to find that Fenrir had vanished.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “He was here. Odin’s grandson. We need to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    I tried to get up, but I couldn’t. 
 
    “I think it’s too late for that. You’re having this baby now,” Bob said. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, you can. I’m going to find some towels.” 
 
    He rushed into the kitchen. Where was Fenrir? Was he going to wait until I gave birth then snatch the baby from my arms? Probably. I couldn’t let him do that.  
 
    Bob returned and laid the towels out in one of the booths. He helped me off the floor and into the booth.  
 
    “Lock the door,” I said. Not that it would matter. Fenrir could probably just ooze through the keyhole. 
 
    Bob coached me as I gave birth. I gripped the edge of the booth for the final push, trying my best not to scream and draw any attention to us from anyone passing by outside. 
 
    With a final push, the baby had arrived. Bob grinned at me. “It’s a girl,” he said. After cutting the cord, he wrapped her in a towel and placed her into my arms before I could protest. I didn’t want to hold her, to look at her, but now here she was and she was perfect. 
 
    I started to cry. My sweet girl. 
 
    She wasn’t crying, she just stared up at me with her big blue eyes. How could I let her go? 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I said.  
 
    “Just take a moment,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t. Fenrir will be back. Get your car,” I said. “And weapons. We’re going to need them.” 
 
    “You could still change your mind,” he said. 
 
    I stared at my little girl. “I won’t risk her life. Please.” 
 
    “Okay, give me the keys, I’ll lock the door behind me. I’ll need to go to the station and get some more weapons. I’ll be ten minutes.” 
 
    I nodded and he hurried out.  
 
    Sitting in the silence, amid bloody towels and afterbirth, I waited, taking in every inch of her face.  
 
    “You are so beautiful,” I whispered. “I’m sorry for what I have to do. But I don’t have a choice. I hope one day you’ll understand that. That you’ll forgive me.” 
 
    I kissed her on the forehead and she wrinkled her nose in an adorable way. I wished that I had a camera, so I could have something to remember her by. Not that I would ever forget her sweet face. 
 
    I glanced toward the door to see two ravens flying back and forth. They were cawing frantically. 
 
    He’s back. 
 
    Struggling to my feet, I moved, slowly, into the kitchen. I could sneak out the back and round to the car. I just hoped that Bob was there.  
 
    Unlocking the back door, I stepped out into the cold January night. It was bitterly cold. I grabbed a clean apron from the hook by the door and wrapped it around the baby. The door clicked closed behind me, locking me out. There was no going back now. 
 
    I made my way along the alley way toward the front of the diner, listening for any sign of Fenrir or the wolf. 
 
    It was almost pitch black and I was scared of tripping and dropping the baby. Thank God she wasn’t crying yet, but she was squirming in my arms.  
 
    A voice carried through the night. “Francescaaaa.” It was Fenrir. it sounded like he was still at the front of the diner. 
 
    I stopped walking. I wouldn’t be able to get to the road without going past him. If Bob wasn’t there, he would get her. My car was still there though. I had the keys.  
 
    I felt weak, exhausted. I couldn’t fight him, but maybe I could lead him away. I looked around the alley, even though I could barely make anything out. Nothing but the dumpster. It was full of cardboard at the moment. The one next to it held food scraps. It was the warmest place available.  
 
    “Give me the child and I will spare you,” Fenrir called. He was taunting me.  
 
    Lifting the lid on the dumpster, I leaned it against the wall as quietly as I could. Inside, I found a small cardboard box which once held napkins. I carefully placed the baby inside, praying she wouldn’t cry and give the game away. 
 
    “Forgive me,” I whispered. 
 
    I closed the lid carefully.  
 
    I took off my sweater and rolled it into a baby sized bundle. I cradled it in one arm, and with my keys in my hand, I walked as quickly as I could to the front of the diner. I was halfway to the car before Fenrir spotted me.  
 
    “It won’t do you any good to run,” he called. 
 
    I forced myself to walk faster, feeling blood trickle down my legs. Just a little further. He transformed into a wolf and ran after me.  
 
    As I reached the car, I glanced over my shoulder. Fenrir was ready to pounce when the ravens flew at his head, swooping and pecking at him. It gave me enough time to get into the car.  
 
    Peeling out of the parking lot, I checked the rear-view mirror. Fenrir had shaken off the birds and was now chasing the car. 
 
    “Good. Follow me, you bastard.” 
 
    The sound of the back door being opened, shook me from my thoughts. Standing up, I readied the shotgun I was holding, ready to blow that bastard’s head off.  
 
    “Come out, Fenrir. Let’s finish this,” I said. 
 
    From the darkness, stepped Odin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    I checked the hospital first, but as I expected, she wasn’t there. I didn’t know where she lived, so the only other place I could check was the diner.  
 
    It would be closed, but she was bound to have keys. I parked in the far corner of the parking lot, just in case Fenrir was inside, watching for me. 
 
    As I got closer, I could see that Francesca was inside, sitting in the darkness.  
 
    What the hell is she doing? She’ll get herself killed. 
 
    She stood up and aimed a shotgun toward the kitchen. Fenrir was there. I was sure the front door was locked, so I headed around the back, hoping to sneak up on them.  
 
    I passed the dumpster in the back and felt a tingle spreading through my hands. I glanced down and was shocked to find tiny sparks dancing across my hands. Guess I took after dear old dad, after all. 
 
    The back door lay open and I could hear voices inside. I tiptoed inside, trying to hear what was being said. 
 
    “How can it be you?” Francesca was saying. 
 
    “I came back for you,” a man said. Was it Fenrir?  
 
    “No, you sealed yourself away,” Francesca argued. 
 
    I stepped out of the back, startling Francesca. She turned quickly, bringing the gun up. I threw myself to the ground as it went off.  
 
    “Oh my God, Kari!” Francesca cried. “I’m so sorry, are you okay?” 
 
    I picked myself up off the floor, checking for any wounds, but she had missed. “Yes. What is going on?” 
 
    The man standing across from her was tall, with brown hair and a beard. It wasn’t Fenrir. “Who is he?” I asked. 
 
    Francesca looked at him, tears in her eyes. “He’s your father.” 
 
    The man smiled benignly at me, but as he turned his head, I saw a strange shimmer around his face. I blinked and it was gone.  
 
    “My daughter,” he said, taking a step toward me.  
 
    I backed off, raising my hands. “Stay where you are,” I said. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    “I just want to hold you,” he said. His eyes flickered, becoming almost black before returning to blue. 
 
    “It’s not him,” I said. “Shoot him.” 
 
    Francesca didn’t hesitate. She raised the gun and pulled the trigger. She caught him in the chest and he staggered back but didn’t go down. Looking down at the wound, he brushed his hand across it, like he had found a stray piece of fluff. 
 
    His body transformed into Fenrir once more. “Clever girl,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, well I’m used to dealing with snakes pretending to be something they are not.” 
 
    “Feisty too. Definitely Odin’s daughter.” 
 
    “Stay away from her,” Francesca snapped. She still had the gun pointed at him. 
 
    “I think we’ve established that won’t work on me.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “You really want to start the apocalypse?” 
 
    “It is written that Ragnarök will come and I will defeat Odin in battle. I won’t hide from my destiny like he does.” 
 
    “What about the humans? You’re going to wipe out the entire human race because someone said it’s fate?” 
 
    “The humans will not be completely wiped out. Some will remain, they will rebuild, start a new world.” 
 
    I shook my head in disgust. He was a zealot and there was no way I would let him get into Valhalla. I tried to summon the electricity back to my hands, but it was harder than I thought. The last two times had been activated by fear, right now I was more angry than afraid.  
 
    “Let’s go, Auntie. We have a long journey ahead of us,” Fenrir said, holding his hand out to me.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. But I’ll tell you what. If you leave now, I’ll let you live,” I said. It was a complete bluff, but I was trying to buy time until I could get my stupid power to work. 
 
    “I’m growing tired of this. We’re leaving,” Fenrir said. He grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward the door.  
 
    “Get your hands off her,” Francesca said. She swung the butt of the shotgun at his face. He caught it before it made contact, shoving hard and sending her to the ground.  
 
    “Don’t fight him,” I begged. “He’ll kill you.” 
 
    Francesca ignored me, getting up from the floor. She launched herself at Fenrir, trying to claw his face. He caught her around the throat and lifted her off the ground. She sailed over the counter and hit the wall behind it, sending glassware flying.  
 
    “No!” I cried. I kicked at Fenrir, but the blows did nothing. I grabbed his hair and yanked his head back. He responded by slapping me in the face. The blow made my ears ring. 
 
    “I won’t waste any precious blood over this, but I can hurt you many different ways without spilling a drop. You will come with me now, or I will murder your mother while you watch.” 
 
    I cast a glance at the counter, I could hear Francesca groaning in pain. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go with you.” 
 
    Once we were away from Francesca, I could try and use my power against him. He dragged me to the door, which was locked. Rather than look for a key, he just punched a fist through the glass and stepped through it. 
 
    “Kari, no!” Francesca cried. 
 
    She climbed over the counter and rushed towards us. Munin and Hugin arrived, attacking Loki. He let go of my wrist and Francesca caught up to me. We retreated inside the diner, watching as Fenrir seemed to shoot balls of energy from his hands. Munin and Hugin kept dodging the blasts. 
 
    “We need to run,” Francesca said. 
 
    “And go where? He isn’t going to stop.” 
 
    “Odin closed the door without telling anyone. If Fenrir was outside, then maybe other Gods were too. Gods who could help us.” 
 
    Judging from the family members so far, I doubted the others were any better. “How would we even find them?” 
 
    “Munin and Hugin are messengers, maybe you can command them to lead you to the other Gods.” 
 
    “But…” I was distracted by the conversation and had taken my eyes off Fenrir. I had time to see movement from the corner of my eye, but before I could react, he grabbed Francesca and drove his hand, which ended in claws, into her stomach.  
 
    “No!” I screamed. Power pulsed through me, down to my hands. I just had time to bring them up and aim them at Fenrir, before energy exploded out of them, sending him hurtling across the diner and into the far wall. He crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    Francesca sank to the floor, trying to stop the bleeding with her hands. “Get out of here, Kari. Before he wakes up.” 
 
    “No, we need to get you to the hospital.” 
 
    She pushed me away. “I mean it, leave!” 
 
    “Why won’t you let me help you?” I cried. 
 
    “Take the car and go. The ravens will guide you. It’s the only way you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “I just blasted that asshole across the room. I can take him.” 
 
    She grabbed my arm. “No! Listen to me, he is an actual God. You cannot beat him. All you can do is hide.” 
 
    Ignoring her, I tried to help her up, but she slapped my hands away. “You are one stubborn brat. You get that from me. I told you before, I’m not leaving this town. So get lost.” 
 
    “No, we leave together, or we don’t leave at all,” I snapped. 
 
    She glared at me, then her face softened and she laughed. “I’m not going to win, am I?” 
 
    “Nope. Now move your ass.” 
 
    I got her to her feet. “You know,” she said. “I always thought…” 
 
    There was an explosion, a heat wave hit me and I turned my face away. When I could see again, Francesca was gone and on the floor lay a pile of ash. 
 
    “I did warn you,” Fenrir said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Nine 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t breathe. He killed her. He killed my mother. 
 
    “No more tricks, no more help. You can’t escape your fate,” Fenrir said. 
 
    I turned my head slowly to look at him. “Fuck fate and fuck you.” 
 
    When he reached for me, I threw a fist at his chest, with something extra behind it. The blow lifted him off his feet and he crashed through the plate glass window behind him. 
 
    I could feel myself losing control, but I didn’t care anymore. I blasted one of the booths, turning it to splinters. The counter followed. I kept going until the diner was a ruin. Small fires had broken out. 
 
    I left the place of my birth and the death of my mother. Stepping outside, I searched for Fenrir. He was crawling across the grass, heading for the road.  
 
    I blasted him again, flipping him across the ground. “Not so tough now, are you?” I asked. 
 
    There was real fear in his eyes. “You shouldn’t have this much power. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “That’s me. The impossible girl.” It sounded better than Dumpster Baby, anyway. 
 
    I hit him again and again, but somehow, he was still alive. How do you kill a God?  
 
    “You can’t kill me. It’s fated that I will meet Odin in battle,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe you will, but not with my help.” 
 
    I concentrated, drawing every drop of power that I could into a final blast. Thunder rumbled overhead and I could feel the air around me becoming charged with electricity. Was this what it felt like to be a God? All this power, I could do anything. The world would bow before me. No more getting pushed around, I could rule. But first… 
 
    Raising my hands over my head, I blasted Fenrir with everything I had. The blast knocked me off my feet.  
 
    When I sat up, a crater lay where Fenrir had been. So much for not being able to kill him. 
 
    I felt wiped out, but when cop cars pulled up, I got up and made a run for Francesca’s car.  
 
    “Stop right there,” one of the deputies yelled. 
 
    I almost made it to the car before I was tackled by two cops. I tried to summon more electricity to hit them with. As I twisted free and raised my hand, a voice stopped me. 
 
    “Kari!” I looked up to see Sheriff Eaton hurrying toward me, his arm bandaged up. 
 
    I turned to look at the diner, or what was left of it. All this chaos, because of me. I looked at my hand and dropped it by my side. I was going to kill a cop.  
 
    What the hell am I doing? I don’t want to hurt anyone. 
 
    “Let her go,” Eaton said. “I’ve got her.” 
 
    The other two cops backed off and went to check the building. Eaton led me to the parking lot. “What is going on? Where is Francesca?” 
 
    “She’s dead. Fenrir killed her. I couldn’t stop him,” I said. 
 
    Bob’s face crumpled. He turned away from me. He loved her.  
 
    When he faced me again, his eyes were teary, but he managed to keep it together. “Where is Fenrir?” 
 
    I pointed to the crater.  
 
    “You should get out of here. You could never explain all this.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave. What will you say?” 
 
    “Whatever I have to. I’ll do it for Francesca. Her only goal was keeping you safe.” 
 
    I could see that now and I couldn’t imagine how hard it was for her, learning about Gods, knowing I would never be safe. She died trying to make sure that Fenrir didn’t get me.  
 
    “I should have stopped him sooner. I should have saved her,” I said. 
 
    Eaton put a hand on my shoulder. “Kari you did everything you could. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have come here. If I had stayed away, then she would still be alive.” 
 
    He hugged me. “You didn’t know about any of this. We made decisions for you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do now.” 
 
    “What did your mother want you to do?” 
 
    “She wanted me to try and find some of the other Gods, if they’re out there. That way I won’t be alone.” 
 
    “Then that is what you should do,” he said. 
 
    “Can’t I stay here?” I asked. I wanted to be where she was. I didn’t want to just drift through life.  
 
    “I don’t know. I guess you could,” Bob said, smiling at me. 
 
    “What the hell?” one of the cops shouted. 
 
    We turned to see him backing away from the crater as a wolf staggered free of it. It gave me a chilling glare, before limping off as fast as it could. 
 
    “I didn’t kill him,” I whispered. All that power and it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Go,” Bob said. “Get as far away as you can.” 
 
    I headed for the car. I wanted to stay, but Fenrir would be back. I needed help.  
 
    Munin and Hugin were waiting for me on the hood of the car. “I need you to do something for me. Can you find me another God? Someone to help me?” 
 
    The birds cocked their heads at me, cawed loudly, then flew off. I just hoped that they understood me. 
 
    I glanced back at Bob. He gave me a sad smile. I forced myself to smile back and got into the car. I was on my own again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two Days Later 
 
      
 
    I had been driving almost non-stop for two days, trying to put as much distance as I could between myself and Redwood Cove. I still hadn’t seen Munin and Hugin. I expected them to show up when I would take pit stops so I could sleep for an hour before getting on the road again. Maybe I was being unrealistic. Maybe they couldn’t keep up with the car. Or they couldn’t find me, although they always had before. 
 
    As the sun was rising on the second day, I pulled into a gas station to fill up the tank. I grabbed myself some coffee and a granola bar too. I really wanted to find myself a bed and sleep for days, but not yet.  
 
    As I was heading back to the car, I saw them, Hugin and Munin were waiting on top of the car. I approached them. “Well? Did you find anything?” 
 
    I don’t know what I expected from them, they weren’t going to answer me. One of them cawed and nudged something lying at his feet. 
 
    I reached out and picked up a disc shaped object. It was a coaster. Written across it, were the words: MeadeWest.  
 
    “A bar?”  
 
    I turned it over to find an address on the back. The bar was a few hundred miles away. Would I find a God there? I was heading in the right direction, so I might as well check it out.  
 
    Putting the coaster in my pocket, I thanked the birds and got back into the car. 
 
    Please let me find someone who can help me. Don’t let all my family be psychotic assholes. 
 
    The odds weren’t in my favor.   
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