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      Sweat dripped down my face, and my stomach churned as I collapsed to the floor, my pulse pounding in my throat. My vision blurred and wavered.

      I swallowed hard, trying to stay conscious and keep the contents of my stomach where they belonged. I’d felt awful more times than I could count in the six weeks since I’d returned to my parents’ home in Estacada, Oregon, but never this bad. I took a deep, shuddering breath, then froze in shame and terror. Through the dripping strands of hair that had escaped my ponytail and stuck to my face, I saw my mother.

      I hadn’t known she was here. I squinted, bringing her into focus. Her expression was completely shuttered.

      Fuck. I’d disappointed her. Again.

      I pushed myself into a seated position and wiped the tears from my sweaty face, wincing at the sting in my eyes.

      “Sorry!” I gasped.

      Mom sighed. “You don’t have to be sorry.”

      “Yes, she does,” Kara retorted. “That was pathetic.”

      My chin dipped to my chest, and a flush of shame burned my cheeks.

      “Get up.” Kara stalked away from where she’d been standing in front of me and paced across the room, never taking her eyes off me. I watched Kara, a Black woman who looked like the grumpiest and most elderly resident of an old folks’ home, complete with deep, severe lines in her face and tight, curly white hair.

      I used the wall to push myself to my feet, then bent down to pick up my sword. My hand cramped, and I almost dropped my blade. Only fear of Kara kept it in my grip.

      “What are you waiting for?” Kara tapped her foot in exaggerated impatience.

      My mother offered me a half-smile. I would’ve preferred an intervention, but I’d take what I could get.

      I straightened my spine, shifted my grip to ease the cramps, and shook the tension from my shoulders. I raised my sword and bounced on my toes. Kara would definitely disarm me in less than a minute, but I was not a quitter.

      Kara attacked without warning. I’d taken sword-fighting classes on and off since I was thirteen, and the one thing I’d learned about all my opponents is that watching the eyes was more important than watching their body if you wanted to know what was coming next. But it didn’t work with Kara. She telegraphed nothing.

      One second, she stood unmoving. The next, she rushed inside my guard, and my sword clattered to the ground. Again. At least this time, it was only my sword that fell and not my body. I was covered in bruises from the six weeks of training, and no closer to proficiency than I had been before.

      Kara strode to the far wall of my mother’s basement training room and picked up the sword oil and a soft cloth. She whipped a towel at me. “Dry yourself, clean your sword, and hit the shower. Be back at seven tomorrow morning, and we’ll go again.” She finished cleaning her sword without another word, racked it, and left, her steps light and almost silent on the creaky wooden stairs that led to the main floor of my parents’ house.

      I took the towel and mopped at my face, then walked over to the bench, gulped some water, and started cleaning my sword.

      My mother sat next to me. She was fair-skinned and flaxen-haired, or at least that’s how she was described in the sagas. In reality, her white skin was tanned from hours outside, and her hair was a dark blonde, rather than the golden color attributed to the Valkyries by the old stories. She was also powerfully built. She would never be described as slim—nor would I—but she had a muscular solidity about her that was inspiring and intimidating.

      “You’re doing great,” she said.

      “Yeah, real great,” I replied. “My body is more black and blue than white, I spend more time on my ass than on my feet, and I have never gotten a strike on Kara, a woman who is a million years older than me.”

      Mom laughed. “Not quite a million. And she’s your teacher because she’s the best swordswoman we have.”

      “She’s also the biggest bitch you have,” I muttered under my breath.

      My mom gently smacked the back of my head. “She’s not a bitch. She’s a hard-ass. And no one likes her when she’s training them. She’d probably be offended if you did. Her goal is not to be your friend, but to train you to stay alive.”

      I sighed. Everything she said was true, but it still sucked. “I hurt all over and may never walk again.”

      “So dramatic,” my mother said mockingly. “With those skills, you could skip saving the world from Ragnarök and become a Broadway star. I smell a Tony!”

      Teenage Frankie wanted to roll her eyes, but adult(ish) Frankie leaned into her mom and rested her head on her shoulder. “You’re ridiculous, Mom.”

      She slipped her arm around me and pulled me close. “That’s my job.” After one more squeeze, she let go and stood up. “Take your time, but don’t sit too long or you’ll stiffen up. I’m going to help your dad finish getting lunch set up. Once you’re showered and clean, come eat. You need the calories.” She ran her gaze up and down my body and frowned. “And not just because of the amount of energy you’re expending with Kara. You are running on empty, Frankie.”

      I brushed off her concern with the same light tone I’d perfected over years of ups and downs with bipolar, substance abuse, and the resulting health and body changes that went with them. “I’m fine.” I met her gaze and pushed sincerity into my eyes. “Seriously. I feel better than I have in ages. I’m just crap at sword fighting at the moment.” I set down my sword, stretched, and took another drink of water. “Go help dad. I’ll finish cleaning up in here, then take a shower and meet you in the kitchen.”

      The narrow-eyed look she shot me indicated she wasn’t convinced, but she let it go. At least for now.

      When she’d left the room, I slumped onto the bench. She was right. I was running on empty. I might have been clean and sober for almost two months, but things were not getting easier.

      “You okay?”

      A smile crept across my face. I turned around to face Dusana and tried to keep my jaw from dropping. She always looked good—she was a tall, dark-haired white woman whose lush curves needed a warning sign and whose blue eyes were deep enough to capture my soul—but in her tight blue jeans, scarlet corset, and knee-high leather boots, she was stunning.

      No! I chastised myself. Reapers are friends, not fuck buddies.

      “Hey, Dusana,” I said, going for casual and not quite hitting the mark. Fortunately, my new friend and secret crush was not the greatest at reading body language, since it took more than a decade as a human to pick up all the skills, and my awkwardness went by without comment. After a moment, I remembered that she’d asked me a question. “Um. Fine. Everything’s perfectly alright now. I’m fine. Thank you. How are you?”

      A smile flitted across her face. “Love a Star Wars nerd almost as much as I love the planning and preparation that goes into the Great Potato Showdown Redux, as your mother calls it. Once you’re showered, can we go for a walk?”

      My head spun with the pinball effect of her subject changes, but I caught up quickly. “Of course! Showering is good. Food, better. Potatoes best. I’m gonna grab some lunch once I’m clean, and then we can head out. Anywhere in particular you want to go?”

      She looked past me, and I knew Archibald had appeared somewhere behind me. “Why don’t we figure it out as we go.” She reached out and lightly ran a thumb down my jawline.

      Friends, I told myself, clamping down on my libido. I was too fucked up now for anything else.

      She grinned at me, then walked out of the room. I turned around to face the large, fluffy orange cat in the corner. “How long have you been here?”

      He delicately licked his front right paw. “Not long. I missed seeing Kara knock you around. Any better today?”

      I finished cleaning my sword, then hung it on the wall-mounted display rack and leaned the scabbard against the wall under it. “No. I’m never going to get it. I’m useless as a fighter. There must be a better role for me.”

      Archibald walked over to me and head-butted my ankle, then twined around my feet. “You’re not just a fighter, Frankie. There is so much more waiting for you. But fighting is going to be a part of it all, and if you can’t keep yourself safe, you can’t keep anyone else safe. Don’t look at this as PE class punishment. You’re not running laps. You’re learning how to channel the most elemental, powerful parts of your soul and become a weapon.”

      “I don’t wanna be a weapon,” I sulked.

      Archibald snorted. “You are a Valkyrie. Not only can you escort souls to the afterlife, you can pull them from a person before they’re ready to leave. You’re already a weapon. The least you owe the world is self-control.”

      He wasn’t wrong. But still…

      “I’m not learning how to stop inadvertently stealing souls. I’m learning how to kill people with a pointy stick.”

      Archibald strode toward the door, tail straight in the air, giving me a view I could’ve done without. “Tell me later how what you’re learning isn’t teaching you control.” He disappeared before he reached the stairs, and I glared at the point in space where he’d vanished. Why couldn’t I learn how to teleport instead of stab people?

      With a final huff of disgust and self-pity, I walked up the stairs, skirted the kitchen and living room, and ducked into my room. I shed my clothes on the way to the shower, stuck my tongue out at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, then turned the taps on to just below boiling, letting the scalding water beat out the tension from the fight, my nerves, my crush, and my crazy.
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      Dusana was waiting for me on the deck after I finished the most amazing grilled cheese sandwich and homemade tomato soup my dad had ever made for me. Hunger added just enough seasoning to enhance his usually amazing food to sublime.

      She’d changed out of the corset and sexy boots and now wore sneakers, leggings that clung to her thighs and hips, and a loose, burgundy tunic that did not cover her delectable ass.

      Friends. I took a deep breath. “Where to?” I asked. I sat on one of the Adirondack chairs Dad had made during his short-lived but productive carpentry phase to put on my hiking boots. I debated whether the flannel shirt I’d grabbed on my way out would be warm enough, but the September air only hinted at the coming autumn chill, and I’d warm up quickly once we got going.

      She gnawed at her lip for a second. “Can you take me to your place?”

      I cocked my head. “We’re at my place. Well, in as much as I have a place. I can’t take you here.” Oh, but you could, my traitorous brain suggested.

      Dusana’s brain must’ve suggested the same thing because she laughed for a second, then covered her mouth with her hand. “I meant your special place. The tree. In the woods.”

      I only hesitated for a second. “Of course. I’d love to share it with you.” Funny thing was it was true. I’d been hiding out in that tree since I was seven years old, and in the almost thirty years since, I’d never taken anyone there. But Dusana was safe. I finished tying my boots, then led her down the stairs and into the trees that abutted my parents’ yard.

      It was impossible to walk side by side in the woods that formed a barrier between my parents’ home and the Clackamas River, so we walked single file through the dark green conifers and the shades of brown that made up the late-summer undergrowth. The sweet smell of dying grass baking in the sun rose up to meet my nose with every step, and I smiled. I was sore, frustrated—mentally and sexually—and exhausted, but these woods were home in a way no other place had ever been.

      The path was overgrown in places, and the creeping ivy hid obstacles whose locations I knew by heart, but Dusana didn’t, so I slowed my pace. “Watch your step up here,” I warned, shooting a glance over my shoulder. “There are a few big roots hidden under the vines. I haven’t cleared the path since I’ve been home.”

      She smiled at me, and I nearly tripped over my own feet when it went straight to my heart. “Thanks for the heads up. I have very little experience in being outdoorsy. It was hard to do much of anything when I was stuck on the road.”

      I stepped over the largest of the obstacles—the roots of a giant fir tree wrapped around a jagged rock—and paused, holding my hand out to her.

      She accepted it. Heat traveled up my arm, spread over my chest, and settled low in my abdomen. As soon as she was on the other side, I dropped her hand and put a few feet of space between us. “What was it like? Haunting Route 66, I mean.”

      Dusana laughed. “I wasn’t really haunting it, Percy was. Although I guess in a way, that distinction doesn’t really matter.”

      She paused long enough that I thought she wasn’t going to continue, but just before I threw out another more innocuous but less interesting conversation starter, she spoke.

      “It was fun sometimes, especially in the later years. We traveled back and forth between Chicago and Oatman, I don’t even know how many times. But there was always something new to see, someone new to meet.” She sounded wistful and a little sad.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. We’re almost to the clearing where my tree lives.”

      “I don’t mind. It’s nice, actually. The only other person I’ve ever told is Adele, and who knows where she is anymore. I barely got to say three words to her before she took off, mumbling something about a mission.” Dusana took a deep breath, and even though it was mean and a little petty, part of me was pleased she sounded a little winded.

      “This is where Percy would make a joke about my job. ‘Someone new to talk to, and someone new to escort to the afterlife.’ He was so annoying, at least at first. But after a while, when we got used to each other, we were friends. I miss him.”

      The ache in her voice transferred to my chest. I had a ton of follow-up questions, but none seemed important enough to interrupt her grief.

      A couple minutes of silent walking, and the path widened into a small clearing. It wasn’t a fairytale glade. It wasn’t a circle of soft grass with a bubbling spring, out-of-season wildflowers, and cheerful butterflies. It was bare dirt, pine needles, and dandelions. But the view of the ground wasn’t the attraction.

      I tipped my head back and looked up. My shoulders unknotted, and the tightness in my chest I hadn’t clocked dissipated.

      “Whoa,” Dusana whispered behind me. “That is a tree.”

      “I know, right? C’mon. You haven’t even seen the best part yet.” I reached for her hand to pull her forward, then thought better of it and dropped my arm back to my side. I led her through the center of the smallish clearing until we were at the base of the tree. “Look.”

      She lifted her head and stared at the tree, then turned back to me with a quizzical expression. “What am I looking for?”

      I grinned and moved out of her way.

      Her mouth dropped open. “No fucking way. What kind of magic-tree shit is this?”

      My tree, the one I’d secretly called the World Tree since I was a kid and enamored of the Norse myths my mother told us every night, had huge roots that spiraled out of the ground, serving as a ramp to help me reach the huge low limbs and haul myself up into her branches. Yggdrasil, the real World Tree, was an ash and not a red cedar like this one, but it hadn’t mattered to me then, and it didn’t now. She might not be Yggdrasil, but she’d been my world tree when I’d needed something magical to hold on to. I snorted. My whole life now was made of magic, and I’d do anything to escape it.

      “It’s like a ladder,” she marveled.

      “Exactly like,” I agreed. “Follow me.” I half-climbed, half-crawled up the initial spiral until I reached the first branch, hopped up onto it, and climbed through the branches until I was about ten feet off the ground.

      “This is kind of scary,” Dusana said from behind me.

      “Oh no! Are you afraid of heights?” I asked. “I didn’t think about that.”

      She laughed, but the sound was strained. “I never thought I was before now, but yeah. Maybe a little.”

      I grimaced in disappointment, careful to keep my expression to myself. “Let’s head back down, then. I can tell you all about the wonder that keeps me coming back to this beauty from the ground.”

      “Nope,” she said. “I’ve made it this far, and I am not turning around now.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      She huffed out a breath. “I’m sure. Let’s do this.”

      I continued climbing, spiraling around the trunk as I hopped from branch to branch. We were over two stories off the ground when I stopped. “We’re here. Only a couple more branches, and then you can chill for a while.”

      “Not sure I’ll be able to chill, but I wouldn’t mind sitting down against the trunk for a bit before we have to make the hellish climb back down.”

      “We can do better than that.” I took the last couple steps and shifted my weight to turn and watch Dusana. She came into view, and her tight jaw and white knuckles indicated her nerves were even more at the surface than she’d let on. “Look,” I said softly.

      She turned her head, and for the second time today, gasped. “Wow. This tree is definitely the greatest of all tree-kind.”

      Several branches grew out from the same place, creating a platform of sorts. They curved a bit as they left the trunk, creating a large, shallow dip big enough for me to stretch out—perfect for sitting.

      “When I was younger, I hauled cushions up here in the summer and spent the night in the woods under the stars. I don’t have anything out here now though.” I paused, then barreled on before I could overthink it. “Being a teenager is hard sometimes. I don’t want to downplay anyone else’s experiences, but being a closeted lesbian and mentally ill made it worse. If I’d been good at sports, my shortcomings might’ve been forgiven, but the only sport I liked was cross-country, and I was never fast enough to win.”

      Dusana stepped into the hollow and effortlessly sank into a cross-legged position.

      I continued without looking at her. “Being here”—I waved my hand to encompass the tree and the surrounding forest—“made all my problems smaller, at least for a little while.”

      “Does it still?” Dusana asked.

      “Yes. I can forget the last ten years. Everything I did wrong, everyone I hurt.” I smiled wryly and glanced at her. “I can even almost forget how often and thoroughly Kara kicks my ass.”

      “I am honored you shared this with me.”

      I sat beside her, much less gracefully and with a pained moan as the muscles I’d been using and abusing for the last few weeks protested. Once I’d arranged myself into the least painful position I could manage, I looked at her. “Why honored?”

      “I bet you don’t bring a lot of people up here. It’s beautiful, and it’s obviously a part of you. Thank you for sharing these pieces of yourself with me.” She leaned back against the trunk and closed her eyes. “I’m going to lie here for a while and for a moment, I won’t imagine how we’re going to get down. You should try to relax a bit, too.”

      She’d barely finished speaking before her breath softened and evened out. I watched her sleep for a few minutes and lay back. I wouldn’t mind a nap either, and it’d been a long time since I’d slept in my tree’s embrace. The autumn rains would start soon, and it might be a long time before I had another chance.

      I closed my eyes and did a progressive relaxation exercise to release every muscle in my body. It didn’t work. I was wide awake. For once, the tree wasn’t easing my worries. My mind jumped from possible bad weather in the ten-day forecast, to my training failures, to the sudden, powerful craving for a drink. My brain didn’t stop there. It dredged up every embarrassing moment from middle school, a falling out with a friend I’d had in vet school that was totally my fault, all the ways I’d screwed up with Gwen. Then it settled on a more recent event.

      I relived the accident that had thrown Dusana and me together. I’d watched a little girl die and prevented her twin from following, dooming her to a slow decline into the madness befalling all wraiths—those who didn’t die when their time came. Instead, I’d chosen the drunk driver who’d plowed into the family car for death when I shouldn’t have.

      Tears streamed down my face for the second time today. I curled up into the fetal position and rocked gently. Things were not right, and it might be time to talk to someone about it.

      A cold, wet nose bumped against my arm, and I startled.

      “What the hell, Archibald?” I whispered. I didn’t want to wake Dusana. “Why are you here?”

      “Keeping an eye on you, of course,” he replied. He collapsed heavily against me and started purring. The vibrations of his body soothed me, and the mad spiraling of my thought pattern slowed and drifted away. “You are not okay.”

      “Of course I am,” I protested automatically.

      He didn’t reply, just pushed harder into my body and redoubled his purring.

      My eyes drifted closed.
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      I jogged lightly in place, trying to warm up my stiff muscles before Kara showed up to destroy me again. I rolled my neck. It was achy and stiff, a side effect of sleeping in a tree that neither my father’s arthritis cream nor a hot shower had been able to alleviate.

      At exactly seven o’clock, the door to the basement swung open and three sets of feet descended. My mother, my honorary aunt and fellow Valkyrie Lena, and Kara. I barely had a chance to nod at the two women I was fairly certain loved me before Kara strode into my field of vision.

      “Ready?” she asked. She shed the silky pink dressing gown she’d been wearing to reveal tight black leggings and a bright-pink tank top. She picked up her sword from where she’d racked it the day before, removed the scabbard, and swung the blade around a few times, warming up her wrist.

      I mustered a grin, trying for confident, and picked up my sword. “Bring it, bitch.”

      Kara laughed. “I like the spirit, Frankie. Too bad your skills don’t match your mouth.”

      I didn’t wait for her to set herself or prepare in any other way. I attacked, and for a moment, I thought I might be successful. Catching her by surprise gave me an advantage, and I forced her to defend herself against several blows rather than take me out immediately. It wasn’t long, however, before she gained her equilibrium. A few seconds later, she blocked my sword, sending a jolt of pain reverberating up my arm. Moving inside my guard, she swept my feet out from under me. I hit the ground hard but didn’t drop my sword. A definite improvement over yesterday.

      “Get up,” Kara said. “Let’s go again. You almost had the beginnings of something there for a moment. A spark. Now you have to nurture it.”

      I scrambled to my feet, pleased to be less sore than I’d been yesterday morning, and readied myself.

      Ten minutes and almost half again that many defeats, I was no longer pleased about my mildly sore muscles.

      “Get up!” Kara barked for the umpteenth time.

      Resilience and persistence had never been my primary personality traits, according to more than one therapist. That’d hurt my feelings in the past, but now I was not only willing to admit they’d been right, but to lean into it as well.

      “I am not cut out for this,” I gasped. I slid back across the floor and out of her reach. I’d read enough fantasy novels to believe she might whack me with the flat of her sword to get me moving.

      “If not you, then who?” Kara asked. She didn’t sound nice, but she had softened a bit from her world’s-worst-drill-sergeant act.

      “I know there are others. Go find one and beat the shit out of them instead.” I winced at the whine in my voice. I sounded like a petulant child, a trait that was part of my personality, per my last therapist. The one who had never called me back after I left a message telling her I was maybe having a psychotic break when my Valkyrie powers woke.

      Kara’s face appeared in my field of vision. “Stop whining. Stop slacking. There are other Valkyries, and if they need it, they’ll be trained too. But there is no one else like you. And you are here now.”

      “Kara, maybe go a little easier.” Lena’s soft voice drew my attention. She was a tiny white woman, no more than five feet tall, with short-cropped red hair and piercing blue eyes. She sat next to my mother in one of the three chairs shoved into the back corner of the expansive training room. “She’s doing her best and yelling at her won’t make her work harder.”

      Kara snorted. “She is not doing her best. She’s hiding behind fear and insecurity. There is more in her. She is a Valkyrie, and fighting is in her blood.”

      Lena clasped her hands in her lap and leaned forward. “You’ve had her in here every day for six weeks. Give her a day off.”

      Kara’s voice was harsh. “You of all people know what’s at stake here.”

      “You won’t have your warrior if you break her now,” Lena said softly.

      “I will not lose one!” Kara glared at Lena, then transferred her stare to me. “Get up. Go again.”

      Archibald walked up and sat between Kara and me, curling his long, fluffy, orange tail around himself.

      “Out of my way, Guide,” Kara barked.

      He didn’t move. “Enough, Valkyrie. She will be here and alive to train tomorrow.”

      Kara spun around and stomped out of the basement, pausing only long enough to grab her scabbard and robe.

      Aunt Lena smiled at me. “You’re doing a great job, and I am so, so proud of you.” She blew me a kiss and followed Kara out of the basement.

      I set my sword on the floor and pulled my legs close to my chest, lowering my head to my knees. Archibald brushed against my legs and flopped to the ground.

      After a few minutes of silence, he spoke again. “Kara’s right, you know. You are not trying as hard as you could.”

      I shot to my feet so fast that Archibald nearly tipped over. “Seriously? I am down here every day doing my best. How the fuck am I supposed to beat a five-million-year-old Valkyrie? I’m a fucked up, crazy-ass addict who ran home to my mommy and daddy when I screwed up my job and my relationship in the same week. I am useless, and the sooner everyone realizes that, the sooner I can be left alone to whatever fate someone like me deserves.”

      Archibald got to his feet and walked halfway across the floor. “I’ll keep Kara off your back for a couple days while you figure out what you need to do to stop feeling sorry for yourself. If, after that, you want to go back to the kind of life you lived with Ash, walk away. But if you find you want something more and feel a little responsibility to yourself, your family, and this world, then come back here and learn.”

      He walked toward the stairs but disappeared before he got there.

      I exhaled, then bent to pick up my sword.

      Maybe I was exhausted. Perseverance and resilience might not be my strong suits, but the nauseating resentment churning in my gut originated from more than my fear of failing. I was not okay. I’d hoped that taking my meds religiously, avoiding drugs and alcohol, exercising, and having a secure place to stay would be enough to fix my fucked-up brain, but apparently not.

      My waning mental energy had to be enough though. I couldn’t disappoint my family by failing again, and if working with Kara to become a world-class swordswoman was what my mother wanted from me, I would do my best to give it to her.

      I brought my blade up and moved through the exercises I’d learned as a child when my mother had first handed me the sword. Once muscle memory took over, I pulled the creepy-ass mannequin out of the corner and tugged off the sheet that covered it. Over and over, I stabbed and slashed until my arms trembled.

      The practice dummy blurred, and I swiped at the sweat and tears obscuring my view. My next slash glanced off the dummy’s side, knocking the sword out of my hand. It clattered to the floor, the echo reverberating through the room.

      “Hey,” Dusana said softly.

      My pulse jumped even higher than mere exercise had raised it, and I spun around to face her.

      Dusana was sprawled in a chair. She wore black leggings and an Indigo Girls T-shirt which fell mid-way down her thighs. I stared. I don’t think I’d ever seen her dressed so casually.

      “I didn’t know you owned T-shirts,” I said. I rolled my eyes. What a stupid thing to say. “What are you doing here?” Great. Better for sure. Nothing like a dumb statement followed by a rude question to strengthen a friendship.

      “I don’t. This is your mom’s. It’s comfortable. I might invest in a few.”

      “If you want to try out one that wasn’t lent to you by a giant, I have a couple you could borrow.”

      A smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Thank you. I’ll definitely take you up on that. As for why I’m here, I heard from a certain furry friend that you had the rest of today and tomorrow off. Do you want to take a field trip with me?”

      “Field trip?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m getting a little stir craz— I mean, I haven’t spent this long in one place ever, and I need a break. Sorry about the c-word.”

      Laughter bubbled up before I could stop it. “It’s no big deal. I don’t like the word crazy to describe a person who is decidedly sane. Calling a fucked-up situation crazy has never bothered me. The other c-word, though? Big fan. It’s a very useful word.”

      A flush stained Dusana’s cheeks. “Now I feel really stupid.”

      “Don’t. Tell me about your proposed field trip instead.” I dropped into the seat beside her and grabbed a nearby cloth to wipe down my sword.

      “Portland.”

      I cocked my head. “You want to go to Portland?”

      “The only place I’ve been in Portland is that weird not-island where you had your fight with Ash.”

      At the mention of Ash’s name and the reminder of our battle, my stomach tightened. Ash had been my best friend for three years. He hadn’t been a good friend, or even a good person, but he’d been with me through a lot of shit. Finding out he was Loki and had been messing with my head fucked me up, and our fight to the near-death still gave me nightmares of fire, pain, and fear.

      Dusana continued, unaware of the wave of conflicting feelings threatening to drown me. “I certainly didn’t do any sight-seeing. I haven’t been many places that aren’t along Route 66, to be honest. When I left Oatman, I drove to Vegas, then followed you up here. Let’s go to Portland, hit up the huge bookstore, have some coffee, and visit the Japanese gardens or a museum.” She clasped her hands under her chin, widened her eyes, and fluttered her eyelashes. “Please say yes.”
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      I squeezed my eyes shut and held onto the “oh shit” handle. When I’d agreed to let Dusana drive us to Portland, I had no idea what I was in for.

      She laughed, more a squeal of delight, actually. “This is amazing. Percy was always such a stick in the mud about the way I drove, even though he was already dead and I was a reaper of souls.”

      “He may have had a point,” I said through clenched teeth as the centrifugal force of tearing around a hairpin curve pulled my stomach from my body, shook it up, and put it back upside down and in the wrong place.

      Dusana snorted. “We’re both immortal—or near enough. And I’m a fantastic driver.”

      “I’m not immortal, and we’re not the only ones on the road. There are plenty of innocent drivers out there who could be victims of”—I waved my free hand in the air—“whatever this is.”

      Dusana huffed out a sigh. “You’re almost as bad as Percy.” The car decelerated, and my equilibrium slowly returned. “But fine. I don’t want my passengers to be terrified. And of course you’re immortal. You’re a Valkyrie, right?”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “How old is your mom? Or your Aunt Lena? Or Kara the battle-ax?”

      I cracked my eyes open, ready to retreat into the imagined safety of darkness again if I saw trees whizzing at me like we were jumping into hyperspace, but our speed on the straight, level highway was downright sedate compared to how fast we’d been traveling on the winding road between Estacada and Portland. “That’s different. They’re actually Valkyries. I’m just a Valkyrie spawn.”

      “Not how it works. I’m not an expert, of course, but I’d be willing to bet you inherited more than your ability to escort souls to the afterlife. You’re not truly immortal; none of us are. But you won’t age and die, and you’re a lot harder to kill than an ordinary person.” Dusana rolled to a halt at a stop sign, then turned left onto a wider and mercifully much straighter road.

      She drove into traffic as we approached the freeway into Portland and was forced to slow even more. Her muttered curses, recriminations, and pointed jabs at her fellow drivers were enough to cover my sudden angst at the idea of immortality. Sure, perhaps I should’ve figured it out on my own—my mother was over a thousand years old—but there’d been a lot of other things going on, and my desire to not die in battle had completely overshadowed the possibility that I might not be able to die at all.

      “Guess this makes suicide pointless,” I said. I’d intended it to be a joke, but my tone was too flat for it to sound amusing.

      Dusana stared at the road in front of her, and only the whitening of her knuckles betrayed any emotion.

      “I didn’t mean…” But that was a lie. I absolutely did mean it. Kind of, anyway. My meds still worked, and my brain chugged on. But the inherent knowledge, present for as long as I could remember, that my destiny was to die by suicide had resurfaced. It wouldn’t be soon. I didn’t have a method or a plan, the things that were the important distinction between getting therapy or going to a psych ward. But the knowing was always there under the surface.

      I looked down at my hands twisting in my lap. I was usually better at keeping this side of me hidden. Talking about depression and suicidal ideation made most people deeply uncomfortable, and the very idea of ending one’s own life was considered selfish by a majority of the population.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”

      Dusana flipped on the blinker, slammed on the brakes, and pulled onto the shoulder in the space of a couple seconds. She jammed her car into park and turned to glare at me. “Don’t you ever apologize for saying how you feel. Ever. If you’re feeling like ending it all, please tell me. Tell someone. Anyone. But I will never, ever judge you.” She grabbed the steering wheel and looked straight ahead. Her chest rose and fell quickly, and her exhalations were loud enough to do any pranayama teacher proud.

      “Okay?” I didn’t know what else to say. Her reaction was nothing like I’d expected. Most people went along with my “joke” and either laughed awkwardly, ignored it completely, or gave me a lecture on the selfishness of my attitude. And occasionally, they’d end with an exhortation to try meditation.

      Her breathing slowed and quieted, and she shifted her body to face me. “I have seen a lot of death. I’ve been there for more endings than I can count. No matter the cause of death, there is no selfishness in it. Often, there is pain and then the cessation of pain. It doesn’t matter why there is suffering, the relief is the same. I would never judge a person for desiring that relief and taking steps to find it. Living can be agony.”

      “Thank you.” I had other words; I was sure of it. Words that could express my shock, my gratitude, and my wonder. But none of them made their way from my subconscious to my tongue.

      She shrugged and faced forward again. “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry for going off like that. Death is a subject I feel very passionately about—it’s a job hazard. There’s a lot more judgment about it than I would’ve guessed. It can be hard, of course. I hate reaping children, especially those who die because of another person’s actions, but there is nothing in death that is shameful. However”—she flipped on the blinker and looked behind her—“for all that, I would like you to not feel that way. There may be no shame in death, but there is so much joy in living. I’d like to be there as you rediscover that.”
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