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      Sometimes, it feels like the whole world is holding its breath, waiting for something that's about to happen.

      Maybe I felt that more acutely this October because I was alone with my six-toed black cat Mjolner, winterizing my cabin out in the woods far from the crowds of my hometown of Villmark. The cabin was in a hollow between taller hills, too far to catch any of the breezes blowing in from Lake Superior. The air there was often still, little more than a stirring of the tallest branches of the trees around me.

      And yet, this October was even quieter than usual. An early frost had killed the last of the mosquitoes, and it was far too late in the year for them to return after the weather warmed back to making sweaters or jackets unnecessary to be comfortable outdoors. The native animals were surely still about in their burrows and nests. But they were strangely subdued.

      Yeah. It was exactly like everything in the woods around me was holding its breath. Waiting.

      But it was early October. Winter wasn't exactly looming yet. Even the gales of November were a month away.

      And I remembered how jumpy I had been the year before, my first fall on the North Shore. My grandmother had teased me for my nervousness at the approach of winter. And she had been right. I had survived the winter just fine.

      I mean, I had survived the weather just fine. Other things had proved far more threatening. Like love-struck young women. Lust-struck young men.

      The Wild Hunt. The illustrator in me may have wanted to see the Wild Hunt up close for artistic reference purposes, but the rest of me never needed to be that close to anything that soaked in supernatural eek ever again.

      And then there was Solvi, the man who had left me the cabin I was now securing the shutters over the windows of. Although, in his defense, as much as he had killed a man, he hadn't ever threatened me. He had just chosen self-exile for his crime, walking off into the north to never return.

      That had only been the second murder I had investigated using my newfound powers of Nordic magic. And it had been a shock to realize that Solvi, a man who had blood on his hands, had also used those hands to create so much wondrous beauty.

      His lonely cabin in the woods was truly a work of art. Every beam was carved in intricate knotwork patterns. The bed frame carvings told the story of the founding of Villmark in intricate detail. And, best of all, the central pillar that supported the cabin's roof was an elaborate wood sculpture of Yggdrasil, the world tree, complete with the squirrel Ratatoskr in its branches running between the eagle on top and the dragon curled by the roots that disappeared through gaps in the floorboards.

      But he had. He had used his artist's hands to take another life. I knew his reasons. But I would still never understand why he did it.

      Well, all of that had happened over the months of the last winter. Given the way life seemed to come at me now that I was the appointed volva—a sort of Nordic witch—since my grandmother had stepped down from the role, I doubted this winter would be any less eventful.

      But I was sure I would get through it just fine. And I wasn't remotely worried about the weather. Cold I could handle. Snow and ice? No problem.

      So why was this breath-holding feeling creeping me out so much?

      I bolted shut the last of the shutters, then went back inside the cabin for one last poke through the kitchen cupboards. I didn't want to leave something behind that would make for a nasty surprise when I returned in the spring.

      Mjolner was stretched out on the bare mattress of the bed, paws spread wide and toes even wider, as if I had just caught him in mid-yawn. Then he winked one yellow-green eye at me quizzically.

      "Almost done," I said to his unspoken question.

      He made a sound somewhere between a meow and a purr. What that meant, I didn't have a clue.

      My friend Loke would've known, though. If he hadn't gone to the north months before. Taking my boyfriend Thorbjorn with him. Unlike Solvi, they were supposed to be coming back. And every week that passed when they didn't, my worry deepened.

      But for once, it wasn't the biggest worry weighing on my mind. No, that would be the new duty I was set to begin the next day.

      Advising the council of three during their meetings with the public. I had never had reason to make a public petition to them before, so I had never even seen one of these meetings in action. But the next morning I would be sort of presiding over one. Well, more like observing, but still.

      To say I was nervous would be a huge understatement.

      I would rather face off against a tribe of ogres again.

      Alas, the ogres kept to themselves. The people of Villmark, however, were a community. And communities always had grievances to air. And a need for someone to arbitrate those grievances.

      I made one last pass with a cleaning rag around my already spotless kitchen, then picked up my overloaded backpack. I had my inevitable struggle with getting both my arms through the straps, then settled the weight comfortably on my back before taking up my walking stick.

      This was new for me, having a permanent walking stick. It had been a gift from my grandmother. I think because she knew I had finally realized that her own stick, which she carried everywhere, was far from just a span of wood.

      She had imbued hers with magic. Mine was just ordinary wood, if a particularly sturdy oak that had been rubbed and oiled to bring out all the natural beauty in the wood. She had gotten my close friend and dedicated woodworker Andrew Swanson to make it for me, so really it was a gift from two people who cared for me deeply.

      That was a fine start. But until I imbued it with my own magic, it was far from the potent staff my grandmother wielded. And that process, she had told me when she had given mine to me, had taken her decades. To get the best effects, you needed to always carry it with you and let it absorb bits of your magic almost coincidentally, because it was just there when you were working that magic.

      So now, like my customary bag of art supplies, I carried it with me everywhere. But it had only been a couple of weeks since I had gotten it. I hadn't done a bit of real magic in that time. Just my usual meditations on the runes.

      I slung that art bag across my body so that it rested on my hip, hiked the pack up a little higher on my shoulders, then turned to summon Mjolner.

      Who was already off the bed, waiting as expectantly as any dog right at my heel, ready to go.

      "Trouble in town?" I asked him.

      He meowed, but that meow I did understand. It meant no.

      Or, I was eighty percent sure it meant no.

      I sighed my way through one last pang for Loke and Thorbjorn, then gripped my walking stick and headed out of my cabin. I paused to be sure the door latched securely behind me. Then I headed south, following the barest hints of a trail through the woods that would lead me back to Villmark.

      "Iss," I said to Mjolner as we walked. "That's the rune I'm working on. It means ice, which we don't have any of currently."

      For which I was grateful. It was actually pleasantly warm even under the cover of the evergreen trees and their now bare-branched cousins the beeches and other deciduous trees.

      Mjolner made a little meow that I took to mean, "Go on."

      "It also means stillness," I told him. "Unchangeability. Like old ice. Like glaciers. Well, climate change aside. Like glaciers were for my ancestors, I guess. Unchanging."

      Mjolner made another nudging meow.

      "I was just thinking," I said, giving my new walking stick unnecessarily jaunty swings as we walked. Because when its golden surface caught the rare sunbeams that penetrated the canopy, it was really quite a lovely effect. "I was thinking, maybe meditating so much on Iss while we were out here in the woods is why I'm so acutely aware of this feeling, like the world is holding its breath. I've been focusing on stillness. No big surprise if I keep seeing it around me. Right?"

      Mjolner didn't respond, but something in the way his head was tipped ever so slightly to the left told me he was thinking hard about his answer.

      Then he made a small, almost hesitant mew. And glanced up at me, but only briefly.

      I stopped in my tracks. "Mjolner, are you saying you sense it too? That the whole world is waiting? No, the whole world is bracing for something? You feel it too?"

      He tipped his head and pondered again, then gave another mew. But there was no hesitancy in this one.

      "What's coming, Mjolner?"

      I supposed he just shook himself off like animals do before resuming our walk home.

      But I didn't think that's what it was. I think it was as close as he could get to a shrug.

      "You don't know?" I asked as I hurried to catch up with him. I was no longer indulging in jaunty swings of my stick. How could such a little cat keep up such an aggressive pace?

      He meowed. Definitely a no, that meow.

      "But you're not worried?" I asked. Because that sort of shrug had felt very nonchalant.

      He meowed again.

      I wanted to say he sounded noncommittal. But I was once more all too aware that I didn't understand him most of the time.

      Not that it mattered. Mjolner always looked out for me. I mean, I didn't know what he was, exactly. My sort of honorary grandfather Frór had found him far out in the untamed wilderness north of Villmark, in the lands where ogres, dwarves and alves called home and humans most definitely did not. He had power; I knew that. But what he was? Not even my grandmother had a clue to the answer to that question.

      But what was unquestionable was that Mjolner was always there to look out for me. To protect me. He could break spells if he had to. He could walk through walls. He could cover vast distances in the blink of an eye.

      So if he wasn't worried, I shouldn't be worried either. And if he was worried, he would already be in full protection mode.

      Which, maybe he was. Because, whatever he was on a deeper level, he was still on the surface a cat. And cats were all about conserving effort and energy.

      He had been with me all through the last several days when I had been alone at the cabin. He had been mostly napping. Napping and yawning and napping again. Like all the work I was doing was so boring to watch.

      But he had been there, without fail. And that was a bit unusual. He tended to come and go, wandering as his kitty-cat heart dictated.

      Had he been sticking with me because something was worrying him? Or because he simply had nowhere else he had wanted to be?

      I couldn't just ask him and hope to get a meaningful answer. But maybe I didn't need to. Because we were heading back to my townhouse in Villmark, the home I currently shared with Loke's sister Esja and with Roarr, the man who looked out for Esja when I wasn't there. If Mjolner had only been staying close to me because I had been alone in the woods far from the reach of my family and friends in an emergency, that wouldn't be true after we got home.

      That would be the real test, then. If he stayed with me all through the evening of settling back in to my home in town, sorting laundry and making sure the kitchen was stocked, catching up with my roommates and checking in with my grandmother, that would tell me something.

      If he was still there in my bed in the morning, that would really tell me something.

      And if he came with me to the council meeting in the morning? Then, maybe I'd allow myself a proper worry.

      But in the meantime? In the meantime, sometimes a quiet is just a pleasant quiet to be enjoyed, and not the actual calm before a storm.

      I mean, that had to be true, right?

      Sometimes?
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      As it turned out, I didn't have good testing conditions for my theory. When Mjolner and I finally reached the house in town, it was to find no one there to answer my calls of hello. I left my hiking shoes under the bench by my front door, dropped my art bag and backpack in the living room, then went into the kitchen. The one room in Villmark or in Runde where you were pretty much guaranteed to run into somebody at any hour.

      But it was empty, save for a note left on the table, one corner tucked under the butter dish.

      Roarr and Esja had gone down to Runde for dinner at my grandmother's mead hall, and would be lingering after, so I shouldn't wait up.

      Which was fine. Totally fine. A quiet evening at home to get all those settling in chores done before the council meeting in the morning was just what I needed.

      I mean, I had no real reason to fuss over Esja anymore. Sure, when I had first met her, she had been a sickly, housebound girl, thin and pale but always sunny in her disposition. I had called on her as often as I could, as the two of us shared a love of art, if hers was more for watercolors and mine more for the chiaroscuro of charcoal or black ink.

      And, yeah, when her brother had gone north in search of answers to the cause of her illness, among other things, I had definitely had a reason to fuss over her. She had been my responsibility, and she had still seemed so frail.

      But then, two months ago, things started to change for her. I couldn't be sure, not logically, but my gut was positive that somehow she had become a channel for the Norns. The Norns were Norse goddesses of fate, but aside from both being groups of three, they had very little in common with their Greek or Roman counterparts. They didn't create fate. They just saw it and measured it.

      And time for my ancestors wasn't like time for the Greeks either. There was a past, a present, and a future, but to my ancestors, those three concepts were deeply entwined. The future could be seen—at least, by the Norns—because it grew from the past. But the present, the present was just like a single cell from the celluloid print of a feature film. An isolated moment in time. The smallest of things.

      And that mattered, because Esja still had one Norn left to channel. But that Norn was Verdande, and her realm was the present. That single moment in time, there and gone in a flash. Such a small thing to fear.

      And yet, the present was where we lived, wasn't it?

      Still, as scary as her first channelling had been, when Urd, the Norn of the past, had come through her, it had left Esja stronger than it had found her. She had almost summoned pure chaos out of a magical well, but Roarr and I had stopped her in time. And honestly, I still didn't think that had technically been Urd's doing. There was something else at play here, something Roarr could sense but was invisible to me.

      But after she had channeled Skuld, the Norn of the future? After that, she had become so easy to mistake for one of the Mikkelsen sisters even at close range. And the Mikkelsen sisters are living valkyries, with the toned arms and acuity with martial weapons to match. Overnight, Esja could leap fences, run long distances without flagging, and even wield a sword or knife as if she had been born with those blades in her hands and had trained with them every day of her twenty-two years since.

      To look at her now, there was no sign she had instead spent most of those years as an invalid.

      I didn't know what effects channeling Verdande would have on her, but it was hard not to bet they would be positive ones. Or, if they were not, that she didn't already have the strength to meet that challenge and then some.

      She wasn't the frail girl that Loke had left behind anymore, that was sure.

      And if I was still a little nervous at all the time she spent in the company with Roarr, a man who hadn't killed anyone but who may or may not have aided and abetted a murderer, depending on how much he was really under the influence of controlling magic?

      Well, she was also still spending a lot of time with Skefill. And that young man, with his views that no one in Villmark should associate with anything from outside of Villmark—such as me, who despite my long Villmarker lineage had been born in St. Paul, Minnesota—put me far more on edge than Roarr ever could.

      Not that Skefill wasn't trying to get along with me currently. Since I had saved his sister and her family the month before, when a predatory entity from the depths of Lake Superior had been hunting in the streets of Villmark, he had taken a far less combative tone with me when our paths crossed. Which, given how much time he spent "weapons training" with Esja, was considerable.

      I could only hope that attitude would persist. Because I wasn't the only new element in the morning's council meeting. There was also him and his close friend, Raggi, another isolationist. And I hadn't saved Raggi's family. He still scowled darkly every time he saw me. He might not say a word these days, but his disapproval was palpable.

      So that first evening back home, I was as alone as I had been back at the cabin. Mjolner naturally stayed with me, always in my sightline as I moved from room to room unpacking and running load after load of laundry in the machine tucked under the stairs.

      Villmark might be kept apart from the modern world, protected behind a magical barrier that not even modern technology with its drones or satellites could penetrate or even perceive was there, but it was not a village trapped in the past. It didn't exactly look like modern Scandinavia, really, but considering my ancestors had arrived on the North Shore way back in the tenth century, why would it? That was a huge amount of time for one split culture to become two distinct things.

      And as much as the isolationists might reject things like cellphones and blue jeans infiltrating their sheltered community, no one but the staunchest of zealots wanted to wash their clothes by hand when there was a better option.

      And I'm sure it goes without saying, those zealots who want everything done the old way mainly want someone else to do it the old way for them. And seem genuinely perplexed when they all end up terminally single.

      I did wonder, briefly as I moved a load from washer to dryer and pushed all the appropriate buttons to get things going, whether Skefill was softening enough to avoid that fate.

      But then I pushed all thoughts of him—and Roarr and Esja—from my mind and sat down at my easel to spend a solid hour communing with my new rune before bedtime.

      Drawing the rune I was studying over and over again and ruminating on the meaning usually triggered something to awaken in my mind as I slept. Sometimes the insights were so profound it almost felt like I was cheating.

      But I had my doubts about this rune. Because Iss was just a single vertical line. Like a capital I with no lines across the top and bottom. And drawing it over and over again felt way too much like the warmups I do to get my hands ready for real art.

      Still, I kept at it, Mjolner curled up at my feet, until my hour was up. Then I dumped my toasty warm load of dry clothes into a basket, moved the last load from the washer to the dryer, then carried that basket up to my bedroom.

      Nothing nicer than crawling into a bed made with fresh-from-the-dryer sheets wearing equally warm pajamas. I was asleep the instant my head touched the pillow.

      It felt like I woke up just as quickly. Like my entire night's sleep was a single blink of my eyes. But my bedroom was now filled with the golden hues of an October sunrise.

      And Mjolner was still asleep, curled up against the back of my neck on his two-thirds of my pillow. Typical.

      I needed to get going if I was going to reach the council hall before the meeting started, but I took a moment to close my eyes again and try to summon up any fragments of dreams that might linger in my mind. If I didn't catch them now, they would be gone forever. And I had intended to dream about the meaning of Iss.

      But maybe it was because it truly felt like I had only closed my eyes, then opened them again with nothing in between, but my mind couldn't conjure a single dream image from the night before. Which was strange. I usually dream intensely and extensively every single night. Epic tales that I had to learn from a young age that other people absolutely didn't want to hear a blow-by-blow of.

      But all I had, even after concentrating on it, was a vague sense that I had heard a shush-shush sound. Like skis on snow. Cross-country skis shooshing at a brisk pace. But that was it. No visuals. No sensation of cold. No smell of the snow.

      "Pretty boring dream," I said out loud.

      Mjolner opened a single eye to regard me balefully, then let it slip shut again to resume his slumber.

      I probably took too long sorting out my outfit, especially considering I had laid it out the night before. And that I really only had a few outfits that were so thoroughly Villmarker they would be considered appropriate for a council meeting. My grandmother might roll in with jeans and flannel and her hiking boots always caked with mud from the walk up from Runde, but I wanted to make a better impression on my first day.

      But clearly the volva outfit my grandmother had given me was too much of an impression. It was lovely—a long dress of alternating panels of red and green with truly voluminous sleeves of snowy white—but very formal. And as much as I loved the way the green color flattered my red hair and pale, freckled complexion, I really wasn't a long skirts kind of girl.

      So what I had left out was really my only option, the outfit I had commissioned myself. It had a similar look to my formal garb with panels of green and red, but was a knee-length tunic over leggings, and without the sleeves that were impossible for me to keep clean. Especially since they were so long they were a tripping hazard.

      Even so, I dithered so long over the details of whether to leave my hair loose or braid it, and whether I should braid it into one plait like my grandmother or two like the Mikkelsens, and then brushing it all back out again when I went back to the original loose hair decision, that by the time I was ready to go downstairs I had no time left for breakfast.

      Which I knew I was going to regret. Because I had been warned that this would be a long day.

      But there was nothing to be done about it now. With a sigh, I headed downstairs. At least the sound of voices in my kitchen heartened me a little. I paused in the kitchen doorway to see Roarr working the stove, making bacon and eggs, while Esja slid freshly sliced bread into the toaster. The two of them were chatting easily with each other about something they had seen the night before. I didn't catch all the details before they saw me standing there and both turned to give me a welcoming smile.

      "Can't stay," I said apologetically. "I'm already late. But we'll catch up at dinner?"

      "I'll cook," Roarr offered at once. Esja gave him a playful punch in the arm, like he had spoken up faster than she could. Not that I had ever seen her cook before. But Roarr just rubbed at his arm, making a playful show of being hurt.

      Then he turned back to the stove to fuss with the bacon, and I saw him shake out that arm as unobtrusively as he could. I would bet she had left a mark. And I would further bet that she didn't realize she had. She didn't know her own strength these days.

      "Take some toast, at least," Esja said, pulling hot slices out of the toaster with quick fingers and stacking them on a cloth napkin before thrusting them at me.

      "Thanks," I said. What I really needed was coffee, but I could see the coffeemaker on the counter might be filling the air with the aroma of dark roasted beans, but it was very far from being done brewing.

      "Mjolner is going with you?" Roarr asked.

      Which struck me as a very strange question. Was he turning into some kind of mind-reader?

      But then I looked down and saw Mjolner sitting right by my heel. He looked up at me with the strangest look I'd ever seen on a cat.

      It was impatience.

      And it wasn't about food.

      "I guess so," I said, bemused. "And we're late," I added, mostly for the cat's benefit. "I'll see you at dinner."

      "Yes," Roarr agreed, moving the cast iron pan off the heat before turning the eggs over to finish cooking.

      "Be nice to Skefill, okay?" Esja said. "He's really nervous. And he comes across as grumpy when he's nervous."

      I opened my mouth to argue with that overly kind interpretation of his demeanor. But Mjolner made the smallest of mews, and I shut it again with no words said. I just gave her a brisk nod, then headed to the bench by the front door to put on my soft leather Villmarker shoes.

      "Your coming," I said to Mjolner in a near whisper, not that I knew who I thought would overhear us or why that would be a problem. "Is that because I'm nervous, or because you're nervous?"

      He just blinked at me, but the air of impatience was stronger than ever.

      Shoes on, I grabbed my art bag and walking stick, and the two of us headed out into the autumn morning.
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      For a moment when I first stepped outside, I had that feeling again. Like the whole world was holding its breath. The air in my front garden was so still, and the golden sunshine just peeking over the fence was warm but almost soporifically so.

      But once I had opened my gate and Mjolner and I emerged onto the cobblestone road, that illusion was shattered. We were swept up into the early morning crowd, all heading south, downhill to the marketplace. There was still no breeze to speak of, but the air was definitely moving around because it was filled with the scents of freshly baked bread from the handful of bakeries that were always the first shops to open.

      I tapped my walking stick as I walked, exchanging nods and greetings with my fellow Villmarkers, and Mjolner trotted at my side, head held high as if he were some sort of show cat.

      Everyone seemed to be in a uniquely good mood. Maybe because of the fine autumn weather that was holding on for longer than anyone could have hoped. I even heard people whistling or humming songs under their breaths, almost like they didn't quite know they were doing it. Just making cheery sounds.

      The crowd around us thinned out a bit after we passed the marketplace, replaced with a smaller number of people coming up from the valley to do their shopping. South of the marketplace was mostly farms and open fields, unlike the closely packed residences on the top of the hill.

      I was heading to the tallest structure in Villmark, the council meeting hall. The tall crossed beams of its roof were imposing, even though more than half the town was at a higher elevation than it.

      It was also the oldest still standing building in Villmark. It didn't quite date back to our original settler ancestors, who had hid for some time in the caves behind the waterfall that was now the division between the hidden town of Villmark and the northern Minnesotan town of Runde that existed in the nonmagical world.

      I only knew the vaguest outlines of the history of Villmark, and I really wanted to rectify that. But mastering the runes and honing my skills as a volva had to be my first priority. Danger was coming, I knew it was. I felt it in my bones. I had seen the things that lurked in the wilder magical spaces behind our little township, further north across the lands that I was told ended in Old Norway.

      No one ever had gone far enough to be sure, at least not anyone who had come back again to tell the rest of us. But I had been far enough to see the snow-capped peaks of mountains that definitely didn't exist in northern Minnesota. I had even crossed fields dotted with the sorts of rocks left behind by lava flows. The kind you find in Iceland. Which, given that I had walked there and hadn't taken a boat, only made the whole thing more confusing.

      Most of Villmark had long ago written off that place as one best left unexplored.

      But that was where Loke and Thorbjorn had gone. How far could they have gone by now? Had they reached Old Norway?

      Loke had been so cagey about where he thought he was going, I wasn't even sure if that had been his plan. But if it wasn't, why weren't they back yet?

      Mjolner brought my mind back to the present with a meow, and I realized I had nearly walked past the street the council hall stood on entirely. I spun on my heel, dodging between farmers with their carts heading uphill to the marketplace until I reached the double doors of the council hall. They were standing open, two young men I recognized from the town patrols flanking those doors. They had weapons on them, but they had more of an air of being an honorary presence than any kind of guard duty.

      But I would bet that impression would change in the blink of an eye if anyone inside the hall tried to make a violent kind of trouble.

      I gave them each a nod, but I had to pause a moment just inside the doorway for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior. After the bright morning sunshine, even the firelight from the braziers that dotted the longhouse interior seemed dim, leaving the large, windowless space in murky shadow.

      "Ingrid!" someone said before I had quite gotten my vision back. But I didn't need to see her to recognize the voice. It was Brigida, one of the council of three. She placed a beringed hand on my arm and guided me across the hall to the steps up onto the platform. "You're just in time, but we have a full crowd today, so please don't feel like I'm rushing you."

      "I meant to be earlier," I said apologetically. Now that we were up on the platform, between the largest of the braziers, I could actually see things around me. My eyes went first, as they always did, to the carved pillars that stood behind the three stools where the council members sat. Those pillars had already been old a millennium ago when our ancestors had first arrived on the North Shore. The intricate carvings had once told the story of the founding of their island community back in Norway even further in the past, but those carvings were so worn with time, they were indecipherable now.

      Still, I had run my hand over them more than once. Every time I felt a tingle, like I could sense a charge from the weight of time. Like the singing of ancient power. It made me feel connected to all of those people, a chain of lifetimes that had carried on link after link until it had reached me.

      But Brigida's hand on my arm was still driving me on across the platform, so I couldn't take even a moment to touch those pillars today. She hurried me past her own stool that stood empty, waiting for her.

      Then past the middle stool, which was occupied by Valki, father of Thorbjorn as well as his four brothers. Collectively known as the Thors, they were Villmark's most fierce protectors. So much so that, except on very rare occasions, they were never all in town at the same time. In fact, it was far more common for all five of them to be out patrolling at once, singly or in pairs. But their patrols weren't through the streets of Villmark or the farmlands around it, not like the pair of men I had passed at the doorway. No, their patrols were far out in those wild magic lands filled with ogres and golden-haired temptresses who locked the unwary in their ancient stone towers.

      Valki had once been that sort of protector. But when his sons had taken up his mantle, he had settled into his current role of council member and guardian of our ancestral fire. He also directed the street patrols.

      Not that he was so old he had to retire from those more active duties, not remotely. To look at him, you'd scarcely guess he was old enough to be father to five full-grown men. And even when he wasn't dressed as he was now in a sleeveless tunic belted over leg-hugging trousers, there was no doubt he was still a strong warrior.

      No, I think he'd only done it because he wanted to stay close to his wife, Gunna. Especially now that all of her sons were so often away.

      Valki glanced up as Brigida led me by, and as much as he only intended to give me a curt nod of hello, there was always something else there whenever we saw each other. Just a brief expectant flash in his eyes that died the instant our gazes met.

      So much information exchanged in that split second of eye contact. Because if he hadn't seen Thorbjorn yet, maybe I had? But if I had, I would look overjoyed even before I could tell him the good news. And I wasn't overjoyed. I was just… waiting. Visibly still waiting. So he didn't even have to ask if I'd heard from his son.

      I don't even know if he knew he did that. But it happened. Every time he saw me, it happened.

      And my heart broke a little more each time.

      My old mentor Haraldr was just settling down onto his own stool as Brigida guided me past it. He needed to use his walking stick for support as he settled onto the low seat, but it looked like he was having a good day. He was dressed more warmly than the rest of us, for sure. But there was so very little fat on his old bones, that was hardly surprising. At least this warm autumn day he felt no need to huddle under layers of shawls and lap blankets to comfortably sit in the drafty, impossible to heat open space of the longhouse.

      Still, he was far too old to be sitting on a three-legged stool for hours on end. Not that he would ever listen to any suggestion from me that he should be allowed a more comfortable chair. His house may be a showpiece of modern Scandinavian architecture with its minimalist lines and expansive south-facing windows, but some things still had to be done the old ways. And I knew without asking that his literal seat on the council was one of those things.

      "It took a bit of work, finding this stool," Brigida said as she finally came to a stop at the very edge of the platform, just a bit behind where Haraldr sat. "I think your grandmother hid it on purpose. But this was her stool, and her grandmother's before her. It had to be this one."

      "Of course," I said, honestly kind of automatically.

      But then I saw the stool, and I recognized it at once. I had seen it only one time before. But my grandmother had sat on it in her full volva regalia, sitting in formal judgment over the witch Halldis after she had killed Roarr's girlfriend and attempted to kill me as well.

      I had looked for it in my townhouse more than once. That townhouse had been my grandmother's before it was mine, and when I had seen her sitting on this stool, it had been in that living room. But I had never found it.

      And never quite gotten brave enough to ask my grandmother about it. She could be touchy about things, especially things related to the house in town. My grandmother had been living in Runde my entire life, only stopping in Villmark for brief visits. I didn't know what about the house she didn't like, but I did know she meant it when she said it was nothing that concerned me.

      I could feel Brigida watching me expectantly. I guessed I had stood there staring at that stool for far too long.

      "It's perfect," I told her, and mustered up a smile. "Thank you."

      "I need to get the meeting started," she said. "This first time, it's okay if you just want to listen and absorb it all. But if you feel compelled to speak up, please do. That's why you're here."

      "I probably will just listen," I admitted. Because I had never felt less like any kind of fount of wisdom. Brigida, the youngest of the three, was still more than twice my age. And they had all lived their entire lives inside Villmark. I was still learning how things really worked here in this hidden village outside of the reach of the nonmagical world. And I had found time and time again that just when things started to feel familiar, some new strange custom would spring out at me.

      But Brigida was lingering still at my elbow, not moving to start the meeting. And I realized she was waiting for me to sit down first.

      I was no fount of wisdom, but I was now an advisor to the council of three. And part of that was keeping up with appearances.

      And yet, I felt even less worthy of sitting in my grandmother's place. I knew so little about being a volva still. I mean, I had made a lot of progress in the last year. But all of that had just gone to show me how much longer the journey ahead of me still was.

      I wasn't even halfway through the runes yet. I was only up to Iss.

      And yet, here I was. Ready or not.

      I took a deep breath, then smoothed the back of my tunic over my legs before sitting down on the leather seat of the three-legged stool. The old wood supports creaked a bit, and the leather took a minute to adjust to my backside.

      But once I was there, hands resting on my knees with my walking stick on the ground behind me, it felt right.

      I might not be ready, but maybe there was no being ready for an office like the one I was taking up. There was just accepting the duty and doing my best.

      Brigida must've sensed some of my thoughts, because she lingered for half a second more just to give me the warmest of encouraging smiles.

      But then she was gone, crossing the platform to her own stool. As she arranged her skirts around her before sitting down, Valki took the sheathed sword that rested on the ground beside him and used it to tap out a loud, booming call to order on the planks of the platform.

      The crowd mingling in the longhouse before us fell into a rustling silence at once. And then our long day began.
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