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      All the inhabitants of Villmark agreed: this was the warmest and sunniest spring any of them could recall. I had missed out on almost the entire month of April, having spent it far in the north where the weather hadn't been quite so mild.

      But I had been in Villmark for weeks now. It was the middle of May, but it felt much closer to Midsummer than that. The sun was only halfway up the sky as I stood outside the council hall, but it was almost too warm on my shoulders. A few puffy clouds skittered across the sky, steering well clear of the sun's path.

      The public gardens behind me were filling the air with the smell of growing things. Fallen apple tree blossoms from the orchard covered the cobblestoned road like snow, and the smell as the breeze or some passing feet stirred them up was more apple than flower.

      I had a sudden craving for apple butter. Apple butter smeared on my grandmother's waffles.

      I hadn't had those waffles in months. I missed being in the same house with her, but she had insisted that Villmark needed me close by. And that she needed to remain in the lonely cabin overlooking the shores of Lake Superior. A nearly two-hour walk separated us. I didn't make that journey as often as I should, I knew.

      But she was making it today. Because I had asked her to be there with me when I talked to the council.

      I fussed with my new dress yet again. The last time I had been called to stand before the council, I had opted for the traditional garb of Villmarker women: a sheathe-like dress with an over-sized apron and soft leather shoes, all in sedate shades of blue and white.

      But my grandmother had insisted the time had come for me to dress the part I played as the village volva. This meant a far fancier dress of alternating sections of red and green with white sleeves so long they touched the ground when I had my hands at my sides. A golden brooch carved like a cat with tiny emerald eyes was pinned to my breast. It had belonged to my grandmother's grandmother, although it gleamed so brightly it wasn't showing a bit of its actual age.

      My bronze wand was tucked into a loop in my belt, which also had a golden buckle fashioned to look like a cat.

      At least the soft leather shoes were the same. But all together, I felt very out of place standing in the street between the council hall doors and the public gardens. Most of the Villmarkers around me were wearing lightweight leggings and short-sleeved shirts of a simple, almost T-shirt-like design. A few of them were even wearing clothes from the modern world: actual T-shirts with logos on them and faded jeans with sneakers.

      Ironic, really, that I would feel like I was the anachronistic one, that I was the one completely out of sync. I was from that modern world, after all. I had grown up there. I hadn't even known Villmark existed until less than a year before.

      And yet here I was, standing among the actual descendants of a tribe of Vikings who had fled Old Norway for the shores of Lake Superior far longer ago than even when Leif Erikson had reached Vinland.

      But that was thanks to my ancestress, Torfa, who had used powerful magic to save her people. I, as her descendant, was meant to have my own measure of her power.

      I wasn't always sure I did.

      But the outfit did help.

      "Greetings, Ingrid!" my grandmother called as she turned the corner from the main north-south road through Villmark and strolled towards me.

      She was looking better than I'd seen her in ages, bright color to her now rounder cheeks, a surer gait to her walk. I would swear her long, silver braid was thicker and more lustrous than before.

      Maybe it was just the kindness of the sunlight.

      Or maybe it was just the side effects of dressing up.

      Because she, too, was dressed in bright colors, in her case deep purple and a shade of blue to rival the skies above us. No wand was thrust through her golden belt, but she had added ribbons and long strips of soft fur to her staff.

      I blinked. It had never occurred to me that her walking stick was for anything besides walking. But now that I saw it in her hands while she was dressed like a volva of old, I knew full well that it was a magical tool. No wonder she carried it everywhere.

      I wondered when I would get one. But I had a wand already that I barely understood the use of.

      One thing at a time.

      "Ingrid?" my grandmother said, and I realized I had never answered her greeting. "Are you really that worried?"

      "About meeting the council? No," I said.

      "You still feel that darkness?" my grandmother said to me. Her tone was like a doctor checking a patient for symptoms.

      "Yes. All the time," I said with a shudder. The sun might be blazing down hot and bright on the village around us, but my heart felt a cold darkness lingering just out of sight, but waiting to descend on all of us.

      "No dreams?"

      "No," I said, trying not to sound impatient. We'd had this conversation before. My answers never changed. "And I haven't seen any runes calling to me through my art, although I've been sketching every day. But I know something is looming over all of us. I know I'm not imagining it."

      My grandmother nodded gravely, but before she could answer, the double doors of the council hall swung open. No one stood there in the doorway, but my grandmother gave me a single reassuring smile, then led the way up the few stone steps and into the shadowy hall interior.

      I had been inside before, but the sudden transition from bright sunlight to perpetual darkness was always jarring. As soon as we were inside, the doors were closed behind us. I could hear someone's leather shoes shuffling over the flagstones, but my sun-dazzled eyes couldn't make out even a shadow of a figure.

      My grandmother tugged at my elbow, and I followed her down the center of the room towards the raised dais on the far side. Three simple stools—each just three crossed wooden supports tucked into the pockets at the corners of a triangular piece of worn leather—were evenly distributed across that dais, all empty now. Behind the stools were the pillars that told the story of Villmark, dark, rich wood that was densely carved with figures arriving in a ship, harvesting food, meeting the local Ojibwe.

      I had not yet gotten a good look at those pillars, although I very much wanted to. But the older pillars, the ones Torfa had brought over with her people from Old Norway, I knew well.

      They were in my house just a short walk away.

      A single bronze brazier stood in the center of the room, the smell of burning pine sharp in the air as we passed it. The smoke curled up, disappearing beyond the rafters carved with likenesses of snakes and wolves twisting among more abstract knot-work patterns. That wood was old, the pillars almost devoid of their former carvings after being touched by so many hands over the years.

      But the thatching that formed the roof was new, just replaced this spring. It still had a green smell to it that mixed with that burning pine smell to tickle my nose.

      My grandmother stopped where the flagstones at the base of the dais had been worn down into shallow bowls by the knees of generations of previous supplicants. She shook her head at my offer of help, easing herself down on her knees with only the aid of her staff. Then she settled there, feet tucked beneath her, staff still standing tall. A breeze I didn't quite feel was stirring the ribbons ever so slightly.

      I knelt down beside her, smoothing my dress over my thighs then folding my hands on my lap, prepared for however long the council would keep us waiting.

      But the curtain behind the dais rustled almost at once, and the three council members came out together. First was Valki, father of the five young men everyone called the Thors. My time away from Villmark, the one that had caused me to miss all the fine spring weather, had been a rescue mission. A successful one; his sons were back among us now. And Valki, who had started to look his age when they were all missing, was recovering nicely now that they were back. Better eating and exercise had bulked up his hard muscle again, and time in the sun rather than sitting by the ancestral fire in its cave under Villmark had brought the color back to his face.

      But the black hair he wore tightly pulled back was shot through with more strands of silver than before. That probably wouldn't improve with time.

      Behind Valki came Brigida. Her hair had been all silver as long as I'd known her, and she wore it today in her usual elaborate crown braid. I had no idea how long it would be if she wore it down, but that braid wrapped around her head at least three times. She took her customary seat at the middle stool, crossed her legs and folded her beringed hands over her knee.

      She didn't quite smile down at me, but her eyes were more friendly than they had been the last time I had knelt before her. Valki wasn't the only one who was looking at me differently now that I had come home with the missing Thors.

      I didn't need the outfit to feel it. Everyone in Villmark just saw me as the volva now, my grandmother's successor, despite my unconventionally modern upbringing.

      I just had to make sure I earned that respect. I couldn't let these people down. And with my paltry skills with magic, that was an all too likely occurrence.

      But the third man to emerge from the gap in the curtains was my best hope at mastering those skills. Haraldr was my mentor in all things my grandmother couldn't teach me about magic. She had the practical skills, no doubt about it. But Haraldr had studied more texts than most people even ever read in a lifetime. He knew more about runes and the old ways than anyone else in Villmark.

      Although lately I had gotten the sense that others lurked in the hidden places outside the village, where pockets of other worlds had gotten tangled together. Others who might have more knowledge. But I doubted they could be trusted as teachers, if they were even open to such things.

      Haraldr was leaning on his staff even more heavily than my grandmother had on hers. But he, too, waved away any offer of help, preferring to rely on that staff as he slowly eased down onto the stool. The sparse white hairs that hovered halo-like around his sun-damaged old scalp were stirring in the same unfelt breeze that danced through the ribbons on my grandmother's staff.

      "We are here at your request, Nora Torfudottir," Brigida said when Haraldr had given her a nod that he was settled. "Is this in regards to the fate of your mead hall?"

      "No, I'm afraid not," my grandmother said. "I am doing much better than previously, but I still need more time before I will be ready to take up that responsibility once more."

      "Time, and permission from us, both," Brigida said, raising an eyebrow significantly.

      "Of course," my grandmother said with a smile.

      As if they both didn't know full well that when my grandmother was ready, that hall would be open for business, whatever the council had to say about it.

      I missed it desperately. Her mead hall had joined the world of Villmark with the world of the Minnesotan fishing village of Runde. Runde was in the modern world, or as modern as an economically deprived community that existed practically underneath the highway that ran from more important points to the south to other more important points to the north could be.

      But I had friends there, and I missed them. I hoped the mead hall would be open again soon. At the very least, having a place close by to get out from under the dark cloud that hovered over Villmark would be a welcome respite.

      "What boon do you have to ask of us, then?" Valki asked.

      "My granddaughter and our volva, Ingrid Torfudottir, has been sensing a threat to all of us. But the threat is a veiled one," my grandmother said.

      "What do you mean, veiled?" Brigida asked.

      "I feel it, all the time," I said. "But I can't get a sense of what it is, or what's behind it. I've been meditating on it, and I've been searching my art for runes as clues, but I've seen nothing that clarifies anything."

      "You haven't been casting the runes?" Brigida asked with a frown.

      "We haven't progressed that far yet," Haraldr said to her. "But I don't think it's needful. Ingrid's ability to use what we've learned so far is impressive."

      "Imagine how much more impressive it will be when she learns all she needs to know to do a proper casting," Valki grumbled.

      "I assure you, we are not wasting time," Haraldr said.

      "I never could make heads or tails of any casting I've tried in my long life," my grandmother said cheerily. "What is keeping the knowledge she seeks from her is not lack of raw ability."

      "What is it, then?" Brigida asked, with the air of someone striving to be reasonable.

      My grandmother turned to look at me, inviting me to speak.

      I took a deep breath. Then I said, "I would like the permission of the council to meditate by the ancestral fire."

      "We've never forbidden such from you," Brigida said, then opened both her hands and gestured to me as if offering me something. "Please, feel free."

      "There's more," I said, and swallowed. My throat was so dry, it was like the words were sticking there. "I would like permission also to go into the deeper caves."

      "Why?" Brigida countered at once.

      "I feel like I'll find answers there," I said. What little I had gleaned from my drawing and my meditation on the runes had only shown images of those caves, over and over. I never saw anything useful in them, but I wanted to walk through them myself, just to be sure.

      "This is about the darkness you feel hanging over us?" she asked.

      I nodded.

      "Not to confront Halldis?" she challenged.

      Halldis, the woman who had once been something like my grandmother's apprentice in magic, was far from the only prisoner that was kept in the caves under the village. But she was the one who had attacked me, who had so nearly killed me, in my very first days in Villmark. Brigida suspecting her as my motive wasn't entirely unexpected. It wasn't even entirely unrelated.

      Because the woman, or the being that looked like a woman, who had kidnapped the Thors as well as their mentor Frór and held them in thrall to a pack of Maras, lost in a world of nightmares for months and months, had looked a lot like Halldis. Like they could be sisters.

      If they were both even human.

      And there had been another woman I had met in the north, a woman named Hulda, who had also looked like she could be their sister. My friend Nilda had gone in search of her, to ascertain what her part in everything was. But all she had found was a long-abandoned village. No sign of witchy women or anyone else. Wherever Hulda had gone, it hadn't been back home like she told us.

      And wherever that other woman had gone, if she was a woman at all and not something else entirely, I didn't even want to think.

      But I didn't really have that option. Not if I was going to protect my people, which was my sworn duty as a volva.

      I swallowed again, desperately wishing I could ask for a glass of water. But better to just get this over with.

      "I have no intention of confronting Halldis," I said at last. "But she might be part of this. I'm not sure, and I won't be sure until I've tried working my magic closer to the sources of power below us."

      "What do you think?" Valki asked my grandmother.

      She shifted her weight a little. I was sure her knees were killing her, but the pleasant smile on her face never wavered.

      "I think we can trust Ingrid to be sensible of any risks before she takes them," she said.

      "If I should find that speaking with Halldis is something I need to do, I'll of course come back here first to clear it with you," I said.

      Valki nodded as if he expected no other answer, but his eyes were still fixed on my grandmother.

      "Nora, do you feel this darkness that Ingrid speaks of?"

      My grandmother didn't answer for a very long time. The council hall was so quiet I could hear the soft rustle of her staff ribbons gently rubbing against each other.

      But then she smiled brightly again. "I know if she says she feels it, it is there. I know it."

      The three council members exchanged a series of glances, carrying on an unspoken conversation. My grandmother settled her weight back on her feet, then chanced a quick look my way, her smile wavering for the barest blink of an eye.

      I knew she didn't sense what I did. But I also know this show of confidence in my perceptions wasn't entirely what it seemed to the council.

      Because I wasn't the only one who sensed something about to happen to Villmark.

      But the other person who sensed it too was Loke. Loke, who didn't quite fit in either in Villmark or in Runde. Loke, who had access to magic through means he never explained, not even to me.

      He had helped me out of sticky situations more than once. I trusted his actions, if not always his words.

      But while my grandmother trusted Loke—well, under some conditions and to a limited extent, she trusted Loke—the council absolutely did not.

      Speaking his name now would as good as guarantee their answer to my request would be "no."

      But with his name left unspoken, after a few more seconds of silent discussion, all three members of the council turned their attention back to me.

      "You have our permission, and our strongest hopes that your quest for knowledge proves successful," Brigida said to me.

      "Thank you," I said.

      I had expected to feel relief when they granted my request, but instead I just felt a crushing weight of responsibility.

      Then I felt my grandmother's hand on my elbow. I was already on my feet, but after so long kneeling on the cold stones, my grandmother needed more than her staff to help her straighten back up again.

      Still, that hand on my elbow, it didn't feel like I was aiding it. Not nearly as much as she was aiding me. Her grip was firm, but it was more than that. It was like she was flowing just a little bit of her own magic into me.

      She had so little of it to spare these days, but I didn't attempt to push it back into her. Not that I even knew how I would go about doing that.

      But even if I could give it back, I knew I was going to need all the power I could muster, and more.

      Like the darkness, I could just feel it in my bones.
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      I walked with my grandmother all the way through town, past the marketplace full of shoppers and past the well in the center of the village commons, until the cobblestoned road ended at the top of the tallest hill. A footpath continued in the same direction, down the far side of the hill to disappear into the forest of trees, all shaking their new spring foliage in the warm breeze. A few wildflowers were peeking up through the grasses that grew over the hilltop, but the overwhelming scent was just the grass itself. It was far too early in the season for butterflies. Alas, it's never too early for mosquitos. But the breeze was keeping them off, if only for the moment.

      "I don't like the idea of you being alone all the time," I said when we'd stopped at the point where cobblestoned road became dirt path.

      "But I'm not alone," my grandmother said briskly.

      "I know Mjolner checks in on you—" I started to say. My six-toed black cat could not only walk through walls, he could cover vast distances in the blink of an eye. As much as I'd never heard him speak, it always felt like I was about to. And lately, it felt like what he was about to say was not to worry about my grandmother. He had checked in on her, and she was fine.

      But to my surprise, my grandmother was shaking her head at me. "No. Well, yes, I've seen Mjolner, of course. But what I meant was, Roarr has been staying with me."

      "What, all the time?" I asked, surprised.

      "Very nearly," she said. "If anyone needs a little quiet contemplation more than me, it's Roarr. Wouldn't you agree?"

      I hesitated. I doubted I would ever know how much of what he'd done in those first days I'd spent in Villmark had been willful decisions on his part, and how much had been Halldis using her magic to control him. My grandmother herself had said even Roarr likely didn't know.

      He hadn't killed his girlfriend, Lisa, but he had tried to help Halldis cover it up. In Villmark, the coverup was the bigger crime. Even with the possibility that he had been compelled by magic to do so, most of Villmark saw him as guilty. Guilty, but unpunished. Because of my grandmother's judgement as volva.

      And yet, in the months that had passed since those days, I had grown to trust him. Yes, he had attacked me at Halldis's behest. And while he hadn't actually killed his girlfriend, Halldis might have gotten away with it with his help, if not for me.

      But in the months since, I had seen proof again and again of how badly he wanted to make up for those things. I believed he was sincere, I really did.

      But the idea of him being my grandmother's only companion out at that cabin that had already been the location of one murder this spring…

      "I trust you know I can handle myself," my grandmother said, as if reading my mind, and I felt my cheeks flush.

      "Of course I know that," I said. "I just thought, if you were going to help anyone during your time of quiet contemplation, it would be Loke."

      "I wish," my grandmother said wistfully. "But that boy isn't ready for me yet."

      "Couldn't you help him control his power without talking about where it came from or what he might've done?" I asked. Not for the first time. Before I had come to town, my grandmother had siphoned off some of his magic on a regular basis, without his knowledge. She had needed it, not having an apprentice volva to assist her after my mother left.

      Taking some of his magic had allowed Loke to control his power that turned doorways into portals to other random places. Mostly. But lately, it was often impossible to find him. He could literally be anywhere in a lot of different worlds.

      "No. That time is passed," she said. Firmly, because she needed me to know she wasn't going to bend. But also sadly. "He has to be ready to talk first."

      "You think he ever will be?" I asked.

      "I don't know," she said. "I hope so. He feels what you feel, you said?"

      I nodded.

      "Maybe he needs to be here in the village too, then," she said. "I suppose you're going to start meditating the minute I leave?"

      "I was going to go home and change first," I said, brushing my hands down the full skirt of my dress. "I might have to sketch at some point, and I don't want to get charcoal dust all over this."

      "Well, keep your wand with you," she said as she kissed me on my cheek. "And send Mjolner if you need me for anything."

      "I will," I promised.

      I watched until the last splash of her colorful dress disappeared among the forest canopy of new green leaves. I was just about to turn to head back towards my own house near the village commons when the warmth of the sun was suddenly gone from my shoulders. My shadow that stretched away from me to the west was obscured by a larger, darker shape that towered over me.

      But this darkness I had no fear of. I spun around, knowing that the grin on my face was too wide to be anything but ridiculous. But the change in his appearance since his return to Villmark was even more pronounced than his father's.

      He seemed taller, although I wasn't sure if that was possible. If the gold tones of his reddish-gold beard and hair seemed to shine more brightly, that was probably just the effects of the sun. But the happy sparkle in his green eyes was definitely real. And definitely good to see.

      I hoped it meant the recurring nightmares had stopped plaguing him.

      It had been six days since I had seen Thorbjorn last. And it was supposed to be four more before I saw him again.

      "Back early?" I asked.

      "Yes," he said, but distractedly. His eyes swept over my outfit. "This is new."

      "To impress the council," I said, and decided not to resist the temptation to spin. My red and green skirts flared out, then settled back down when I came to a standstill again. "Actually, the dress is new, but the belt and broach are heirlooms."

      "I recognize the patterns," he said. His eyes shot me a quick request for permission, and at my nod he stroked one calloused thumb over the cat's head worked into the gold brooch. "It could almost be Mjolner. Especially with those green eyes."

      "Mjolner isn't so old as all that," I said. "These have been in the family for generations, and we know for a fact that Mjolner was a kitten when Frór found him."

      "We know Mjolner appeared to be a kitten when Frór found him," Thorbjorn corrected me. "So did it work?"

      "What? The outfit?"

      He nodded.

      "I think so. They have decided to allow me into the deeper caves behind the waterfall under Villmark," I said.

      "Indeed?" he said, both eyebrows raised. Not quite in alarm, but definitely in surprise.

      "Not to see Halldis," I hurried to say. "Just to meditate and explore. I think the answers I need might be down there."

      "And you're going there now?" he asked.

      "I was going to change first," I said.

      "Then I'll walk with you back to your house," he said. "I was on my way to the marketplace when I saw you standing here. I thought I was imagining you at first."

      "Really?" I asked as we fell into step together, heading back down the hill into the village. No mean feat, matching each other's paces. His legs were quite a bit longer than mine. Luckily, like my grandmother, I was generally a fast walker.

      "I knew it was you," he said, gesturing at my hair. It was a deeper shade of red than his, redder than anyone's I had seen in Villmark. "But in that outfit… I guess it just reminded me of when I would think I saw you, in my nightmares, when I was trapped in that tower in the north."

      I nodded, biting at my lip. So far, he hadn't wanted to share with me what he had seen in those nightmares. I had an idea of some of it. I had had to go inside of that nightmare to get him and his brothers out.

      I hadn't enjoyed my time there. To say the least.

      "Was I like an evil volva, tormenting you or something?" I asked.

      "Certainly not!" he said, as if the very idea offended him. "It was just I would see you so far away from me. Like you were just now, on the top of the hill at the edge of the village. Except in those nightmares, no matter what I tried, I couldn't reach you."

      "But you did just now," I said.

      "I did just now," he agreed. And some of the tension went out of his body. He really had been upset, then.

      "So you came back from patrol early to do some shopping?" I asked. We were inside the village proper now, with other people walking all around us. Best to keep the conversation light.

      "I was out with Thorge," he said. Thorbjorn was the middle of the five brothers, and Thorge was the brother just a year his junior. The two of them partnered up most of the time, so this wasn't surprising information. "We finished up our sweep early. No sign of anything out there, for good or for ill."

      I didn't know quite how to answer this. The Thorbjorn I knew from before he had been tortured by an entire den of maras—the creatures that had manufactured the nightmares that he and his brother had been trapped inside of—would've kept patrolling, as long and as far as he could, to be sure the people of Villmark were safe.

      Thorbjorn shot me a look, then huffed out a little laugh. "You think we came back because we're shirking our duties?"

      "I didn't say anything!" I said. "Although it would be perfectly understandable⁠—"

      "No, it wouldn't," he interrupted me to say. "That's not how I confront things. Running away?"

      "Well, then why are you back so soon?" I asked.

      Then he laughed again, but a merrier sound this time. "Actually, you were right before. I'm back early to go shopping."

      "Be serious," I said, giving him a playful punch in the arm.

      He was definitely back in full muscular form. That biceps was like a rock. I hid my hand behind me as I shook it out.

      "I am being serious," he insisted. "The wedding is planned for midsummer's day, you know. Lots to be done. Thorge wouldn't stop going on about it, and so we circled back early."

      "Shouldn't he be the one shopping, then?" I asked.

      "His list of things to acquire is longer than mine," he said. "If only by a touch."

      "I would offer to help, but⁠—"

      "You really want to get to work," he finished for me. "I know. You get that glow, when you're pursuing something like this."

      "I glow?" I said. We had reached my front gate, but I was in no hurry to go inside.

      "With excitement and… determination," he decided.

      "I think that sums up my feelings pretty well," I said. Although inside my own mind, I added a hint of fear of failure and a lot of anxiety about what success would even mean. But I kept that tamped down hard, and gave him my brightest smile.

      He just stood there, looking down at me for the longest time. But then I saw anxiety forming lines at the corners of his eyes.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "I'm home today, but I'll be gone again tomorrow," he said.

      "Of course," I said, not quite hiding my disappointment. But this was how it always was. His job was to protect Villmark from everything Out There. And to protect Villmark from Out There, he had to go Out There. A lot. For long periods of time.

      Even if we all missed him and his brothers when they were away.

      Even if I missed him.

      But he was shaking his head, his face graver than ever. "No, I mean, if you should need me when you're down below, I won't be here to help you."

      "Mjolner can find you anywhere," I said with the utmost confidence.

      "I don't doubt that," he said. "But I don't know if I could be back in time."

      "I won't be alone down there," I told him.

      "You're right, of course," he said. But I know my words didn't comfort him. My friends Kara and Nilda Mikkelsen guarded the ancestral fire down in the caves, and they were strong warriors, brave and true.

      But they weren't him.

      "I know how you feel," I said, stepping closer as a gaggle of loud children went shrieking past us, chasing a pair of squirrels who were carrying a long ribbon from someone's hair between them. Momentarily distracting as that was, it was nothing compared to the way words left me every time I looked too long into Thorbjorn's eyes.

      "I know you do," he said.

      "It's hard being apart," I said. Then I felt my cheeks flushing, and quickly amended. "I mean, it's hard not knowing if you're in danger, or if I can get to you in time if you were in danger. I'm sure it's the same for you."

      But the end of that sentence had lifted up on me, becoming a question.

      "It is," he assured me, clasping my arm tightly. As if he still weren't sure I was real.

      "But we always find each other, in the end," I said, with slightly more bravado than I actually felt. "We always rescue each other, in the end."

      "We do," he agreed. "But in the meantime, stay safe."

      "I will if you will," I said, and he laughed.

      I sensed he, too, was pushing a little more bravado into that laugh than he was feeling. But the shrieking kids were back, one of them waving the hair ribbon over his head as if in triumph. Two of the others started to argue, loudly.

      Thorbjorn laughed to himself, then shooed the kids away. But by the time they were gone, he was a good way down the street from where I lingered outside my gate. He raised a hand in farewell, then continued on down the street to the marketplace.

      And just like that, one of our all too rare stolen moments was gone.
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