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      It was a gorgeous June afternoon, just three days until Midsummer, the date of Kara and Thorge's wedding. Everything was nearly ready, the entire village square all around the communal well festooned for the nuptials. The white-sided tents had been set up around the perimeter just that morning, their canvas flaps slapping in the soft breeze. The tables and benches were arranged in neat rows.

      And everything, including me, was turned to face the floral bower that stood at the southern end of the square, its arch framing the view of the hills and meadows to the south of Villmark.

      The sun was warm, but with puffy white clouds obscuring it for minutes at a time, it never got too hot. That should be a good thing, especially as I had been deep into my work before I realized I had forgotten to grab my sunhat. But the changing light was making my work a little more difficult than I had anticipated.

      I may have overestimated how much I remembered from my oil painting class back in art school. I had never painted with oils before that class, and after passing my final and getting my grade, I had never done it again. I prefer the stark contrasts of pen and ink, or all the shades of gray I could evoke with charcoals.

      But when I had decided to commemorate the lavish beauty of the floral bower that my friends would be exchanging vows under in just three days, I knew monochrome just wasn't going to cut it. I could've done a sketch with colored pencils. I had several very nice sets and knew some techniques to make the finished product glow beautifully.

      But for some reason, oil painting had emerged from the depths of my memory and called out to me.

      It might have been the sight of those flowers when they'd arrived. Not so much the clasping dogbane, which was pretty in a Queen Anne Lace sort of way, but those white flowers would've been very doable by my usual methods.

      No, it was the Flodman's thistle, when Thorge finally found it. It's rare in our part of Minnesota, but not unheard of. Still, he had been away from Villmark for the better part of a week, not patrolling with his brothers as his duty as guardian of our settlement usually required, but hunting for enough of Kara's favorite flower to deck out the bower properly.

      He had come through magnificently, the tall basket he had strapped to his back heaped full with bloom after bloom, each one with its cut end carefully wrapped in damp cloth to preserve it.

      I knew my grandmother Nora had given him a flask of water with a little something semi-magical in it to help keep them all fresh, but she had pretended not to know what I was talking about when I tried asking her about it. Half a year I had spent learning magic at her knee, but she still kept secrets from me. It's not like keeping picked flowers fresh could possibly be dangerous magic.

      Although, knowing my grandmother, what she was using to keep the flowers fresh had some other, graver purpose. Using something potentially dangerous to do something both off-label, as it were, but totally innocent was very on-brand for her.

      At any rate, once I had seen the rich rose-to-purple color of the blooms on the Flodman's thistles, I knew I had to work in color. And if I were going to work in color, I might as well go all in.

      So there I was, alone in the center of the village square with my cat Mjolner sleeping curled up against my ankle, dabbing away at the canvas with the oil paints that Loke had found for me. His ability to acquire anything at all with no notice is probably best not explored too deeply.

      Sure, he can travel through doorways in a very unconventional way, stepping in one door and then stepping out another that could be anywhere in our world or in several others. But those journeys were never planned on his part, neither the destination nor the timing. And given how often he turned up not dressed for the weather, I doubted he found himself with local currency in his pockets often either.

      Yes, definitely better just to take what he gave me with my warmest thanks and not ask too many questions.

      I was pretty sure the paints were from somewhere in the mundane world, anyway. Probably not Runde, the fishing village on the shore of Lake Superior that was Villmark's sister village just on the other side of the magic barrier that kept Villmark hidden from the rest of the world. Runde didn't even have a fully stocked grocery store, let alone an art supply store.

      But they were in tubes with UPC codes and invitations to visit their manufacturer's website, so I guessed he had probably gotten them in Grand Marais or maybe Duluth.

      Also, they had the smell of linseed oil, always a clean smell to my nose, although some people don't like it. Having smelled older, more toxic oil-based paints in my day, the aroma of linseed oil was quite pleasant, really.

      Something less benevolent had gotten on the handles of my brushes, though. I wasn't sure exactly what it was, but they had felt vaguely sticky when I had finally found the box where I had put them all after that class in art school. I had cleaned them up a bit, but being anxious to get started while the sun was out, I hadn't done as thorough of a job as I probably should have.

      I realized that again every time I wanted to adjust the canvas or move my paints around, because I kept unthinkingly putting that brush between my teeth to free up my hands. And my tongue touched the wood grain and whatever was still stuck to that wood grain, and I regretted my hurry all over again.

      Well, I was nearly done with the painting now. I would just have time to clean up before meeting my tutor in the Norse runes, Haraldr, at his house on the south end of town. Then I was off to Runde to help my grandmother with the spells that remained to be cast so that she could safely reopen her mead hall.

      I wanted to stay to help her bring them down again when she closed up in the early hours of the morning. But that would mean getting home to Villmark very late indeed. And then in the morning checking the painting over for any last needed tweaks before I absolutely had to stop fussing with it or it would never be dry in time to be wrapped as my present to the wedding couple.

      I had tried to push back starting work on the next rune with Haraldr until after the wedding. But since the rune I would be bonding with next was literally the rune that signified marriage, he refused to budge.

      And, to be honest, I was anxious myself to have a working knowledge of it before the nuptials started. That was the moment I would be closest to it, I was sure. Waiting until after the wedding to start working on it felt like a huge missed opportunity.

      I had even less luck convincing my grandmother to hold back on opening the mead hall until after Midsummer. First off, her cabin in Runde was barely under construction and wouldn't be ready for her to actually live inside it until September or later. Probably later, since she was relying on builders from the nonmagical world. There was no way to speed up those contractors, especially if the fine weather broke. Which, of course, it would. Eventually.

      But she had rented a mobile home and parked it in the lot in front of the Runde meeting hall, the decidedly dingy-looking building that was meeting space, post office, general store and local drinking establishment all rolled into one.

      I hadn't seen her temporary home yet, but I had strong reservations that it would be homey enough to fuel her magic. Her cabin had been a truly magical space, in every sense of the word. The beams of honey-colored wood that formed its skeleton all sporting hand-carved designs that had enchanted me as a child. The flagstone floors of iron-gray covered here and there by rugs in a Scandinavian style. The view of the river just beyond the herb garden she had kept behind the kitchen.

      It was my fault it was all gone now. Well, maybe that wasn't entirely fair. I had been drugged by the murderous Mandy Carlsen, and if I hadn't used all my meager magical abilities to fight her, she would've killed me, too.

      But since it's not so much my power as my control which is meager, defending myself from a woman with a gun had somehow ended up with all of us inside a cabin-destroying freak tornado. So maybe I was right the first time. It was totally my fault.

      I had learned a lot since then. But wildly losing control of what I was trying to do was still a problem. The last murder I had solved, I had thrown myself back to 1924 looking for clues without a real plan for how to get back, so… you know.

      The sun dimmed slightly, then more profoundly as the wispy forefront of a cloud moved past the sun's place in the sky to make way for its chubbier middle section. And that chubby section stretched for quite a ways. But that was just fine. Looking over my canvas, I couldn't see anything left that I still wanted to fuss with. And when I'm creating something and not just sketching to invoke my magic, I'm a chronic tweaker.

      But this felt done. And it hadn't turned out as badly as I had feared when I had first started mixing my paints and had experienced a horrid moment where I was sure I had forgotten everything I had ever known about color theory.

      I let myself soak in that moment, feeling that accomplishment, that sense of completion.

      But the cloud obscuring the sun was making the gentle breeze feel downright chilly, and—as I had lamented every time I had found myself with that brush clenched between my teeth—I hadn't brought any water. I was thirsty.

      As if sensing that I was about to move, Mjolner lifted his head and blinked up at me with his yellow-green eyes. He yawned hugely, his long red tongue arcing back in on itself like the World Serpent, far too big for his mouth, surely. Then he closed his mouth and blinked again.

      "You're coming with me to Runde, right?" I said to him as I gathered up my things and collapsed my travel stool.

      He meowed at me almost testily, like it was a pointless question.

      "Sorry. You know I get lonely when…" I broke off, not wanting to say the rest out loud. Not even to my cat. "I get lonely sometimes," I finished instead, lamely.

      He gave me a hard look then got up, leading the way past the floral bower to the gate just a couple of doors down that led to our little house in town.

      I had no reason to feel lonely, I reminded myself sternly. I saw people every day. I had seen Thorge and Kara both just that morning when I had made them promise not to go anywhere near the village commons that day. I had seen Loke just after seeing them, when he had brought me the art supplies he shouldn't have even known I needed. And I was about to see Haraldr at his house, then my grandmother at hers.

      Then I would see practically everybody I knew as soon as the sun set and the mead hall once again opened for all of Runde and Villmark to mingle together under the cover of the spells that kept the simple fishing people of Runde from realizing they were drinking elbow-to-elbow with the last living vestiges of a Viking settlement no historian knew even existed on the shores of Lake Superior.

      Practically everybody I knew. But not quite everybody.

      Not Thorbjorn, or any of his brothers save Thorge. Not Frór, the older guardian who was something of a mentor to the five brothers we all called the Thors. With Thorge no longer out on patrol, it meant more work for the rest of them to keep Villmark safe from things that, like themselves, weren't technically supposed to be here in Northern Minnesota. Things that haunted the magical realms between the outskirts of Villmark to the mountains far to the north that marked the beginnings of Old Norway.

      Everyone I met assured me that all the brothers would be there for the wedding. They wouldn't miss it. And everyone who said that to me completely believed it. All three members of the council, Haraldr, even my grandmother.

      But my heart wouldn't quite hear it. As was always true when Thorbjorn was away, a part of me was unshakeably afraid that I would never see him again. It was a constant part of me, that fear.

      Mjolner meowed at me, almost a yowl, impatient for me to hurry and open the gate for him. As if he couldn't leap over on his own.

      As if he couldn't just walk through without leaping, for that matter. I knew he could walk through walls, even if I had never actually seen it happen.

      "I'm coming," I said, tucking the collapsed stool under the arm that already held the basket of my painting supplies. Then I carefully picked up the canvas itself by the wooden frame and carried it home with me.

      It had turned out better than I had expected. I had to hold on to that feeling. Because, in some small way, it held back that fear in my heart.

      I would see Thorbjorn again in three days. Three days, maybe sooner. Then that fear would pass.

      At least until the next time he left, anyway.
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      I've been to Haraldr's house several times since moving to Villmark. Nearly all of my lessons with him have taken place in his expansive library, the finest in the village.

      But I hadn't realized until Fulla had opened that door down the end of the long corridor that ran like a spine through the length of Haraldr's home that I had never been there in the late afternoon. Only in the morning or at lunchtime.

      I wouldn't have thought that it would make much of a difference. There was a lot of natural light in the room, but it was all diffuse, from narrow windows set high up, close to the vaulted ceiling that protected all the books from damage from the sun, while still filling the space with warm light.

      But the pattern of shadows was different now than I was used to. I lingered in the doorway, my gaze sweeping the room as I caught all the little differences. The desk he seldom used at the far end of the room was in darkness now. The long reading table where he would spread out books from time to time when he had fallen down some research rabbit hole or other was currently bare, but the wood glowed in the yellowish-orange tones from a single shaft of afternoon light that struck it dead center like a spotlight.

      "I'm over here, Ingrid," Haraldr said with amusement in his voice. Probably because where he was sitting, in a chair pulled close to the fireplace, was where he usually was when I called on him.

      "Sorry," I said, shaking myself back to life, then rushing to sit in the chair opposite his. Despite the warmth of the day, a fire was crackling in that fireplace. Applewood, from the smell of it. Probably a gift from the women who tended the public garden just across the street from his front door. They had an orchard there. It was too late in the season for the blossoms to scent the air, and far too early for the fruit themselves to be more than hard little knots hidden among the leaves.

      But the smell from the fire was smokey and appley at once. It lacked only cinnamon and caramelized sugar to complete the olfactory allusion to baking apples.

      That was probably just the hunger talking. I had slammed down three glasses of water after cleaning up from the painting, but there hadn't been enough time to grab any food. Not even an apple I could've slipped into my pocket.

      I was really bad at remembering to do the shopping. It was a pity Loke hadn't thought of it when he'd gotten me all the paints.

      "Are you feeling cold?" I asked Haraldr after dragging my mind back to the present moment.

      "Not particularly, but a fire always cheers me," he said.

      As if I couldn't see the woolen throw he had tucked carefully around his legs. It was hardly surprising if he did feel cold. He had very little fat on his bony body, and even less hair covering his bare scalp. As close as we were to Lake Superior, the wind almost always had a chilly bite to it. You didn't have to be old and frail to shiver at its touch.

      "I know a little about this rune already, so that should help speed us along," I said.

      "In a hurry to get down to Runde?" he asked. He was a master at controlling his tone. So carefully neutral, and yet I couldn't quite say that he was intentionally being careful to remain neutral.

      Only, as a member of the council of three that oversaw the village of Villmark, I knew that being neutral on the subject of my grandmother and her mead hall was flat-out impossible for him.

      "I promised my grandmother to help with the spells," I said, raising my chin a little. "She's ready. I promise you. I'm just there for moral support."

      "She needs your magic if she's not pulling from Loke anymore," he said, and it was all I could do not to gasp out loud.

      "You knew about that?" I asked.

      He tipped his head to one side and made a gesture that was where a shrug, a nod and a shake of the head would meet. All those messages at once.

      And yet I understood what he meant. He had guessed, and I had just confirmed it for him.

      I chewed at my lip, trying to decide if this had been one of my grandmother's actual secrets, or one of the many things that she wasn't exactly hiding, just not sharing details with anybody.

      I was pretty sure it was the latter.

      "Loke hasn't talked to her about it yet, so far as I know," I said at last. Loke didn't like to talk about his own brand of chaotic magic at all. I knew it was nothing like what my grandmother and I did, but beyond that, I only had a few very sketchy ideas. And I didn't think even my grandmother had a clearer picture.

      "But now that he's aware, she will no longer be able to use him as a power source without his consent."

      Again that master of tone. It was a Schrodinger sentence. If I wanted it to be a question, it was. But if I thought it was a statement, then that's what it was.

      "She didn't need him before my mother left, and I'm here now, so she won't need him currently either," I said.

      "So she needs you for more than… moral support," he said, raising an eyebrow at me in amusement.

      "Fine. You're right. But it's still perfectly safe, I promise you," I said. "I'm so much stronger now, and so is she. If a problem does arise, we're both aware enough to find it and confront it."

      "Yes, that's what Valki, Brigida and I have agreed," he said, clapping his hands together if that were the end of the conversation.

      It wasn't remotely the end of the conversation.

      "The council of three discussed this? Without my grandmother or me there in attendance?" I asked, just holding my frustration in check.

      "That is our job," he said. "The important thing for you is that you have our approval."

      I opened and shut my mouth several times before stopping in the mouth-shut position.

      The last thing my grandmother needed, at least in her own mind, was approval from the council. She had made it very clear to me that opening her mead hall to the public again was what she was going to do, no matter what they thought.

      But their approval was still a good thing.

      Wasn't it?

      Or was accepting that approval also telling them that their approval mattered?

      Did it matter?

      "You said you were familiar with gipt already," Haraldr said, his voice reaching my ears easily enough, but taking far longer to penetrate to my brain.

      "Huh?" I said, shutting down my internal arguments for the moment. It was annoying since I hadn't come to any kind of conclusion about the council and their relationship to my grandmother and me as volvas, the Villmarker word for a witch who serves the community. But I wasn't likely to come to one in that moment, anyway. Better to leave it for a longer ponder later.

      "The seventh rune," he prompted me.

      "Oh, yes," I said, then felt myself grinning. "So appropriate for a Midsummer wedding, don't you think?"

      "A wedding is one of its meanings, indeed," he agreed. "What else do you know about it?"

      "It looks like an X, and is the reason why someone would draw Xs for kisses at the end of a letter," I said. "Kisses seal unions. Like marriages."

      "I'm glad you feel so confident with this one," Haraldr said. But this time, he made no effort to hide the darker undercurrents of his tone. Not that he was angry with me or anything. But something had him on edge.

      "Why is that?" I asked suspiciously.

      "Because of the other meanings. The, perhaps, older ones," he said. Then he gave me a hard stare. "The ones more closely associated with Odin."

      My heart sank. As a volva, a Norse witch, repulsion should not be my first feeling when anyone said the name of the All-Father.

      Especially since I was pretty sure I hadn't felt this way before meeting the man named Odd who, before he had tragically died, had heavily implied he was a living version of that god.

      I knew he hadn't been.

      Or, at least, I was pretty sure he hadn't been.

      But he had definitely colored all my feelings for the god I had only considered rather remote before I had become a volva. I hadn't liked to draw him much, in truth. I preferred Freya with her cat-drawn carriage.

      Or Thor.

      Haraldr gave me an amused but confused look, and I realized I was blushing.

      At least this time, when my thoughts had leapt to Thorbjorn without warning, it hadn't been motivated by that constant low-grade fear he might not return to me.

      "How are Odin and the concept of marriage related?" I asked, sitting forward with my elbows on my knees, as if that would make covering my flaming cheeks with my hands look natural.

      "It is like you said. Kisses seal unions," he said. At my puzzled look, he pressed on. "All relationships require sacrifice, yes? Two people sacrifice bits of themselves to create a union that is larger than the sum of its parts. That's a marriage."

      "Okay," I said, but slowly. I still didn't see how Odin factored into any of this.

      But Haraldr just held my gaze, the amusement back in his eyes as he waited for me to work it out on my own.

      "Sacrifice," I said at last. "That's an Odin thing."

      "You sound so grim," he said, eyes downright twinkling now. Like making me face what the All-Father really was amused him to no end.

      "Isn't it? Sacrifice is always grim, isn't it?" I asked.

      "Your modern ideas are probably tripping you up here," he said at last. "You know what sacrifice means to Odin."

      That had been another prompt. But at least it was an easy one. "He sacrificed himself to himself, to gain knowledge." I took a deep breath and summoned up more details from the wisps of my memory. "He hung himself from the World Tree for nine days and nine nights, and in return, he received all the lore of the runes."

      "Leaving an easier path for you and anyone else who seeks that knowledge," Haraldr said.

      "Thanks, Odin," I said with a sigh.

      "Sacrifice to Odin is not a payment of any kind," Haraldr went on. "It's not one person giving up and another person or god taking. It's more like a marriage. The sacrifice creates the bonds that join us together. Human to human, or hero to god. What binds us together is loyalty and love. And that is what gipt represents."

      "This is going to be trickier than I thought," I admitted. "I thought with the wedding and all, it would be a piece of cake."

      "Odin is a block for you, as I've learned during our time together," Haraldr said. "But not, I think, an insurmountable one. In fact, from what I've heard you say about how art informs your magic and the other way around, I think this will be… how did you say it? A piece of cake?"

      I chuckled at his carefully formal version of the slang. But then I had to shrug. "What's the connection between my art and magic and gipt, then?"

      "Gipt represents the magical force that existed even before the worlds were divided in the Ginnungagap. It is the entire concept of giving all at once. Giver, givee, the thing that is given, the thing it is given to. All at once, undifferentiated."

      "Okay," I said slowly, lost again.

      But he just smiled. "It flows, given and received, over and over. But each time its transformed just a little. It goes back to the source altered from how it left it. Then it cycles again."

      We sat in silence for what felt like forever, but was probably only a few minutes. Still, there were a lot of cracks and snaps of that rustling fire before I finally spoke again.

      "I've been wracking my brain about what I ever said about my art that sounded like that," I admitted.

      "And yet?" he said with a knowing smile.

      "And yet, that is what it feels like," I said, not quite returning his smile. "Especially with my magic. I put something out into the world, and I get it back. But it's constantly evolving. Into what, I don't know. But neither my art nor my magic ever stays the same."

      "I think that is the perfect place for our lesson to end and your practice to begin," he said. "I suddenly find myself craving apple cake. Funny."

      Clearly, that was partly because of our conversation and partly because of the smell from his fire, but all I said was, "I'll tell Fulla to see if she can rustle up some for you."

      "That would be lovely," he said with a wistful sigh. "Apple cake at Midsummer. When I was a boy, such a thing would be far more magical than your grandmother's mead hall."

      I doubted that was strictly true. Villmark provided for itself as well as it could with its own farms, orchards, herds and hunting. But outside trade had always been a necessary supplement. Originally, this had been with the local Ojibwe, but in more recent times it was mainly through the people of Runde. The circumstances that brought apples into Villmark even in June were perfectly mundane: they brought them into the village, through the protective magical barrier, from local produce suppliers.

      On the other hand, maybe it was more magical. I would rather spin the spells that kept the mead hall a safely hidden space than try to work out the supply chain to secretly provide the thousands of people of Villmark with fresh food year-round without anyone in the modern world getting suspicious as to where it was all going.

      It was a good thing I was a volva and not a member of the council, then. I could play to my strengths.

      I poked my head into the kitchen to tell Haraldr's helper Fulla about the apple cake craving. Then I headed out the door, totally unsurprised to find Mjolner waiting atop one of the fence posts that marked the boundaries of the public garden.

      Then the two of us walked together down to Runde.
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      The last time I had been to Runde, it had been February. Everything had been under thick layers of snow that had muted the outlines of the evergreen trees that predominated the area, covered the rolling hillsides in gleaming white, but up close the roads had been a horror show of mud, road salt, and gray slush.

      That was all gone now. I had missed all of spring.

      That was never my favorite season, though. Now everything was lushly green, and wildflowers were in bloom to add a spattering of other colors. As I followed the path from the cave behind the waterfall alongside the river down to Runde proper, I listened to the song of the water over the rocks beside me and the birds calling to each other all around me. It was lovely, almost loud enough to drown out the sounds of trucks passing over the highway bridge that passed over Runde.

      I reached the back patio of the meeting hall and saw that in addition to rebuilding her cabin, my grandmother had also called in contractors to make a few repairs to the meeting hall itself. The concrete of the back patio had been badly cracked, the bricks that formed the fire pits missing in places, the shrubbery growing too close to the outdoor tables. Now everything was patched up, pruned back, or outright replaced where needed.

      It had even been swept recently. There was a large pile off to one side of what we always called helicopters when I was a kid: the seeds from the maple trees that clustered behind the meeting hall closer to the bluff than the river. A few had fallen since the rest of the patio had been swept, but not many.

      I followed a path around the building, still examining the exterior as I walked. No one had touched the aluminum siding. There was probably no way to spruce that up without replacing all of it. But the gutters were clean, the few places I knew where they hadn't been flush against each other and had left dripping gaps fixed, and the trim had been painted a subdued shade of blue.

      But the parking lot was a mess of potholes, the same as always. And at the far end, closest to the road where the potholes were the worst, was my grandmother's rented mobile home.

      And my heart instantly sank.

      I had hoped she would follow my suggestion and look into the tiny house trend. She didn't need much space, but she did need something that felt like it had been crafted by actual humans who loved other humans and wanted to house them with love and care, if at maximum efficiency.

      This was the opposite of that.

      This was a box with windows so small and badly positioned they barely deserved to be called windows.

      It was completely impersonal, its durable exterior painted some not-white color so bland it didn't even have a name.

      And it was sitting on blocks. Somehow, that felt like the ultimate insult. I knew it was only temporary, but did it have to scream that fact so loudly?

      I sighed loudly, although there was no one there to hear it. My grandmother's magic was very much based on the state of her home, and this, despite its name, was no real home.

      But there was nothing to be done about it now. It was where she had chosen to live until the work on her cabin was done.

      I screwed up my nerve, plastered a pleasant smile on my face, and knocked on the world's flimsiest door.

      "Come in!" my grandmother called from somewhere in the depths of the house.

      As if that house had depths.

      But I let myself in. I had one foot inside when the smell of waffles assaulted me, like a living thing that was going to wrestle me into submission. It was almost sunset, when had my grandmother made these waffles? And yet the crisp smell with its hints of vanilla and the promise of scads and scads of butter was simply overwhelming.

      At least I wasn't craving out-of-season apples anymore.

      Stepping inside the door put me in an undefined space between the living room nook at the front of the trailer and the kitchen just a little further back. I looked to the kitchen first, but there was no sign of waffles or even of my grandmother's waffle iron. Was I imagining it all?

      Then I pushed thoughts of food out of my mind and took another, more thorough, look around.

      The furniture was not my grandmother's style at all, and I guessed it had come with the mobile home when they'd parked it here. But the pillows and throws were all hers. Not just her style but her actual work, needlepoint and knitting and even weaving all on display.

      She had lost everything when the rogue tornado had taken her cabin away. When had she had time to create all this? I had only left her alone in the cabin on the shore north of Villmark for a month.

      Or two, I realized. All alone, with nothing but time on her hands.

      Mjolner didn't seem bothered by any of it. He just brushed past me, found a sunny patch on the faded sofa under the window that spanned the front of the trailer, and curled up for yet another nap. I put my art bag down on the nearest chair. Even with all the painting equipment taken out of it, it was still pretty heavy.

      Maybe I didn't need to carry so many sketchbooks and supplies with me everywhere I went. Only it always felt like I might. The wand tucked deep down in the bag's side pocket never felt as crucial to my magic as those books and drawing implements.

      "Ingrid, there you are," my grandmother said as she emerged from the short hall behind the kitchen. I peeked behind her to see a miniature washer and dryer taking up most of the hallway space. An open door to the right led to a very confined bathroom. The only other door was at the end of the hall and was closed.

      As a child, I had often wondered what my grandmother kept in her bedroom that I was never supposed to touch, or what she did in there that I was never supposed to see. When I had found out she was an actual practicing witch, that feeling had intensified by a thousand.

      But now that I had a little magic to me as well, I realized there was nothing unusual going on. Just a perfectly ordinary desire for privacy. Since people in Runde and Villmark both were constantly coming and going through her other spaces, it wasn't that weird that she kept just one room as her own.

      But I still was curious to see what was in it. More handmade textiles? Some of the art I had given her?

      "Am I early?" I asked as she headed straight for the sink and the few dishes she had left soaking there. A bowl, a coffee mug, and a spoon. Nothing waffle-related at all.

      My stomach grumbled loudly.

      "No, you're not early," she said, but cocked an eyebrow at me to let me know she had heard my stomach, too. "I don't really have any snacks on hand in here. I've only just started using the kitchen rather than imposing on the neighbors."

      I doubted very much if any of the neighbors would consider it an imposition, but I didn't say so. But my stomach grumbled again, so I was forced to say something. "It's a shame the store in the hall isn't open. You always had those organic granola bars I liked. The ones with berries and with chocolate." Most brands made you pick one or the other, but why?

      "Oh, the store's open," she said as she dried her hands on her dishtowel. "I keep forgetting."

      "Shouldn't you be over there, then?" I asked.

      "Well, you'll be pleased to know I've hired a little extra help for the daytime hours," she said, her cheeks even coloring a little, like she was embarrassed to even admit she couldn't both draw the spells back down at two or three in the morning and then open the store again right on time at eight. Even if she was only her apparent age of somewhere in her seventies and not her actual age of something more like a hundred and twenty, that was a lot to do every single day without a break.

      "That's fantastic," I said, but carefully not as enthused as I was feeling. She'd bristle up quick if it seemed like I didn't think she was perfectly capable of doing it all herself. "Who did you hire?"

      "No one full-time, but I do have two people sharing the work on a part-time basis. Keith and Ralf Sorensen," she said, naming them harshly, almost with a vengeance.

      "That's the two that went bear hunting after you told them to stay in town after Garrett Nelsen died," I said. That had been only a month into my time in Runde, but I had remembered her anger at their absconding themselves in the middle of a murder investigation. Neither of them had been remotely involved in the murder, but clearly she was still holding a grudge against the both of them for disobeying her. "So, how's that going?" I asked carefully.

      "Keith is all right," she said grudgingly. "Well, Ralf isn't a problem either. But I prefer Keith."

      "So they're just watching the shop during the day?" I asked.

      "They don't pour the drinks," she said, as if that was a line few crossed. Well, if it was her signature mead we were talking about, the mead she brewed all by herself down in the hall's basement, that was a line few crossed. In my memory, I had only ever seen her be the one serving it in the hall.

      "That probably doesn't come up much during the day," I said diplomatically.

      "No, you're right," she said. "Mostly, it's the contractors who are making the repairs. I need someone else around besides just me to point them in the right direction. But Ralf is a restless spirit. Minding the till of a store with few customers is not his calling."

      "That's true of most of us, isn't it?" I said.

      "Yes, I suppose so. But I've given him a new assignment," she said.

      "What's he doing?" I asked, a little unnerved by her slow grin.

      "Delivering the mail," she said. "Even the packages. He's got that brand-new pickup truck, and he certainly knows everybody in town. Plus, it keeps him out of the hall for a good chunk of the day."

      "You'll spoil everyone," I said. "If you don't intend to keep doing it, that is. Has anyone in Runde ever not had to pick up their own mail here?"

      "Only in the sense that sometimes their neighbors pick it up with their own and drop it off for them," she said.

      "Well, if Keith is manning the till, I think I'll liven up his day a little by going over there to buy something."

      "I'll meet you there in a few minutes," she said as she retrieved her walking stick from behind the door. "I have to say a word to the head contractor over at the cabin before he heads home for the day."

      "Right. How's the construction going?" I asked.

      I watched as she mentally sorted through dozens of responses before landing on a rather unilluminating, "On time."

      Then she was out the door so fast I lunged to follow her out onto the uneven surface of the parking lot. But she didn't look back as I spun to keep the flimsy door from banging shut behind me. It had no weight at all; it was like trying to control the motions of a wind-loving sheet of cardboard. And there was barely any breeze.

      Once I heard it click and was sure it wasn't going to blow open again, I picked my way across the parking lot to the newly painted doors of the hall itself and went inside.

      It was so strange being back in that space again. Even stranger now that it had been spruced up a bit, the water-damaged ceiling tiles replaced with shiningly white new ones, the chairs with their cracked plastic seats gone in favor of molded plastic ones that looked a little more durable.

      Because, despite the new touches, it was still the most mundane of mundane spaces. People met here to discuss local ordinances, to hold bake sales for the high school band to get uniforms, to sit and nurse a beer under the flickering fluorescent lights in companionable silence beside a neighbor doing the same.

      And yet, underneath all that, it was the most magical place I had ever been to. And only a month before, I had stood beside a bonfire that had been burning untended in a deep cave for over a thousand years.

      "Hi, Keith," I said. I had expected to find myself interrupting a nap, but he was fully alert behind the counter, setting a novel aside as he stood up.

      "Hey, Ingrid. Long time, no see," he said. "If you're here to see your grandmother, she usually comes in a little later. Closer to sunset."

      My mind pounced on that information. She had indeed hired help during the day, which was a good thing.

      But she had been coming here alone at night. When the mead hall wasn't open yet. And the only reason for that would be to work with the spells.

      Without me.

      I wasn't so sure that was a good thing.

      "Actually, I was looking for those granola bars. The ones with the bear logo on them from that local company?" I realized I was making a completely unillustrative box gesture with my hands and shoved them into my pockets. Of course granola bars came in a box.

      "The dark chocolate and berry ones?" he said. "We just got a bunch of them in today. They're just behind you, on that end cap."

      That sounded easier to find than it turned out to be. The general store part of the meeting hall was small, only four rows of shelves, but everything imaginable was packed in there. Looking for one specific thing in that sea of packaging was a bit of a challenge.

      We were still playing hotter and colder like a couple of bored kids when the double doors opened again and a shadowy figure paused in the doorway.

      "Ingrid?" she said.

      But it wasn't my grandmother. It was Kara.

      "Kara! What are you doing here?" I asked. But in the same moment, I had finally found my quarry. I took the box to the counter, then dug through my pockets for the crumpled ten I knew was in there somewhere. I hadn't needed cash for months, but I knew I had grabbed some before leaving my house in Villmark.

      "I'm here to help," she said, then stepped further inside. She was dressed for Runde in faded jeans and a loose-fitting T-shirt with some sort of fishing logo barely visible on the front. How long had she had that shirt?

      She came up to where I was standing at the counter with Keith and gave him a brief smile. Even dressed as if her idea of the "help" she was here to give was with the construction work and not, in fact, magic, I could see that smile hit Keith hard enough to make him blink.

      Kara, like her sister Nilda, looked like a living valkyrie. Tall, muscular, with flowing blond hair that looked gorgeous even pulled back in a sloppy bun like it was now. I could scarcely blame Keith for reacting like he did.
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