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      I'm not sure whose idea it was to have my going away party after hours at Jessica's café. I don't remember ever even having a conversation about it. But when we found ourselves there after a long day of hiking along the area trails overlooking Lake Superior, it felt kind of perfect.

      It was, after all, the exact place where I had met them all for the first time.

      The lingering smells of coffee and pastries were very different from the beer and roasting meat aromas at my grandmother's meeting hall where we usually hung out.

      The windows were facing the wrong way for a lake view, and anyway they were frosted over within minutes of the four of us breathing inside the building. But the near-constant sound of trucks roaring by, their headlights filling up the café even more brightly than the overhead lights, was a comfort.

      This place, up by the freeway, was far more a part of the modern world than the fishing town of Runde in the river valley below us.

      And the odds of coming across a direct descendant of the Viking Age were slimmer here as well, unless you included me in that number.

      I wasn't sure if I should be counted as one of them yet. But that was part of why I was leaving my friends in the first place, and I buried those thoughts and feelings deep and summoned up a smile as we settled into the over-stuffed chairs that were grouped around the largest of the coffee tables.

      "I know this little gathering is about saying farewell to Ingrid, but I want to get everyone's opinion on some stuff," Jessica said as she peeled off her pink beanie and stuffed it with her mittens into the pockets of her already-hanging coat before disappearing into the back room behind the counter of the café part of her bookstore café.

      As hastily as she had ripped that hat off, her blonde braid-crown had been as perfect as when she'd first put that hat on hours before. I had no idea how she did that. My hair was in half-frozen snarls that would be knots even after the ice packed in it melted away.

      "Too late for coffee. Should I make some tea? Something herbal?" Andrew offered, half moving towards the kettle beside the coffee machine behind the counter.

      "No, I brought something better," Michelle said. She reached for a canvas bag she had left in the café that morning before our hike and pulled out a bottle of wine. "I thought a little change from mead and beer would be welcome."

      "Oh, perfect!" Jessica said as she came back into the room with a tray in her hands. "I wanted you all to help me try these savory tarts and cheese biscuits. They'll go great with red wine."

      "Did you bring glasses?" I asked, peeking into the top of the bag.

      Michelle's face fell. "No. Just the corkscrew. I knew I was forgetting something."

      "At least it wasn't the corkscrew," Andrew said as he opened the cupboard over the coffee machine and pulled out four mugs. "Cups we have."

      "And pretensions we don't," I said as Michelle poured the wine into the mugs. We clinked them all together, then each took a sip. "That's nice."

      "It's from a winery north of here," Michelle said.

      "Isn't a little cold for wine here?" I asked.

      "The grapes are from California, but they press the wine here," she told me.

      "Interesting," I said, taking another sip. "I'm no connoisseur, but this is quite good."

      "Try the food," Jessica said, even as she got back to her feet to run off again. But this time she didn't disappear in the back, rather she stopped at one of the computers, woke it up from sleep mode and started clicking through various windows.

      "What are you doing?" Andrew asked her as he reached for one of the cheese biscuits. I took a tartlet and gave it an experimental sniff. Vegetables and cheese, for sure. I thought maybe leek and a sharp cheddar? I took a bite and added potato to that list. It was the perfect size; any bigger and it would be too rich to finish.

      "I signed up for one of those music services so I can have something playing in the background, but I have like a zillion options and it's too overwhelming, so I've been putting off using it. Here," she said, clicking on something. Speakers I couldn't see filled the café with music. It was playing softly enough for a place of business, but the discordant sounds of guitars and drums were far too aggressive.

      "No," Michelle said firmly.

      "How about this?" Jessica said, clicking on something else. Now we had children singing a cover of a pop song. "No, never mind. This one?" she clicked again.

      "I know that song," Andrew said after we'd all listened in silence for half a verse. "That's from the 80s, right? I can't place the band."

      "It sounds Jazz Age to me," I said. "That torch song way of singing, you know what I mean?"

      "Maybe it's a cover?" he said with a shrug and reached for another cheese biscuit. "It's a strong 'yes' vote for the biscuits from me, by the way," he said, holding a hand in front of his full mouth as he spoke.

      "Oh, good," Jessica said, looking so relieved I only belatedly realized she had been nervous about what we were going to say.

      "These tartlets are fantastic as well," I said. "Where did you find the recipe?"

      "I combined a few different ones," she said. "I guess they're my own creation now. There's two kinds there, actually."

      I looked at the tray and realized there were subtle differences. The ones closer to Michelle were lighter in color, but with darker green flecks. Broccoli, with a white cheddar, maybe?

      "And the music?" she asked, hand still hovering over the mouse.

      "Let's stick with this for a while," Andrew said. "It's kind of nice. Familiar, and yet not too familiar."

      "Old stuff in a new way," Michelle said.

      "Old stuff in an even older way," I said. "And yet the concept feels new. I like it."

      Another lapse of silence fell over us. I told myself that the others were just focused on the wine and food, but I couldn't shake the feeling that my mentioning old and older things had just cast a pall over our little party.

      Andrew took out his phone to glance at the screen before tucking it back away again. I shot him a questioning look, but he just shrugged. "I thought Luke would be here. Or, I mean, Loke."

      "I'll be seeing plenty of him after today. Maybe he thought his presence would just remind us all of that," I said.

      As if his presence could bring the party further down than mine was doing.

      "It's not forever," Jessica reminded all of us. "Not that it will fly by or anything. But it's not forever. And any time you have something to add to your wall over there, you just have to send it to me through Loke."

      I looked back over my shoulder at where a few carefully chosen examples of my art hung on the wall nearest the register. I had yet to sell anything, but the winter skiing season hadn't quite gotten under swing yet.

      "I will," I said, although inside I was less sure I'd still have time for art. I was about to undertake a lot more responsibilities. And I only had the vaguest of ideas of what they would entail. If my grandmother knew what was being planned for my education, she wasn't sharing any of it with me.

      Michelle clapped her hands together, making us all jump. "No more of this gloomy brooding. Finish up what's in your mugs. I brought two other wines to try, and we're getting through all of them before we say good night."

      "And I have some homemade crackers for you all to try," Jessica said.

      The next few hours were companionable, if far from outright happy. The wine and cheese were delicious, and Jessica's seeded crackers were amazing. When had she even baked these? We'd just spent the whole day together, the four of us.

      But finally the last of the wine was gone, and we had gone from late night to very early morning.

      "I should get going," I said.

      "Yeah," Jessica said glumly. "You have that thing at dawn."

      "Well, and the rest of you have normal jobs as well," I said. "You already closed the café for an entire day. You can't do that again tomorrow."

      "No," she agreed. We all helped her clean up the mess we'd made, then pulled on hats and coats and mittens. The boots we'd left near the heater were dry and toasty-warm, although it didn't take more than a few steps out in the deep winter cold for that warmth to fade.

      We trudged together in silence down the path to the road that ran along the lake shore. The night was clear with a million stars overhead, the nearly full moon gleaming brightly over the waters of Lake Superior.

      "I guess this is where we part ways," Jessica said, pulling me into a tight hug. "Learn everything they have to teach you just as quick as you can."

      "I will," I promised.

      "Take care of you," Michelle said as she too gave me a hug so fierce I was grateful for the padding of my winter coat.

      "I'll see you as soon as I can," I promised them both. Then I watched the two of them walking along the road to the north, to their respective childhood homes.

      "Shall we?" Andrew said when their silhouettes were swallowed up by the shadows of the trees and the sounds of their boots over the snow lost under the rustling of waves on the shore.

      "I guess so," I said, turning to the south.

      It was only a few minutes' walk to his house. So short a way. Too short for everything I wanted to say.

      But also too long, because this wasn't the time to say any of it. Aside from my own feelings being a tangled mess of confusion, even if I had sorted any of it out, what was there to say now? Now, when I'd be gone in the morning for months or maybe even years?

      But Andrew didn't seem to mind my silence. We walked together beside the lake and looked up at the stars and said not a word. And it was kind of perfect.

      "This is you?" I said when we reached his driveway.

      "I'll walk the rest of the way with you," he said. "Have you set up your new place yet?"

      "No, I haven't been back up to the village since I spoke with the council," I admitted. "But it's already furnished and everything. My grandmother's parents lived there until they died, and nothing has been moved since."

      "No personal touches, then?" he asked.

      "Well, my grandmother and I will be bringing up as much of my stuff as we can carry tomorrow," I said. "Not that I have all that much. You helped me unload my car when I got here to Runde, if you remember."

      "Yeah, I remember," he said. He seemed to be thinking of something else, though.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Nothing," he said.

      "It isn't nothing," I said.

      "Okay, I just worry that you're not doing more to make the place really yours," he said.

      "I will," I said. "I just wanted to spend every possible minute I had left in Runde being in Runde. Surely you understand?"

      "I do," he said. "Perhaps it would be closer to the point if I just say that I worry. About you."

      "I won't be in any danger," I said. I deliberately didn't mention Thorbjorn, who with his brothers was the chief reason I would never, ever be in any danger. But even in dark of night I could see in Andrew's eyes that he was thinking of Thorbjorn anyway.

      "I know you'll be safe. I worry that you won't be happy," he said. "I know I don't know the first thing about what it means to be a volva, but I still worry you signed on to something much bigger than yourself."

      "You don't think I can do it?" I asked, surprised to find myself hurt at the thought. I had taken his support for granted, I guess.

      "No, that's not what I meant," he said with a frustrated sigh. "Just, maybe you're sacrificing too much and getting too little in return. That's what I meant."

      "Okay," I said, but then shook my head. "No, I still don't follow you. What are you trying to tell me?"

      "Never mind. It's probably not even my place to say. Just forget I said anything," he said.

      We had reached the gate to my grandmother's back garden, and I undid the latch but didn't step inside. I could hear something scratching about in the snow-encrusted dried remains of her hedges and suspected my cat Mjolner had let himself outside again. You'd think cats would hate the cold, but Mjolner practically thrived on it.

      "I don't want to forget," I told him. "Tell me what you're trying to say so I can hold on to the memory. Definitely don't leave me with this maddeningly awkward conversation as our last time together."

      He took a deep breath but still seemed reluctant to speak again. I caught the sleeve of his parka in my mittened hand and pulled him a little closer.

      "Tell me."

      "Okay," he said, looking straight into my eyes. My stomach flipped over. It must have been a bit too much for him as well, as he quickly dropped his gaze.

      "I like you," he said, speaking to my feet, or maybe even to his own. "I like you, who you are now. Not that I think you should never grow or change, of course. I just worry when you come back, maybe you won't be you anymore." He barked out a humorless laugh. "I know. Silly."

      "It's not silly," I said. "To be honest, I worry about that too. I mean, my grandmother handles it all great, but I don't know if she isn't some kind of exception. The only other woman I know who had learned anything like what I'm going to start learning, she was really twisted. Maybe she started out that way. I think maybe she did? But what if she didn't? I don't have all the answers either."

      He nodded, still looking down at the ground between us.

      "Hey," I said, tugging his sleeve again. "I'm not going to forget you. And thank you for telling me what was weighing on you. I won't forget this moment either."

      "And yourself," he said, finally looking at me again. "Don't forget yourself."

      "I think it will be easier not to forget you," I said. I meant to say it lightly, like a little joke to dispel the moment. But somehow it came out of my throat all choked with sincerity.

      And then his eyes were focused on my lips and he was leaning in, and my hand on his arm was gripping him way too tight.

      This was a bad idea. I had specifically told myself before this last night with my friends that I wouldn't do anything that implied a future I couldn't promise any of them.

      And now I was on the cusp of doing the very worst thing of all.

      Yet I couldn't seem to stop it.

      Then Andrew's face was moving away from mine so he could make eye contact, giving me a questioning look. But before I could answer, he cleared his throat and stepped away from me.

      I was suddenly icy cold and hugged my arms around myself.

      "Sorry," he said, clearing his throat again.

      "I'm sorry," I said. "I just can't-"

      But he held up a hand, cutting off the rest of my words. "I understand. I do. Best of luck to you. I mean it."

      "Andrew," I said, but he just turned away and thrust his hands deep into his parka pockets as he walked back up the road to his own home.

      I touched my mittened fingertips to my lips. I really wanted to chase him down, to turn him around and kiss him for all he was worth.

      But it was still a really bad idea.

      "Mew?" Mjolner chirped at me from somewhere inside the hedge.

      "Yes, I'm all right," I said to him as I stepped into the garden and latched the gate behind me. "Come on. Let's go finish that packing."

      I doubted very much I was ever going to get to sleep that night. Not with this heavy aching weight in my chest.
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      When my grandmother came to my door just before dawn, I was still wide awake, just staring up at the wood panels over my bed, tucked in its cubby among an array of cupboards. She didn't knock, just waited for me to turn my head and give her a nod. She returned my nod, then headed back downstairs to the kitchen and the coffee I could just catch a whiff of in the air.

      Mjolner wasn't there, hogging my pillow. I wondered if he had gone on ahead or was hunting in the garden.

      He was planning to move up to Villmark with me, right?

      I looked back up at the panels overhead. Just flat slats of oak, polished to a fine glow but otherwise unadorned. I was going to miss my little bed. And that feeling only intensified when I turned on my side to sneak one last look out at the view of Lake Superior framed by pine trees through the little window near my pillow.

      Then I got up and got dressed and shoved the rest of my clothes into my duffel bag. I already had my art things packed and downstairs waiting by the door, so I followed the scent of coffee and fresh waffles down the stairs to the kitchen.

      I set my things by the rack that held our walking sticks, then shuffled over to where my grandmother was holding out a large mug of coffee. But when I reached out for it, she moved it away, setting it on the table to pull me into a tight hug.

      "Mormor," I said, surprised. "I'm still going to see you. This isn't goodbye."

      "I know," she said, squeezing me all the tighter. "This is for you. You look a wreck."

      "Gee, thanks," I said.

      "I know you didn't sleep last night," she said. "Your poor heart."

      "It's all right," I said as cheerily as I could. "Coffee would help."

      "Of course," she said, finally letting me go. I reached for the mug and took a big swallow. The caffeine hit me at once in a rush. After a second swallow, I was ready to sit down at the table and turn my attention to the monster-sized waffle my grandmother had put in front of me. It was a savory waffle, filled with ham and cheese, and she drizzled a white sauce over the top of it before handing me a fork.

      "I knew it was going to be a big day, but I had no idea it was going to be carb-loading big," I said. Then I took a bite and any other words I might have wanted to say were lost in a long hum of pleasure. The salty tang of the ham, the sharpness of the cheese, and the richness of the white sauce were pure perfection. I always loved waffles, but this was waffles on a whole other level.

      "One last breakfast together," she said, chin on her hands as she sat across from me and watched me eat. "I'll be seeing you when I can, but probably not for breakfast. Not for quite some time."

      "Brunch works for me," I said between bites. "Or tea time."

      She just smiled.

      Although my back was to the eastern window, I could sense the sky there lightening by the minute. The sun would be up soon. I finished off my waffle and the last of my coffee, then went to get into my parka, hat, and mittens.

      I handed my grandmother the duffel that held my clothes since it was the lighter of the two bags, then hoisted my art bags onto my own back. I had both my usual one that I carried with me everywhere with my sketching implements in it and a larger one that held all of my other tools. Bottles of ink clacked together as I hefted it up into place. Then I picked up my easel, collapsed into its most portable form, and looped an arm through the carrying strap so that it rested on my back on top of my other two bags.

      It was a lot to carry. Luckily, we didn't have far to go.

      Unluckily, the bit we did have to go was mostly uphill, on a narrow rocky trail that was always slick and wet from the waterfall that cascaded just a few feet away.

      The sky overhead was immense and cloudless, but the sun about to rise behind us was winking out the stars one by one. No wind stirred the air, but it was so cold it hurt to breathe, and I kept the collar of my parka zipped up over my nose.

      No birds were out and the lack of wind made the lake itself unusually silent, but the rush of water in the river beside the path was joined by the faint hum of the occasional early morning truck crossing the bridge across the gorge far over our heads. But soon even that engine sound was drowned out by the roar of the waterfall.

      We climbed without speaking, although I could hear my grandmother's breath even through the layers of scarf she had wrapped around the bottom of her face. At last we reached the turn in the path from steeply climbing uphill to narrowly ducking behind the cascading water.

      Usually the cave behind the waterfall felt like a relief to reach, a shelter from the elements. It was a place to pause and unzip coats and pull off woolen hats and mittens before pressing on to the deeper chambers. But since the morning was windless, the air behind the waterfall was no warmer than out on the rocky bluff, and the droplets that always sprayed across the cavern were quite icy.

      My grandmother pulled the scarf down off her nose only long enough to call out, "Which Thor is guarding?"

      I was hoping to hear Thorbjorn's voice, but it was his younger brother who answered. "Well met, Nora Torfudottir. It is I, Thorge, who guards."

      Then we heard the sound of stone grinding on stone, and the light from the distant bonfire flickered down the turn of the cave that suddenly appeared before us.

      We hustled in to reach the warmth of the bonfire. I could smell its familiar smell, some type of wood I couldn't identify but was always the same. Like how my grandmother's kitchen always smelled like coffee and waffles, this place had a smell of its own that felt like a different kind of home to me.

      Thorge was waiting for us at the stone doorway, and after we passed through, he rolled it closed again behind us. I wasn't sure if this was about the cold or some new security measure, or if Thorge was just more cautious when he was on guard than some of his brothers.

      I gave him a questioning glance, but he just gave me a warm smile of welcome. "Well met, Ingrid Torfudottir," he said.

      "Well met, Thorge Valkisson," I said. His words to me had flowed naturally off his tongue, so why did my response sound so stilting and formal?

      We had only met once before, on the night that he and his brothers had fought the trolls that were aiding in a Villmarker's flight from justice. I glanced up at the elaborate knot work tattoos that arced over his ears. His long red hair was shaved on the sides to show them off, and I still longed to sketch them into one of my books, to really study the pattern. I didn't think they were actual magic, but they had some meaning, surely.

      But now was probably not the time. With a sigh, I followed my grandmother to stand by the bonfire.

      "Is there some kind of ritual?" I asked as I held my mittened hands out to the warmth of the fire.

      "No," my grandmother said, bemused, as if I had asked the oddest sort of question.

      "I was supposed to be here by sunrise," I said. "I thought there would be some sort of... reception?"

      "No, nothing like that," my grandmother said. She too had been warming her hands at the fire, but now she clapped her hands together as if declaring herself warm enough to continue. "Shall we?"

      "I suppose," I said. Thorge waved farewell to us, then settled onto one of the three-legged stools by the bonfire to continue his watch. "So the sunrise thing was just a deadline?" I asked my grandmother as we walked up the natural stone steps at the back of the cave and up to the meadow that overlooked the waterfall, the town of Runde, and the lake beyond.

      "Not everything is magic," she told me. "That doesn't make it less important to be on time."

      "No, I suppose not," I agreed. But it was disconcerting to yet again have to adjust my expectations. I wouldn't have to keep adjusting if people would just be straight with me about what was going on.

      We walked through the little forest to the village of Villmark. The streets were empty and silent, but there were lights on in some of the windows as people within began to stir. We continued straight on to the well that stood in the center of the square that was once the village commons.

      When the original settlers had built the first iteration of the village, they had built their homes around this central square to keep the few cows and goats they had brought with them safe from wolves. As the village had grown, the dairy herds had moved to the valley south of the village and the village itself had taken on more of a grid of roads type of layout. The commons, no longer needed for grazing animals, had shrunk to a mere square at the crossroads.

      The only thing that had persisted through all that time was the well which still stood at the center.

      Not that anyone used it for water anymore. Every house had indoor plumbing now. But the only thing in Villmark that was older than the well was the bonfire in the cave behind the waterfall.

      My grandmother and I turned left at the square. The house she had grown up in, our ancestral home, was only a few doors down on the right from that well. She led the way up the walk and inside the house, setting my duffel of clothes and her walking stick just inside the door and pulling off her boots before heading further inside to turn on light after light.

      I left my easel and art bags by my duffel of clothes but took off my parka, hat and mittens as well as my boots before stepping up out of the entranceway into the main part of the house.

      My house. My grandmother had made that clear on many occasions. She had grown up here, but it was no longer home to her now. Her heart's home was her cabin in Runde, and especially the mead hall she kept that stood where Runde and Villmark overlapped. This place was mine now.

      Only it didn't feel like it.

      I rubbed at my arms as I passed the cozy little kitchen tucked off the corridor, close to the front door, and stepped into the great room.

      The north and east sides of the house were divided into two stories, but the south and west half was all one room, this room. The north end rose up half a level, almost like a dais, which effectively set off about a third of the floor space closest to the stairs to the second level.

      The rising sun was not yet visible through the south-facing floor to ceiling windows, but its light was shining on the frost-covered trees of the hills.

      "Everything is in order," my grandmother said, and I looked up to see her coming out of one of the bedrooms on the second floor. "I had some things removed, but just little personal things. Every room is furnished, and you can take whichever one you like. Move the furniture where you want it, add or remove anything, don't feel like you have to ask permission from me."

      "Okay," I said. My voice sounded small, like that big empty room was just swallowing it up.

      "Well, your friends have already been here adding things, I see," she said. At first I didn't know what she meant, but when she came into the great room to stand beside me, I followed her gaze to take in a stack of wrapped packages left on the row of built-in benches along the eastern wall.

      "My friends?" I said as I crossed the room to look closely at the brown wrapping. There was no card, and nothing was written on the paper.

      "Loke dropped those off, unless I'm very much mistaken," my grandmother said. "Coffee?"

      Normally I didn't drink even as much coffee as I had had before we'd left her house less than an hour ago. But I hadn't slept, and I knew it was going to be a long day. "Do I have any?" I asked.

      "I brought some," she said, then disappeared into the kitchen.

      I turned my attention to the packages. They were flat and rectangular, but it was definitely not boxes inside, as nothing rattled when I shook them. I carefully unwrapped the paper.

      What I saw under the paper brought a well of emotion to my throat. They were my own pen and ink drawings of different places around Runde. My grandmother's cabin, the banks of the river, tree-lined views of the lake. Not mere sketches but finished drawings I had done, then tossed onto the pile of things I might someday put up for sale on Jessica's café wall.

      But someone had taken them and framed them. I ran my fingertips over the wood of the frames. Real wood, cut and finished by hand.

      Somehow, I just knew they were Andrew's work. It was like I could feel him there with me when I touched those frames. Like I could smell him standing just behind me.

      Which was silly. I could smell the frames, new as they were, but not specifically him. It was just a strong association. Andrew always smelled of wood and stain, and usually had bits of each clinging to the wool of his sweaters.

      And just as surely as I knew the frames were from Andrew, I knew that it was Loke who had brought these here. It was Loke who knew just what I needed to make this foreign-feeling place feel a little more like my home.

      My grandmother came back in and handed me one of the mugs of coffee she was carrying and I set the pictures aside to take it.

      "That's lovely," she said as she picked one up to look at it more closely. "Yes, I told him this was a good idea."

      "Loke," I guessed.

      "Hmm," she agreed as she sipped at her coffee. "Of course Andrew was involved as well. He picked out which drawings to pilfer from you, but I was sure you wouldn't mind."

      "Not in the least," I said.

      "I'm sure they'll look lovely wherever you decide to hang them," she said, looking around. Nothing changed on her face, and her tone was still cheery, but her next words were a bit chilling. "You know, I never quite liked this house."

      "Really?" I said. I thought the coldness was something only I felt, because this was all still new to me. But she had grown up in this house.

      "Oh, nothing tragic," she assured me. "I had a perfectly lovely childhood, and two parents who adored me. It just never felt like I belonged here. Well, lots of kids feel that way, don't they? And then..."

      But she trailed off, giving herself a little shake and then me a reassuring smile.

      "Never mind, dear," she said. "A story for another time."

      She was still smiling, but I knew that no matter how I begged, she wasn't going to finish what she had been about to say until she was good and ready.

      And as it turned out, she wouldn't have had time to anyway, as at that very minute there was a knock at the door.

      "That will be Nilda and Kara," my grandmother said as she waved me towards the door. "They promised to stock your pantry and will likely have gifts as well."

      I could tell my grandmother was right before I even opened the door. The smell of fresh-baked bread preceded my two friends, and my mouth was watering despite my belly still being full of waffles.

      Then I swung the door open, and that smell wafted past me. It was almost like I could see it moving down the hall, spreading throughout the house, mingling with the smell of my grandmother's coffee to dispel the older, staler smells of a too-long-empty house.

      We hadn't even built up a fire yet, but my friends were already warming my house for me.
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      The four of us unpacked all the boxes Nilda and Kara had brought with them, putting a bunch of pantry staples into cupboards that already contained plates and cups, cookware and bakeware that looked old-fashioned but little-used. They had gotten some fresh items as well, milk and butter and a couple of apples, which went into the little refrigerator in the corner. It was about the size of a dorm fridge meant for beverages and takeout leftovers, but its sturdy design struck me as more like an old-school icebox.

      And it plugged into the wall. Which shouldn't be surprising, since I had seen electric lights all over Villmark. But it was one more thing I had taken for granted that I now realized I didn't know: where their electricity came from.

      But Nilda and Kara were chatting happily with my grandmother, joking and laughing as they worked. I didn't want to break the mood with a bunch of technical questions. I would be here all the time now. There would be more than enough opportunities to get all those answers in the days ahead.

      Then, after the last of the food was put away, my grandmother turned to me. "It's time for me to go."

      "Already?" I asked. My voice didn't quite squeak, but it was close.

      "I have things to do before this evening," she said, and I more than knew that was true. She would be doing the magic alone again, without me there to help her. "Your friends will take care of you from here," she said.

      "We have more boxes in the garden still to bring in yet," Nilda told me. "Decorative elements and such."

      "Of course we'll want to see what needs to be moved around in here first," Kara said, looking up towards the stairs to the top floor where the bedrooms were. "We'll have this place rearranged to fit your style in no time."

      I fought a yawn. Neither Kara nor Nilda saw it, but I could tell by the gleam in my grandmother's eye as she pressed a quick kiss to my cheek that she had.

      I had been expecting that she would leave before lunchtime. The magic she did to turn the Runde meeting hall into the mead hall was a complex interweaving of dozens of separate spells. It had to be to allow the inhabitants of Villmark and Runde to intermix without the residents of Runde ever remembering that they spent their evenings among the living descendants of the Viking Age.

      They had to forget, to keep the people of Villmark safe. But it was exhausting magic for any volva, let alone my grandmother, who I knew was older than she looked, even if I didn't know exactly how old that was.

      And I would no longer be able to help her, not even the little bit I had been managing over the last few weeks. I felt a twinge of guilt about that, but reminded myself that the entire reason I was in Villmark was to grow and strengthen my magical powers. When I returned, I would be more help to her. I might even be able to give her a night or two off.

      I stood in my stocking feet on my front step and watched until my grandmother reached the square. She turned back and gave me a little wave.

      And then she was gone.

      I went back inside and shut the door, but before I could quite feel sad or lonely, my friends came rushing to take my hands and lead me back into the house.

      The two of them had already decided we should start with the bedroom that was going to be mine now. We climbed the stairs to the second floor, then followed the corridor past the two smaller north-facing bedrooms to the larger bedroom over the kitchen.

      It was enormous, more room than two people needed, and it was all for me now. The bed was set against the western wall, since the east and south sides were nothing but windows. The sun was tracking its way westward, but this close to the solstice it was clearly never going to rise higher than the top of the window. The room was filled with cheery sunshine, made all the brighter by the ice and snow covering everything in view outside.

      "This is amazing," Kara said, but she wasn't talking about the view. She was running her hands over the top of the massive dresser, then brushing her fingertips over the front of a tall wooden wardrobe. She opened the doors, but the inside was empty. So were the drawers of the dresser.

      "This might not be so much work after all," Nilda said.

      "No, mormor said she already took away everything she wanted to keep, and I think she got rid of a lot of other things as well," I said. "She's been up here in Villmark more in the last three days than she ever has since I've been here."

      "And we like the bedding?" Nilda asked, pointing with both hands toward the bed that was bigger than a king-size. I ran my hand over the duvet. It was thicker than it looked, the comforter within heavy and surely warm. And the icy blue color was a lovely reflection of the sky outside, nicely contrasted by a mound of snowy white and dark blue pillows.

      "I do," I said.

      "Then we'll just toss your duffle in here and you can unpack your clothes later," Nilda said.

      "But wait!" Kara said, catching her arm. "There was that other thing."

      "Oh, right," Nilda said conspiratorially.

      "What are we talking about?" I asked.

      Kara grinned at me. "We got you a little something. Well, two little somethings, but they go together."

      My confusion must have shown on my face, because Nilda said to her sister, "we should just show her."

      Kara nodded, still grinning, then ran down the stairs. I heard the door slam once as she went out, then again when she came back in a moment later.

      Then she was back in the room, a pillow-like something in her hands. She looked around, then seemed to find just the spot she was looking for. She set the thing on the floor between the side of the bed and the small fireplace that separated that sleeping space from where the wardrobe and dresser defined what I was already thinking of as the dressing area.

      "It's for Mjolner," Kara said.

      "A cat bed," I said. I hated to break it to her, but Mjolner would surely spurn it in favor of dominating whatever pillow I was using. But it did look cozy there, just on the edge of the rug that looked like a white bearskin spread across the wood floor before the fireplace.

      Surely it wasn't a bearskin. The only polar bears in Minnesota were safely protected inside of zoos.

      Of course there was the wilds north of town, where the hills of Minnesota faded into the mountains of old Norway, with a side trip into Iceland. And that was just what I knew of that place from one short, if all too thrilling, trip. I wouldn't be surprised if polar bears were to be found somewhere further in than I had gone. I mean, I had seen trolls, and that felt a lot more inconceivable than polar bears.

      We continued on to the other two rooms, smaller but no less lavishly furnished. These beds had drawers beneath them, empty now, and similarly thick duvets, one cream-colored and the other a forest green.

      If there had been any way to know which room had been my grandmother's when she had been a girl, there was no clue now. I thought it might be the second one with the green duvet, the one closest to the top of the stairs. It just had a kind of energy to it that made me feel safe and protected.

      Then I looked out its north-facing window and could just make out the furthest house on the northern road, the home of the Thors. Maybe that was where this safe feeling was coming from.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur of activity. We spent the bulk of our time downstairs in the great room. I let Nilda and Kara decide where to hang my drawings, what rug should go next to the larger downstairs fireplace, which pillows and throws should liven up the long benches along the walls.

      I had never cared much for decorating myself. Besides, while they did all that, I was busy doing what felt like the most important part of moving in: setting up my easel and other art supplies.

      I picked the western-most end of the room just under the little dais, a spot sufficiently out of the way of the main room for my artwork not to be disturbed by guests. It was close enough so that I could still see out the windows, but far enough that there wasn't going to be the full glare of that sun in my eyes when I was working.

      I dragged over a tall but narrow bookcase that had been standing empty at the other end of the room. Then I fetched a three-legged stool that had been sitting by the fireplace. Then I set up my easel, settled down on that stool, and started deciding where each of my tools should go so they would be neatly arranged on that bookcase but in easy reach from the stool.

      I changed my mind a lot, rearranging what I had already unpacked almost every time I unpacked something new. There wasn't even any paper on the easel in front of me, but still I found myself sinking into a flow state, where my mind was on nothing but art. I was just lost in the idea of all I would create here, in my new space.

      I don't know how long I was absorbed like that, but I got the sense that Nilda and Kara had called my name several times before I finally looked up.

      "Sorry," I said. "What is it?"

      "Mjolner is here," Kara said. "I think he likes his bed."

      I leaned around the easel to see my polydactyl black cat sprawled out on a pillow that was a twin to the one Kara had put upstairs. He stretched out, licked the tip of his own nose, then sank into a deep cat-sleep.

      "I guess he feels at home here, anyway," I said.

      "You don't?" Kara asked, sounding disappointed.

      "Well, I don't know yet," I said. "It looks great, though. Very cozy."

      "You like it?" she asked, looking around like she wasn't sure.

      "We can get rid of anything that doesn't suit you," Nilda said. "You won't hurt our feelings."

      "We went a little nuts," Kara said. "We talk about getting our own place together, but somehow we just keep living with our folks."

      "Our mother would never let us rearrange her stuff like this," Nilda said, toying with a pillow on one of the benches.

      "No, it really does look great," I said. "I'm sure in a few days I'll feel right at home here."

      "Oh, of course," Kara agreed. "A few nights sleeping in that bed upstairs, and you'll just settle right in here."

      I wanted to agree but was interrupted by a massive yawn.

      "Sorry," I said. "I think I need a nap."

      "No, you don't want to do that now," Nilda said. "It's just going to mess up your sleep tonight if you nap this late."

      "This late?" I repeated, then belatedly noticed that the sun had sunk low over the hills to the west. Of course it went down early this time of year, but still. I had lost track of hours and hours.

      "We should get something to eat," Kara said.

      "My kitchen is fully stocked," I said.

      "I meant we should go out," Kara said, coming around the easel to catch hold of my arm and pull me to my feet. "Your main job here is to integrate with the community, right? You have to go out and be with others to accomplish that."

      "Just dinner," Nilda said in a voice that made it clear she was the older sister. "We won't make it a late night."

      "Not tonight," Kara said, but the way she said it sounded almost like a threat. Like there were a bunch of late nights coming for me, just over the horizon.
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      We bundled up and headed out into the cold, quickly darkening evening. The streetlights were coming on one by one, their light shuttered to shine down on the road and not up into the sky. I had never seen an airplane pass overhead, but surely something must at some point. Satellites up in space, for instance. I wondered what Villmark looked like from up there. Or did the spells hide it, even from satellite cameras?

      "This way," Nilda said, pulling me out of my thoughts with a tug on the sleeve of my parka. I followed her and Kara along the road away from the center of town, south to the public gardens. We followed a path through canvas-wrapped and snow-covered hedges, across the gardens and past the greenhouses to an A-framed building that stood alone on the far side.

      It looked old, the wooden support beams carved into the shapes of fantastical animals. I thought it might be a sod roof under all that snow, but there was no way to be sure. The double doors stood open, and warm firelight from within lit up the cobblestone street in front of it.

      I had only been to one mead hall in Villmark, and that had been a similarly old-styled building, but as soon as we were inside I knew the comparisons stopped there. That place had been dark and closed-in, filled with dangerous types who had been keeping to themselves but with an air of menace, as if it would be easy to disturb them out of that aloofness and into something a lot more combative.

      The mood of this place was very different. Beyond those invitingly opened doors was a short flight of stairs, the floor of the hall set nearly five feet below ground level. This made the sod roof above soar overhead, creating a large and open space below. The tables were arranged more like in my grandmother's mead hall down in Runde, in long rows that invited different groups to sit together. To eat, drink and make merry together.

      But it was early yet, and we looked at first to be the only customers.

      Then I saw Loke sitting at one of those tables with a mug of beer before him. He saw us come in and raised a hand in greeting.

      "Loke!" I said, skirting an open fire pit covered with hot grates ready and waiting to start roasting meat to reach his side. "Thank you for the lovely housewarming gift."

      He waved a dismissive hand as he took a sip of his beer. "Don't mention it. It was Andrew's idea, anyway. I was just the delivery boy."

      "I thought Thorbjorn was going to be here," Kara said, looking around as if a redhead the size of a linebacker might be hiding somewhere behind one of the narrow wooden beams.

      "I'll get us some food," Nilda said, taking off her coat and hanging it from a hook on one of those beams before turning to me. "You have to have the meatballs first. I'm not even kidding. You've never had meatballs like Ullr's special meatballs."

      "Of course," I said. I watched her disappear through a door at the back of the hall before leaning closer to Loke to whisper. "It's just like Swedish meatballs, right?"

      Loke gave me a look of mock offense. "Don't let Ullr hear you say that. You'll be banned for life for a comment like that one."

      "Seriously?" I asked.

      "You really want to be testing the boundaries already?" he asked. "Maybe try blending in a little first."

      "Loke, have you seen Thorbjorn?" Kara asked as she finally stopped searching the empty hall and slid onto the bench across from us.

      "On occasion," Loke said drily. "But not lately. I believe he is on patrol."

      "Oh," Kara said. She looked dejected for a moment, but brightened when Nilda came back to the table with a plate of meatballs in each hand. A tiny young woman I assumed was a server came behind her with another pair of plates.

      Ullr's meatballs weren't remotely like Swedish meatballs. I had always loved Swedish meatballs, but this was something else entirely. I couldn't name all the spices that were mixed in with the meat, and the brown sauce was buttery but not creamy. And the mashed root vegetable they were resting on was rutabaga, not potato.

      By the time I was mopping up the last of the sauce with some of the brown bread that had magically appeared on the table in the center of our little group, other people had started gathering at either end of the table around us. The other table was filling up as well, and the room was warm with the heat of so many bodies. Kara kept looking up constantly, and I knew she was still watching for Thorbjorn.

      I wasn't sure how I felt about that. I had known she thought he was good-looking, but anyone who saw him would have to think that. It was just empirically true.

      But clearly her interest was deeper than I had thought. And for some reason, it felt like something was clenching at my heart.

      But it couldn't be jealousy, could it? Because Thorbjorn and I were just friends.

      Weren't we?

      I glanced over at Loke, half expecting him to be watching my face and reading my thoughts with a teasing comment at the ready.

      But he wasn't looking at me. His gaze was directed across the room. Then he got up without a word, pushing through the crowd as he headed towards the doorway before returning with a companion in tow.

      Roarr.

      "Hey, all," Roarr said, his face flushed as if embarrassed by something. "Can I sit with you?"

      "The more the merrier," Nilda said, and I moved over so he could squeeze in between me and where Loke was resuming his place.

      "I had to rescue him from the clutches of far too many predators," Loke said as he turned his attention back to his meatballs.

      "I wasn't in need of rescue," Roarr said, but the way his cheeks further reddened made me think that wasn't entirely true.

      "Still getting swarmed by suitors?" I asked. As if in answer to my question, that little serving woman appeared out of nowhere to put an overloaded plate of meatballs before Roarr. He just barely glanced at her and mumbled a quick thanks before digging in.

      "Excuse me," Kara said suddenly and hopped up off the bench to run to someone just coming in the door.

      Nilda sighed and shook her head, but there was an indulgent smile on her face.

      "This is new?" I asked.

      "What, Kara? Yeah," Nilda said. Loke and Roarr were speaking together in low voices directly across from her, so she slid into her sister's spot and leaned across the table towards me.

      "How are you doing?" she asked as she took my hands in hers. "Homesick yet?"

      "No," I said. But it suddenly struck me what an odd thought that was, being homesick. I had only lived in Runde for a few months. Before that, I had spent my entire life in St. Paul. I had spent nearly every night of my life in the same bed, in the same bedroom, in the same house, until one day I just didn't anymore.

      And I had never missed it. I hadn't even realized I hadn't missed it until just this very moment. I had never been homesick for St. Paul. And I didn't feel homesick for Runde now.

      But maybe that was because I had never felt at home before? I had always used my art to escape to other places, other worlds entirely, ever since I was old enough to clutch a crayon and make marks on paper. Was that because I had been searching for a home all this time?

      Was Villmark that home?

      It was my turn to heave a sigh. "I don't know?" I finally said.

      "Sleepover at your house, then?" Nilda asked. "I'm sure Kara will be up for it."

      "No, I'll be okay," I said. "It's time for me to be alone in that house, I think."

      "Of course," Nilda said, and gave my hands a squeeze. "But you know where I live if you ever need me."

      "I do," I agreed. Then I saw Kara returning. Nilda turned to follow my line of sight, then got to her feet as her sister came back to the bench with a pair of blonde twins in tow. Sigvin and her sister Nefja. I had met them separately before but was seeing them standing side by side for the first time.

      They gave me the same welcoming smile as I reached across the table to shake their hands. But then one of them stopped smiling, her face falling despondently. I tried to remember which was which. I knew that one of them had their little freckle on the left and the other had it on the right, but I couldn't remember which sister went with which freckle.

      Then I realized Loke had just disappeared, leaving without a farewell, and I unlocked the mystery.

      If Loke had just fled, the only person I'd ever met who could be so sad to see him go - and, in fact, the only person I had ever seen him flee from - was Sigvin.

      So the crestfallen one with the freckle on her right cheek was Sigvin. Which made the sister with the freckle on her left cheek, the one desperately trying to catch Roarr's eye, Nefja.

      Poor Roarr. He seemed frozen on that bench, trying not to meet Nefja's eyes while simultaneously sneaking looks around, trying to figure out where Loke had gone.

      I sat back down beside him and leaned over to whisper in his ear, "don't worry. I'll keep you safe."

      He gave me a puzzled look, like he hadn't understood my words. Then the serving woman was back, leaning between us to refill his mug with ale. By the time she had finished and had disappeared again, Roarr seemed to have worked out what I had meant. He gave me a grateful smile, then reached for another plate of meatballs that had magically appeared on the table in front of him.

      He might balk at all the attention he got as a single man in Villmark, but clearly it had an upside. And if he truly had no interest in any of these women, they would soon have him fattened him up enough to be a less hot item on the dating market.

      Somehow, I didn't think that concept would bother him at all.
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      I stayed up later than I had intended to, eating and talking with Nilda, Kara, Sigvin and Nefja. Any worry I had that I might have trouble getting to sleep in my house was gone long before I stumbled inside in the wee hours of the morning and collapsed onto the bed, completely exhausted.

      I was vaguely aware of Mjolner hopping onto the bed and making himself comfortable on my pillow. He curled up against the back of my neck and immediately started loudly purring, but by about the third purr sleep took me and I knew no more.

      I woke a handful of hours later when the first rays of the rising sun beaming in through my many windows reached the head of my bed.

      I would have to decide at some point if I was going to be a morning person now, or if curtains were in order. But not yet. The only thing on my mind at that moment was coffee and the need to go downstairs to make it.

      Once I was dressed and had a cup of coffee in me, I finally turned my attention to the day before me.

      I was supposed to start my lessons with Haraldr today, only I didn't know when or where. I opened my front door and looked for any sort of message, then crossed the front garden to check the gate, but there was nothing.

      I went back inside, uncertain what to do. I knew some Villmarkers had cellphones, but I doubted Haraldr was one of them, and even if he were, I had no idea what his number was. And it was barely past dawn, way too early to wake anyone else up to ask for help.

      I wandered over to my art corner and looked at my carefully arranged supplies. I had half a thought to just start sketching something to kill the time until it was a reasonable hour for other people to be up when Mjolner came down the stairs. He stopped at the bottom, stretched with an enormous cat yawn, and shook himself from the whiskers around his nose to the tip of his tail, then gave me a look.

      I knew that look. He wanted me to follow him.

      I stopped at the door to bundle up in parka and boots, hat and mittens, but Mjolner went on ahead without me in that way he did where he apparently just walked through walls. I had never seen him do it, but there was no other explanation for how no door was ever an obstacle to him.

      Outside it was another sunny but cold day, the light reflecting off the snow almost blinding. Mjolner was pacing outside my garden gate, but the moment I stepped out into the street he immediately turned to the south, towards the public gardens. Despite my mittens, my hands were still cold, and I thrust them deep inside my pockets before I followed.

      The house he led me to was much like the others, of a minimalist but modern Scandinavian design that favored clean, straight lines and lots of south-facing windows. I had half-expected a cottage like the witch Halldis had lived in just a couple of blocks away, with its round Hobbit door and peaked roof.

      Mjolner hopped up onto one of the fence posts across the street from this house and started licking his paw and grooming himself, completely heedless of the cold that was making my cheeks burn.

      I hustled up the walk and knocked on the door, the sound a bit muffled by my mitten.

      I hoped I had the right place. It was still on the early side to be waking strangers or interrupting their breakfast.

      The door was opened by a girl of maybe thirteen with dark blonde hair in two braids that hung over her shoulders. My heart sank. Haraldr was too old for this to be his daughter; I had gotten the wrong house. I shot a glare back over my shoulder at Mjolner, who ignored me, then turned back to apologize to the girl.

      "You're Ingrid Torfudottir?" she asked me in careful English before I could get a word out. She was peering up at my hat as if hoping for a glimpse of my distinctive red hair to answer her question.

      "I am," I said. "Is this Haraldr's house?"

      "It is," she said. "I'm Fulla. I'm Haraldr's... assistant?" She gave me a questioning look, and I nodded that she had the right word. "I help in his house and in his library. He's expecting you. Will you come in?"

      "Thank you," I said, stomping the snow off my boots before stepping inside. She shut the door behind me, then helped me hang up my parka. She took my hat and mittens and stuffed them down my parka's sleeve as I undid my bootlaces and stepped out of my boots. Then she led me down a long corridor to the heart of the house.

      There were a series of doorways on my right leading into first a little sitting room, then a dining room, then a kitchen. But Fulla continued on to the only door on the left, knocking briefly but not waiting for a response before turning the handle and opening the door.

      "Haraldr, Ingrid is here," she said. I couldn't see whom she was speaking to. All I could see were books. Shelves and shelves of books. The room ran the length of the house and was two stories tall with a little balcony running all around halfway up those towering shelves. The morning sun was shining in through low horizontal windows set across the tops of the cases.

      "Oh, dear," Fulla said, turning to Ingrid with a frown. "I thought he was in here already. Can you wait here? I'll go find him."

      "Certainly," I said with a smile. Then she went back out the door, closing it carefully behind her, and I was alone with all those books.

      It seemed wisest not to touch anything, so I folded my hands together behind my back as I made a slow circuit of the room. Some books were new, hardcovers from New York publishers on a variety of topics. Others were old, bound in leather that was cracked and faded with time. There were also racks of scrolls and even stacks of wooden staves that had been carved with runes like the unbound pages of a wooden book.

      There was also art. Little carvings were arranged in glass cases that appeared to be locked. I recognized Norse artifacts, arrowheads and sewing needles and other bits of daily life from centuries past. But others looked to my eye like Ojibwe work.

      A massive desk stood at the southern-most end of the room. There was a large window here, but it was set high above the level of the balcony that stretched across it like a catwalk. On the wall directly in front of me, behind that desk's chair, was a massive drawing of the World Tree.

      It had been painted directly on the wall, and the closer I stepped to it, the more intricate I realized it was. I scanned image after image worked among the branches of Yggdrasil. Gods fighting giants, Norns gathered around a well, a dragon talking with a squirrel. Was every Norse legend I knew somewhere in this drawing? I suspected it was, but it would take hours and hours to be sure.

      "Ah, Ingrid," Haraldr said, standing directly behind me. I hadn't heard the door open or his footsteps as he approached, and I jumped guiltily at the sound of his voice. "It is a work of art, isn't it?"

      "Did you do it?" I asked.

      "No, that was my grandfather's hand," he said. "Come, let's sit together at the other end of the room." He waved for me to follow him. I gave the mural one last longing glance, then turned to follow Haraldr to the north end of the room.

      There was no window here, just one massive stone fireplace, the hearth spanning nearly the entire width of the room. The bookcases ended a respectable distance away, as if roaring fires were commonplace on that hearth. There was nothing burning there now, but still Haraldr pulled up a three-legged stool and motioned for me to sit there, then pulled another over for himself.

      "Now," he said, rubbing his hands over his knees and looking around as if for inspiration.

      "What spells are we going to start with?" I asked eagerly.

      "No spells, not yet," he said. Then he seemed to remember something and hopped up from the stool, shuffling over to a little cabinet built into one of the bookcases and digging around inside.

      When he returned to his stool, I saw that he had a little leather bag in his hand. He loosened the bindings, then stirred a finger around inside. I could hear wooden pieces rattling against each other, and when he pulled out a single tile and showed it to me, I was scarcely surprised to see it was a rune.

      "Tell me what you know of this particular rune," he said, holding it out towards me on his open palm. I made no move to take it from him. I didn't know for sure if that would be taboo, but I knew how some people felt about other people touching their Tarot decks and decided to err on the side of caution.

      "That's called Fe," I said, glancing up at his face to see if I had that right. His face told me nothing, and I looked back down at the rune. It looked like a letter F, but rather than two horizontal strokes there were two that angled up at about forty-five degrees. "It makes a 'fff' sound?" I added, even less sure about that than I had been about the first thing.

      I expected him to sigh, to show some exasperation, but he didn't. He just retracted his hand and looked at the rune tile as if double-checking before he spoke. "You are correct, so far as you go," Haraldr said. "Do you know anything about its meaning?"

      "Not really," I admitted. "I've only ever used the runes to spell out words in my illustrations. I know it's the first rune in the futhark, though. Hence the 'f' in futhark."

      "Very good," he said as he put the tile back in his leather bag. "So tell me, what came first in the creation of the world?"

      I nearly said, "the Big Bang," but bit my tongue just in time. "Fire and ice?" I said instead.

      "The uplift of your voice at the end of that sentence tells me you know that's not quite right," he said. "Think. You know the stories."

      I remembered something about a giant's skull, but I was sure that had come a lot later than the fire and the ice. But wasn't ice the oldest thing of all?

      Then I remembered. "The cow."

      "Audhumbla," he agreed, nodding.

      "She's licking the ice, and she licks out the first three gods. Odin and his brothers."

      "See, you knew more than you thought," he said.

      "Well, I'm pretty sure it's barely scratching the surface," I said.

      "It's a start," he said almost sternly. "That's your learning's start. Know now there is no end to your learning. Not with the runes, not with anything worth knowing. Seeking true knowledge is walking a road with no end."

      "Okay," I said. I was a little worried I had made him angry, but then the sternness melted away and he started turning the rune tile around and around on his hand.

      "The runes are three sets of eight. You know this?" he asked. I shook my head. "Yes, this is so. The first set of eight belongs to the god Frey. They are runes of creation, of the origin of certain things, but even of all things. All life comes from these runes, and everything that happens has its beginnings here."

      I nodded, wishing I had brought a notebook.

      "So Fe is the first cow, what does that suggest to you?" he asked.

      "Milk?" I guessed. "Wait, didn't her milk make the Milky Way?"

      "Yes, but forget Audhumbla for a moment. What does an ordinary cow represent to a family?"

      My hands twitched. I was so much better at answering these sorts of questions if I could just let my mind go and draw, then look at my drawing later. But if I drew a family with their cow, or cows maybe, what would that mean?

      "Wealth?" I said, very tentatively. "Milk and butter and cheese from one cow can keep a family alive. From a lot of cows, a family could make more than a living."

      "And what can you do with money?" he asked.

      "Spend it," I said. He just looked at me, and I realized he wanted me to say more. "Save it, I guess. Or invest it."

      "And how do you get money in the first place?"

      I was starting to warm up to this. "Earn it, like with a job, or inherit it. Like land."

      "Or like cattle," he agreed, nodding. "The proper nature of money is to be always in motion. Earned or spent, saved or invested, but always moving through society. Through my hands or through yours. It's like energy, always on the move."

      "Okay," I said. "So cows are money."

      "Not just money," he said with a little wave of his hand. "Money is only part of it. There is another thing that's more important. Do you know the word hamingja?"

      I had heard it, but I had never quite understood it. "Like karma?" I said lamely.

      "Similar," he said. "But karma concerns just one soul. It extends across one's previous life and current one and future ones, but still it's just one soul. Hamingja is similar, but it's like a soul that belongs to an entire family line."

      "Like how my grandmother is a volva and I will be too one day?" I asked.

      He made a little tipping motion of his head, and I knew he only partially agreed with that assessment. "It's not the same as a calling, although sometimes that's part of it. It's more like luck, a luck you inherit based on the good and noble deeds of your ancestors. You inherit some amount, and you can either increase it throughout your life through good and noble deeds, or diminish it through weak or dishonorable ones. Then, when you die, whatever amount you possessed passes on to your descendants."

      "I guess like money," I said. "If I inherit a fortune and squander it, there's nothing left for my offspring."

      "Or if you inherit nothing but amass a fortune, that is where they will start," Haraldr said.

      "I'm not sure I like that idea," I said after thinking it over for a moment.

      "Why not?" he asked, completely unoffended.

      "Well, it doesn't seem fair," I said. "I mean, life's not fair, sure, but that seems particularly unfair. Some people are born luckier than others? I mean, weren't they already lucky just to be born to lucky parents?"

      "Ah, you're already getting it," he said with a wide smile. "Everything in life is easier when luck is on your side."

      "But still," I said. "It feels like it should be spread around more equally." Although how I thought that was going to happen, I had no idea.

      It wasn't like I quite believed these gods were real. I knew the magic was, and I knew trolls were real, but Odin and Thor and the rest? It was a pretty big leap for my mind to make.

      "If you don't like what you started life out with, it's within your power to change it," Haraldr said. "And when you do change it, you make life better for those that follow you. Of course you don't really have to worry. Your family line is one of the strongest we know. Perhaps the strongest."

      I squirmed on my stool. Somehow, knowing the world was unfair, but I was benefiting from it just made me feel worse about everything.

      "Isn't there anything we can do about the people who are born unlucky?" I asked.

      "They must do it themselves or it means nothing," Haraldr said. "A person born into such a family will have to understand how their low hamingja influences how others see them, certainly. But there is no reason for them to feel trapped by those circumstances. Our gods more than most love an underdog."

      "I suppose," I said. It seemed best not to speak my earlier thought out loud, about not really believing in these gods as real. Although I was pretty sure Haraldr guessed it from how he was looking at me just then.

      "Here," he said, getting up from his stool and going back to that cabinet. He put the leather pouch away, then scrounged around again until he had a stiff square of plain cardboard in his hand. He then went to the cold fireplace and jabbed a finger into the ash pile. Then he scrawled the Fe shape onto the card with that sooty fingertip before handing it to me. "Take this home. Meditate on it. See what you discover."

      "I will," I promised, looking at the dark, gritty shape on the card. If I put it in my pocket, it would surely smear. I kept it in my hand.

      "Oh, one word of warning," he said as he opened the door back out to the hallway. "This will be true with all the runes, so mark me well. We'll progress through them one at a time, and as we go, you'll learn how to bond with them more quickly and surely. But when you first start meditating on them, it's not unusual to start seeing their shape everywhere in the world around you. This is a very positive rune, so you might not find that alarming, but keep it in mind for when we get to some of the others. This will just be your mind being too focused on one rune at the expense of all the others. It's not a true omen of any sort."

      "I'll remember," I promised.

      "I'm sure you will," he said, nodding as he spoke, but it felt like he was agreeing with himself. Like I was already out of his mind.

      "When should I call again?" I asked.

      "Hmm?" he looked up at me as if surprised to see me still standing there. I was about to repeat my question when he spoke again. "Oh, tomorrow morning will be fine. Meditate on that rune. And I'm sure you'll dream about it, whether you want to or not. Then, in the morning, we'll talk about your impressions."

      Then he shut the library door before I could say another word.

      I looked down at the card in my hands. I had gotten some vague homework assignments in my day, but this one just might take the cake. It almost made me miss my grandmother's freestyling teaching.

      Almost.

      I held the card in my teeth while I got back into all my winter gear, then trudged home to see what I could do with a Fe rune.
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      I tried to do as Haraldr asked me. I tried to meditate on the rune Fe, but nothing I did forged any feeling of connection within me.

      I tried just sitting on the rug in front of my fireplace, the rune on its card resting on the floor in front of me, my eyes sort of focused on the flames of the fire as I settled into a deeper and deeper meditative state. But after more than an hour of that, I gave it up. Nothing was happening.

      I ate a little lunch of toast and apple slices with honey, then went upstairs to see if taking a nap would help. I told myself this was because Haraldr had specifically mentioned dreams, but mainly it was just that after two nights of little sleep I was really tired.

      When I got up again some time later, I felt rested, but had no memory of dreaming about anything in particular.

      I got back into my coat and boots and headed outside to take a walk through the village. Haraldr had said I might find myself seeing the rune everywhere, but even when I was looking for things that reminded me of its shape, I saw nothing that struck any sort of magical resonance with me.

      Still, I came home with a basket full of fresh food from the marketplace, and I had chatted with several of my fellow Villmarkers, so the afternoon wasn't a complete waste. My Villmarker Norse was still far from fluent, but everyone was kind and perfectly willing to switch to English to help me out when I got stuck.

      The sun was setting, and it was nearing dinnertime. I was tempted to head back to the mead hall and see if anyone was there, but in the end I decided not to. I needed to stick with my task, as futile as it felt. I looked over what I had bought at the market and decided to break out my ancestral cookware and make some potato soup.

      The cooking felt normal enough. I had traded off that chore with my mother when she had been alive, and later with my grandmother down in Runde. I was no master chef, but I could make a range of basic meals. The routine felt normal. Homey.

      But when I sat down at my table to eat with no one sitting across from me, that felt really weird. Like the house around me had suddenly gotten much larger, larger and emptier, its cavernous spaces echoing every scrape of my spoon against my bowl as I ate.

      This was going to take some getting used to. It would help if Mjolner was there, but he had disappeared while I was talking with Haraldr and had yet to reappear.

      Maybe he was in Runde visiting Jessica. That thought brought a stab to my heart, and I had to quickly push it away. Thinking of Jessica was going to lead to thinking about Andrew. And that would lead away from thinking about what I was here to do.

      I drew a little Fe in the surface of my thick soup with the tip of my spoon and watched as it quickly filled back in. But even eating where it had been didn't make me feel closer to it. Not that I had expected it would.

      After dinner I did the washing up, then went back into the great room. I looked at the cat bed, still empty. Then I wandered over to the south-facing windows. I looked down the slope of the hill, past the edges of the village proper to the low, rolling hills beyond.

      I could just make out the trees that marked the location of Loke's house. I had yet to visit that house or meet his sister. I had neglected to ask about her when I had seen Loke the night before, but he had seemed in better spirits than he had been in for a long time. Surely that was a good sign. Perhaps I would meet her soon.

      Finally, I turned away from the window and crossed the room to my art station. I clipped the card with the Fe drawing on it to the corner of my easel and looked at it for a moment. Then I looked over my supplies. Pen and ink seemed like the tools for this job. They were the ones I favored for my own work. I liked their unforgiving precision.

      But after an hour or so, I had to admit I was not getting into my creative zone. I wasn't drawing the rune; I was just repeatedly writing it. I put the ink away and mulled over my supplies grumpily for a minute before taking out my largest tablet of paper and my charcoal.

      I forced myself to see the rune as a collection of shapes and not like a letter I was trying to faithfully reproduce. It was not just another way of writing the letter F; it was something bigger.

      I leaned into my work, using my fingertips and the sides of my hand to blend the charcoal as I drew the shapes that made Fe over and over again. This felt more like drawing than writing, at least. But the real creative zone was always just a little out of my reach.

      Still, I persisted, filling page after page with dark, smudged drawings of overlapping Fe runes, large and small, backwards and forwards, right-side-up and upside-down.

      I was vaguely aware that it had to be far past midnight. Weariness was starting to eat at the edges of my mind, and I knew that a third disrupted night's sleep wasn't going to be helpful at all.

      But I felt so close to a breakthrough. Like my drawings were starting to almost get a little glow of magic to them. Magic that wasn't coming from me, but was being revealed by my efforts.

      It was the crudest outlines of a sensation, but I was afraid to turn my attention to it properly, like examining it too closely would make it all fade away. So I just pushed my tiredness aside and kept drawing, hoping that feeling would get closer and stronger.

      I don't know if that ever would've happened or if I was kidding myself. I didn't get a chance to really test it. Because my concentration was shattered in an instant by a scream.

      A woman's scream. It tore apart the cold silence of the night like a sword slicing through an ice sculpture, leaving it all in pieces on the snowy ground.

      And then, all too suddenly, it broke off, and the quiet of night came crashing back down like a pressure wave against my eardrums.

      Someone was in trouble. And it might already be too late to help her.

      I bolted for the door.
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      I thrust my feet into my boots and grabbed my parka from its hook, but went out the door without putting it on or even tying my laces.

      The night was colder than ever, my breath forming a thick fog that trailed behind me as I pushed my way past my garden gate and out into the street.

      But then I stopped. I had no idea which way to go. Everything around me was so quiet and so still. No one else was coming outside to see what had happened. Had I imagined it? Had I touched on some magical thing while I had been drawing the rune?

      No, that made no sense. Nothing about Fe suggested violence, and that scream had clearly been panicked. Then there was the fact that it had been cut off so abruptly. Someone had been hurt, or worse.

      Suddenly I heard the slap of feet running. I stepped further out into the street, trying to pinpoint the direction.

      They were running away from me, or at least from where I was standing, because the sound was definitely getting farther away, but I couldn't tell which way they were running. The echo up and down the house-lined streets just wouldn't let me even guess where the source was.

      And then that sound, too, was gone. And I was alone, slowly freezing in the icy air. I pulled on my parka, then took my hat and mittens out of its pockets.

      I had no intention of going back inside until I knew what had happened, but where to start looking?

      Suddenly there was a streak of motion, an inky black shadow racing against the backdrop of snow and icy cobblestones.

      "Mjolner!" I cried. But he just ran past me without a glance, heading towards the square at the center of the village. I zipped up my parka as I ran, slipping on the ice and nearly tripping over my own bootlaces. I caught up with him at the well. He was walking all around it, rubbing his body against the stone sides and yowling loudly.

      I gave him a reassuring pat on the head, then leaned over the side to look down into the well. I had never looked into it before, but I knew it was still a functioning well. There was water in there, but I had no idea how deep it had been dug to find it.

      Even now I couldn't tell how deep it was, but I could see something reflecting starlight back up to me. Ice or water, it was too far away to be sure which.

      Or if someone was down there in need of help. Or worse, beyond help.

      I cast the one spell I knew best, a little spell to create a ball of light, then threw that light down into the well.

      The glow from the light reflected off the icy sides of the well, then off the ice below. The ice was broken into floating pieces with water pooling on the tops of the larger pieces. Actively pooling; something had broken that ice just moments before.

      There was also a dark shape down there, a shape that wasn't reflecting the light. A body? I couldn't tell, but it didn't seem to be moving.

      And near the place where the ball of light had settled, there appeared to be a darker smear on the ice, already dissipating in that pooling water. Blood?

      I straightened up and looked down at Mjolner, who was still behaving as if deeply upset.

      "We need more help," I said to him, and he meowed back. I felt like he was telling me he was too shaken up to go on any missions. "It's okay, Mjolner. I've got this one."

      Then I performed my second-best spell, the one that amplified my voice. No one else had heard that scream, apparently, but everyone was going to hear me.

      "Villmarkers! Trouble in the commons!" I called out. I might have overdone it; I could hear the glass in the windows all around me rattling as the enhanced decibels of my voice shook them.

      But it did the trick. Almost at once front doors were thrown open and people flooded out into the streets, all running to join me in the square.

      "Ingrid! What is it?" a voice said behind me, and I spun around to see Thorbjorn and his brother Thorge at the head of the crowd coming down from the north end of town.

      "Did no one hear that scream a moment ago?" I asked.

      The two of them looked at each other before shaking their heads.

      "We were awake in our kitchen, but we heard nothing," Thorge said.

      "Where did you hear this scream?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "I was at home, but I think it came from here," I said. "I think there's someone on the ice down in the well. But the ice is broken. They might sink before we get down there. How deep is it?"

      "Deep," Thorbjorn said, and the two of them leaned over the side to look for themselves. I could see the silvery light of my spell on their faces as they leaned in a lot farther than I had tried to.

      "She's right," Thorbjorn said, and Thorge nodded.

      "Lower me down," he said, reaching for the rope tied to the winch over the well. Thorbjorn wrapped the bit closest to the winch around his waist, then handed the other end to his brother. Thorge bound it around his own waist, then threw both of his legs over the side of the well.

      I almost yelped aloud, fearing he was going to plummet to the body, but he caught himself. He paused like that for a moment, hanging onto the stone lip by his fingertips. A look passed between him and Thorbjorn, and then he started climbing down, his body quickly blocking out the light from my spell.

      "It's a woman," Thorge called up to us from the darkness below. "Blonde. I can't see her well enough to recognize her. There's a lot of blood."

      "Is she alive?" I asked.

      "Not breathing," he said between grunts. Thorbjorn braced himself more firmly, and I guessed Thorge had picked up the body. "I'm coming up," Thorge said.

      The crowd around us was growing by the moment, but no one was coming closer. They just watched, some holding each other, a few whispering together. I scanned for familiar faces but didn't find any.

      It was hard not to imagine that for at least one of them, it was because they were the one slung over Thorge's shoulder as he climbed. Could this be someone I knew?

      Then someone else emerged from the crowd, pushing past the shocked villagers to reach us by the well. It was Thorbjorn's father, Valki. He gave me a solemn nod, then reached into the well to help Thorbjorn take the woman off of Thorge's shoulders.

      They laid her gently on the cobblestones. Her blonde hair was loose but plastered to her face by icy water and blood. I dropped to my knees by her side and peeled off my mittens to touch her.

      She was so cold already, and not breathing, and my fingers against the side of her neck felt no pulse.

      I shook my head, although no one around me had asked if she was okay. I could feel that question just hanging over all of us, and I felt everyone's despair at my silent answer even more acutely.

      I brushed the hair back from her face wet strand by wet strand. Thorbjorn was on his knees on the other side of the body, and his father and Thorge stood over us.

      Thorbjorn must have recognized her first. I could hear the sharp intake of his breath, but before I could ask, I saw the freckle on her cheek.

      "Sigvin?" I said, my hands shaking as I brushed back the last of her hair.

      "No, not Sigvin," Thorge said. "It's her sister, Nefja."

      He was right. My heart clenched in my chest. I had spent all last night in her company. She had been merry, laughing and teasing her sister, her cheeks bright in the too-warm mead hall, so full of life.

      What was laying before me was like a shell of that woman, cold and empty. I wanted to find whoever was responsible for doing this to her, to make them pay for what they had taken out of the world.

      But had it been a murder, or just a tragic accident?

      I remembered the sound of feet running away, the only other person who had been around when I had first come outside.

      I couldn't rest until I knew who that had been running away. And why. Had they fled the scene of a horrific accident? Or had they run to evade punishment for their crime?
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      I didn't realize how much I was projecting my outrage until I felt a hand on my shoulder, gently squeezing. I looked up at Thorbjorn, and he made a quick motion of his chin towards the crowd gathered around us.

      They were stirring with the beginnings of anger. Had I done that?

      I got to my feet and took a step or two away from Nefja's body. Thorbjorn stayed close at my side.

      "You realize when you called us all out here, you put a panic inside all of our minds," he said to me in a low voice.

      "No, I didn't know that. I didn't mean to. I didn't even know that was a thing I could do," I said.

      "And now your anger is spreading like a virus," he said. "Can you calm your mind?"

      I nodded, but it took more than a few deep breaths to release the tension in my whole body. I had to will my heart to stop pounding so furiously, to slow the rush of angry blood through my veins.

      But when at last my hands unfisted, I sensed the people around me were calmer as well.

      Was I amplifying things because of what I had been trying to do with the rune Fe? I had been so close to something, but then so abruptly interrupted. It felt a bit like I had run away from a bit of knitting with the yarn caught on me, unraveling it all over the place. Maybe that had set my magic haywire.

      Or maybe it was just that I still didn't have very good control over my magic.

      I would have to ask Haraldr about it in the morning.

      "Nefja's family," I said. "Are they here?"

      "I don't see them," Thorbjorn said. "Perhaps that's for the best. This isn't how they should find out what happened to her, to just find her lying on the street."

      "What did happen to her?" I wondered aloud.

      "There's just the one wound," Thorge said from where he had taken his brother's place, kneeling by Nefja's side. "Almost directly on top of her head. She must've fallen in somehow, toppled in head-first and hit the ice. I think she was probably gone in an instant."

      "She fell in or was pushed," I murmured, but kept my feelings carefully clinical. "The scream I heard ended so quickly, I think you're right that she didn't linger after hitting the ice."

      "Is that all you heard?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "No, after I came out into the street it seemed to be completely quiet, but then I heard footsteps running away," I said. "I couldn't tell what direction they went. No one else was awake. I got the feeling that whoever was running knew I had come out. Like they were running from me."

      "A feeling or a feeling?" Thorbjorn asked, raising one eyebrow.

      I took a deep breath while I thought that over. "Just a feeling. The mundane kind. No magic."

      "Perhaps just an odd coincidence, then," he said. "But we should investigate to be sure."

      "I agree," I said.

      Then he sighed. "But the first order of business is to go to Nefja's family. They must be told at once."

      "I'll go with you," I said.

      "Thorge and I will bring Nefja's body to Brigida's house for now," Valki said, and Thorbjorn nodded.

      "Brigida has a room for such things," he whispered to me as Thorge picked up Nefja and placed her in his father's arms. "But the family will decide on what funeral rites to perform."

      With the body gone, the crowd began to disperse. Thorbjorn and I blended in with other people going back to their homes, but by twos and threes they fell away until it was just the two of us heading south down the main road.

      "Why would Nefja be out alone at this hour?" I asked. "It's long past midnight. And why would she be in the center of town?"

      "Perhaps her sister can tell us more," Thorbjorn said.

      Then he opened the garden gate in front of one of the houses and we walked up to the front door. Thorbjorn knocked softly, then a bit more briskly.

      "I can try my voice again," I said.

      "No, not unless you've figured out how to tone it down a little." There was a hint of teasing in his tone, but his eyes were worried. He knocked again, louder still, rattling the sturdy wooden door in its frame.

      "You don't think something happened here as well?" I asked, my stomach sinking at the thought.

      "I hope not," he said. But he was eyeing the door as if debating battering it down with his shoulder.

      Then, finally, we heard footsteps approaching. Slow, shuffling, sleepy footsteps. At last the door opened and Sigvin, dressed in a long white flannel nightgown and fuzzy socks, blinked out at us.

      "Wazzit?" she asked. Then her eyes seemed to finally focus on me. "Ingrid?"

      "Sigvin. Are your parents home?" I asked.

      "Yeah," she said, rubbing at her face as if to wake herself up. "Yes, they're upstairs."

      "And they're all right?" Thorbjorn asked a little too forcefully.

      She frowned at him with something like confusion in her eyes. I don't think she was awake enough yet to decide whether or not she should be worried. "I'm sure they're fine. Their room is at the back of the house, and they're both heavy sleepers. Why do you ask? Why are you here exactly?"

      "I think we should go inside and sit down," I said. I aimed for my most gentle tone, but somehow my words ignited the panic in Sigvin that Thorbjorn's urgency had failed to.

      "What's happened?" she demanded. Then her eyes went wide. "Is it Nefja? But no. She's sleeping in her room." She looked back over her shoulder as if she could see through walls and verify that this was true.

      "Sigvin, let's sit down," I said. She turned back to look at me, her grip on the halfway-opened door so tight her knuckles were white and bloodless. But she shook her head.

      "No, tell me here. Tell me now. What happened?"

      "We don't exactly know how it happened," I said. "But I heard a scream a little while ago, and when I went out to investigate, I found your sister in the well. I'm sorry, Sigvin, but she's dead."

      "But she's in her room," Sigvin said. Yet despite her own words of disbelief, I could see her eyes flooding with tears. "I put her to bed myself barely an hour ago. She was in no condition to get up again."

      "She'd been drinking?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "Yes, too much. That was my fault," she said. Then she pressed a hand to her mouth as horror filled her eyes. "It's all my fault, isn't it?"

      "I doubt that very much," I said, but she dodged away from my attempts to touch her.

      "You don't look like you've been drinking," Thorbjorn said.

      "I had some mead. Not much," she said. "Nefja needed a little comfort, but I should have cut her off."

      "What exactly happened last night?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "It's a long story," she said, her voice still catching on random words. My heart was breaking for her. She was trembling as she stood in the doorway, looking back over one shoulder towards where I imagined her sister's bedroom must be and over the other towards the room of her still-sleeping parents.

      "I think we need to hear it, Sigvin," Thorbjorn said.

      "Right now?" I hissed at him.

      "Sooner is better," he whispered back to me.

      "I know, I know," Sigvin said. She pinched at the bridge of her nose for a moment, then took a deep breath. When she looked up at us again, she was the picture of calm resolve. "I know you need to hear the whole story. And I'll tell it to you, every detail I can remember, I swear it. But please, let me wake up my parents first and tell them what's happened. Alone?" she added with a hint of desperation.

      Thorbjorn scowled, but I said, "of course we can wait until you've told your parents. It's not like you're a suspect," I added with a significant glance at Thorbjorn.

      "Not a suspect?" Sigvin said. "You think this was a murder?"

      "We think this was a murder?" Thorbjorn repeated. I realized I hadn't spoken any of my suspicions out loud to him yet.

      "We don't know," I admitted to both of them.

      "Well, if she was drinking as much as you say, perhaps not," Thorbjorn said. "Perhaps this was a tragic accident. But we need the whole story first."

      "Murder," Sigvin said, fighting tears again. "Who would want to kill my sister?"

      Then something dark passed over her face. She had not until that moment entertained such thoughts, but now that she had, I could tell she was starting to connect dots. She was coming up with a list of suspects. She was looking for motives and connections.

      I knew those dark paths well.

      "You're thinking something," Thorbjorn said.

      "I am," she admitted. "But it would be easier to tell it all at once, from the beginning."

      "After you talk to your parents," I said.

      She nodded. Her lips twitched, not quite reaching the grateful smile I was sure she was trying for. But I nodded back my understanding.

      "My father has taken Nefja to Brigida's house," Thorbjorn said. "You can go there to see her and speak with Brigida about what you will have done."

      "Of course. Thank you," Sigvin said.

      "Then, when you're ready, come to my house," I said. "We'll be waiting for you there. I would like to hear your version of events as soon as possible."

      "I want you to hear what happened from me first, that's for sure," Sigvin said. "I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "Are you sure you don't want us to stay?" I asked.

      "No, I would prefer to do this alone. Just the family," she said. "But thank you, Ingrid. I know you will find out what really happened to my sister. I have complete faith in that."

      She reached out and clasped my hand, just one quick squeeze, and then she stepped back and shut the door.

      I looked up at Thorbjorn and realized that the sun must be close to rising, as I could see him more clearly now.

      He looked down at me with sadness in his eyes.

      "What is it?" I asked. That sadness felt too personal to be about Nefja.

      "This is not how I would've chosen to welcome you to your new home," he said.

      "I know," I said.

      Although personally, I thought it felt entirely appropriate. Investigating a suspicious death? That was what the two of us did.

      I was just grateful that for once at least this case didn't seem likely to cross the boundary between Villmark and Runde.

      Of course, we had no suspects or clues yet. Who could know where this all would lead to in the end?
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      As we walked up the road towards my house, we could see the well standing alone in the center of the commons at the top of the hill silhouetted against the graying sky.

      "Tell me about these footsteps," Thorbjorn said.

      "There's nothing more to tell," I said. "They came and went so quickly. I was the only one outside, or at least it felt that way. And the air had a strange quality to it. You know how when it's really cold it feels like sound can just travel forever? And it's not like being in a fog, where every sound is like it's coming from all around you. No, in the cold air it's more like everything you hear is the same volume, near or far, and you can hear things from so very far away. Do you know what I mean?"

      "A bit," he said, but pressed on for more concrete information. "You said before you couldn't tell the direction, but what about other clues? Like, how heavy was the tread? Would you guess that it was a man or a woman?"

      "I really couldn't say," I said with a sigh. "It was over before I could really properly listen."

      "Is it possible there was more than one person? Perhaps two running together?"

      "Is that likely?" I asked. "No, I'm pretty sure it was just one person. But beyond that, I don't know."

      He grunted. I wasn't sure what that sound meant, but at least we were standing at my garden gate now.

      "You're coming in, right?" I asked.

      "Absolutely," he said. "I want to be here when Sigvin tells her tale."

      "I'll get some coffee going, then," I said. I knew I must be craving it something fierce, because I could almost smell it brewing already. I shed my outer layers, then went into the kitchen.

      And came to an abrupt halt in the doorway. There were already people in my kitchen. "Nilda. Kara."

      "Ingrid," Nilda said, getting up from the table to pull me into a tight hug.

      "You've heard about Nefja," I guessed.

      "We heard," Kara said.

      "We let ourselves in. I hope that's okay?" Nilda said.

      "We figured you were working the case already, and that you'd appreciate coffee and rolls when you got back," Kara said. She looked as glum as her sister, although she perked up a little when Thorbjorn appeared in the doorway.

      "Rolls?" he asked.

      "Cinnamon rolls," Nilda said. "We just put them in the oven, but they'll be ready shortly."

      Now that I knew I wasn't imagining the coffee smell in the air, I realized I had also been smelling cinnamon as well as yeasty bread. And just like that, my mouth was watering.

      "You guys are working together again?" Kara asked with a feigned casual air. "The inseparable pair are on the case."

      "Yes, indeed," Thorbjorn said. "We're waiting for Sigvin to come and tell us what happened last night."

      "What do you mean last night? Not early this morning?" Nilda asked.

      "Sigvin wasn't there when it happened, was she?" Kara asked. "That's not what we heard. We heard Nefja fell in the well, but if no one raised an alarm, she must have been alone."

      "I didn't think it could be an accident," Nilda said, hugging herself tightly. "I wanted to think it was, but I just didn't. It didn't make any sense, Nefja out alone in the middle of the night just falling into the well. But her being out in the middle of the night getting murdered doesn't make any sense either."

      "Sigvin said Nefja had been drinking," I said.

      Nilda and Kara traded a glance.

      "Yes, she had definitely been drinking," Nilda said. I waited for her to go on, but instead she turned to the coffeepot and filled a mug for Thorbjorn and another for me. I put my face over the mouth of my mug, letting the rich roasted smell of the coffee and the heat of the steam both wash over my face before taking a sip.

      "You two were there as well," Thorbjorn said as he accepted the other mug from Nilda's hands.

      "At the mead hall we were at the other night?" I guessed.

      "The same," Nilda said, sliding back into the chair she had been sitting in before. Thorbjorn and I joined her and Kara at the table.

      "Did anything strange or remarkable happen besides the drinking?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "It didn't seem so at the time," Kara said.

      "Just tell it all from the beginning," I suggested. "Something that seems minor now could be important later when we have more leads, so don't leave anything out."

      "Okay," Nilda said, glancing at her sister.

      "You tell it," Kara said. "I'll pipe in if there's anything I want to add."

      "Okay," Nilda said again, pressing her palms flat on the surface of my table. I could see she was reluctant to start, or unsure where to begin, but I said nothing. Eventually she came to a decision and with a little nod began her tale.

      "When Kara and I came in, it was about dinnertime for us. Which is early for most, so it wasn't weird that the only customer in the place was Roarr. He was eating alone, sort of."

      "Sort of?" I asked.

      "He didn't have anyone at the table with him," she said. "But that server, Bera... do you know her?" I shook my head. "She was there the night we all were there. But she's kind of quiet, so I'm not surprised you don't remember her. She just brought us our food and refilled our cups. She's not one for chatting with the customers."

      "She likes Roarr," Kara said. "He always gets extra on his plate, and she's super attentive to keeping his cup full. You must have noticed that."

      I cast my mind back to our evening together. I remembered meatballs and mashed vegetables and more kinds of little cubes of cheese than I could identify.

      Then I also remembered how Roarr, who had been sitting between me and Loke, always had more food than the rest of us. I hadn't really noticed that server, aside from thinking to myself that she seemed awfully tiny to be schlepping so much food around.

      "Did Roarr do anything?" Thorbjorn asked.

      "No, he was just eating by himself, perfectly content," Nilda said. "Or he was until we came in, because Sigvin and Nefja came in right behind us."
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