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      For January in northern Minnesota, we hadn't gotten much snow yet. Face-biting cold, on the other hand? We had had more than our share of that.

      But if you dressed for the weather, it really wasn't that bad. The sun was shining brightly, and while it didn't lend the world below any heat, it did sparkle off of the snow in a way that warmed the soul. The sun glinting off of individual flakes in the drifts of snow created bright hints of silver and blue to what would otherwise be overwhelming whiteness or even grayness on an overcast day.

      And the forest I was walking through was mainly firs and pines, their limbs as green as ever under their thin blankets of snow.

      The glinting snow and the bright sun were probably why I didn't feel the slightest bit afraid, although I knew I should at least be a little nervous. Sure, I had been in these woods before, but never alone. And I had promised Thorbjorn never to walk to my little cottage in the forest clearing without him.

      But I was breaking that promise now.

      Not that my goal was getting to my cottage, although I was heading that way. No, the point of this little walk was to prove to myself that I could do it safely.

      I had no weapons with me, but that didn't matter. The danger that I worried about in that moment came from within myself.

      If I didn't learn how to contain the radiating attraction to supernatural beings that emanated from my own growing magical power, I wasn't going to be safe anywhere for long.

      Nearly summoning fire giants into the village of Villmark had taught me that lesson all too clearly. Which was why I couldn't bring myself to tell Thorbjorn that I was breaking his promise now. I wasn't ready to tell him about my part in his encounter with those fire giants. I wanted to be sure, very sure, that I had solved the problem first. I wanted to be able to tell him with total confidence that it would never happen again.

      It had only been a few weeks, and this was my first real test. But to my surprise, I was feeling more confident in myself than I had expected, given the circumstances.

      My mentor Haraldr had no magic himself, which was a huge obstacle in his teaching me how to control my own magic. But he had read every single text in the village that pertained to magic as we volvas practiced it, as well as other tomes which I had no idea how he had acquired. Did he have an antique bookdealer somewhere in the modern world who found them for him?

      Because they weren't from our Nordic ancestors; they came from cultures all over Europe and some from even further away. And they were clearly very old.

      Most of them were written in languages I couldn't read, so I relied on him to tell me what they said. And for his part, he didn't understand the concepts he had read about in any visceral way. He had to rely on my personal experience, limited as it was.

      It was like he was a blind person trying to describe color based just on what he'd read. He could connect a bunch of ideas, like knowing which paints to mix to get the color he wanted, but he didn't really know what the experience of implementing those ideas would look like. He couldn't see what he was painting.

      But I could see it. So after a little trial and error, the two of us had worked out what I needed to focus on to keep my magic within a tight sphere around me. I still glowed to anyone who could see such power if they were close enough to me, but I no longer radiated like a pillar of light up to the sky and through even the densest of forests, visible for miles around.

      It felt very strange, holding my magic in like that. As if in sympathy to that muffling, I walked with my head down, crunching through the icy snow. Powdery sparkles kept raining down on me from the trees as I passed under them. It was like I was in the world's largest snow globe.

      The surrounding forest absorbed every sound so that my own footsteps seemed like they reached my ears from far away. There was no birdsong, no chattering of squirrels, nothing.

      At least my own breath was quiet in my ears, because it literally was muffled. The air was hurt-your-face cold, so I had wrapped layer after layer of wool scarf around my head. My parka was zipped up to my nose, and my hat rested low on my eyebrows, but I had wrapped that scarf around both as well as nearly everything in between, leaving just a slit for my eyes. It was cozy under all that, even if it smelled like damp wool from the moisture of my own breath.

      And I kept getting fibers from it stuck on my tongue. Wet wool is definitely not my favorite flavor.

      At last I reached the clearing where my cottage stood. It looked so different since the last time I had seen it. All the wood carvings were gone, leaving nothing but an expanse of white snow. That undisturbed snow ringed by birch trees bereft of leaves made the clearing seem larger than before.

      But there was one thing that was the same as the last time I had seen it.

      Loke was there.

      "Hey, you," I said. I'm not sure he heard a bit of that, so I pulled down my bottom layers of scarf and tucked them under my chin. "I haven't seen you in days."

      "I'm sorry, Ingy. Esja told me you needed my help," he said. He was still dressed all in black, if a bit more warmly than usual in a long wool coat with a tall collar buttoned up over the bottom of his face. He even had a black knit cap on his head.

      "I did. Days ago," I said. "But then I'm sure Esja has filled you in on everything."

      "Indeed. You've been by every day, she tells me," he said. "Now you are heading out to the secret hamlet west of here, yes?"

      "Trust you to already know all about a secret hamlet," I grumbled. "But, yes."

      He made a gesture inviting himself to accompany me, and I nodded, then pulled the wool back up over my face. My cheeks were already aching from those few seconds of exposure to the frigid air.

      "I don't suppose you'll tell me where you were?" I said.

      "I had some things to attend to," he said vaguely. I barked out a laugh, and he looked over at me, both eyebrows raised high.

      "Sorry," I said. "It's just when you say that, I remember how Gandalf kept disappearing when Bilbo needed him. It seemed random at the time, and it annoyed me more than it did Bilbo when I read that book as a kid. But when I got older and read the other books, I realized it was because Gandalf was fighting a greater danger than Bilbo ever knew. So tell me, have you been fighting ancient evil?"

      "Nothing so exciting as all that," he said with a laugh, but then fell silent without telling me more.

      "Are you coming on the hunting trip?" I asked.

      "The big to-do with the Thors and their cousins the Freyas? Not really my sort of thing," he said.

      "The Freyas?" I asked.

      "You don't know your hosts?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "I know that Thorbjorn's mother and her sister inherited the lodge from their parents, and that they bring all their kids there every winter just after Jule to hunt. But that's it."

      "Thorbjorn has five cousins, all girls," Loke said.

      "All named some derivative of Freya," I guessed.

      "Freyja, Freydis, Freylaug, Freygunnar and Frigg," he said. "Apparently four deep is as far as Jóra would dig down the Freya well."

      "I've not met any of them yet," I said. "You don't like them?"

      "I never said that," he said. "It's just not my scene." He looked over at me. "You'll probably fit in with them just fine. But a couple of them are married to the sort of men who hang at Aldis' mead hall."

      "If that's the case, I'm not going to fit in," I said, suddenly miserable. I had been looking forward to this trip away from Haraldr and his daily lessons, but now I wasn't so sure this was going to be the break I wanted.

      "You know, you might be looking at this thing all wrong," Loke said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I know it's hard because they are prejudiced against you, and that's a big obstacle. But if you can win those guys over, no one else in Villmark will ever speak against you," he said. "You already have the council in your corner, after all. With these guys behind you too, you'll have the support of all of Villmark."

      "But that's just it. I don't think I can win these guys over," I said glumly. "They still look at me like my Villmarker Norse is an assault on their ears."

      "You just need the right opportunity," he said with a shrug. "A chance to show them what you can really do."

      "It sounds to me like you're wishing trouble on me," I said. "Right after you told me you won't even be there if I need you."

      "I never said that," he said, pretending to be offended. "I'll be there if you need me, and if I am able to answer your call. But for the hunting and feasting and the telling of tales around the fire? Sorry, I'd rather give it a miss."

      "This isn't the way we went before," I said, suddenly realizing the surrounding forest was not what I remembered. The trees were all tall pines, the lowest of the branches high overhead. And we weren't walking up and down rocky slopes. The forest floor here was pretty flat.

      "No, when you were following Solvi to the troll pass, you went nearly straight north," he said. "As much as such things mean anything in this part of the world. But that's a dangerous path, and not the way we're going. Look, see the sun up there?"

      I nodded.

      "We're going west," he told me. "The Villmarker families with hunting lodges all have them directly west of the village, scattered throughout the hills in that direction. Since we turned west after reaching your cottage first, we're north of all that, but not so far north as to be straying into troll territory. And that's where the outcasts hide."

      When he said the last, he pointed straight ahead of us. It took me a moment to make out the outlines of a cluster of log cabins built in a rough circle, almost completely cloaked by tall pine trees with wide, dense branches that wove together as if to protect those homes from view from above.

      "And there's Haraldr," I said, raising a mittened hand to wave hello to the old man waiting at the end of the path through the snow we were now following. He returned the gesture very briefly, then huddled back inside his voluminous cloak.

      "You're here to see Signi. That's her cabin there," Loke said, pointing to the cabin just behind Haraldr.

      "How many people live here?" I asked.

      "Only about a dozen," he said. "A few couples share a cabin, but no one here has any children. They aren't happy people, Ingy."

      "Why do they live here and not in Villmark?" I asked.

      "I imagine if you asked them that, they'd all have a different answer," he said. "Some even have family back in town who think they're either long dead or gone for good, lost to the modern world. And yet here they are, all so close to home but never setting foot there."

      As we trudged over the snow to Haraldr, a man appeared out of the forest to our left. He had a couple of dead rabbits slung over his shoulder, but no sign of a weapon. I supposed he must've trapped them. He stopped to speak with Haraldr at the side of the path.

      "Hello," I said to Haraldr as we drew near enough for words. "Are we interrupting?"

      "No, please," the man said, gesturing for me to take his place before Haraldr. Then he touched the edge of his hood like a man tipping his hat, and said, "thanks again," to Haraldr. He walked towards the center of the circle of cabins, then took a moment to get his bearings. All the cabins looked alike, with the doors and the windows the same size and in the same locations. It was like every cabin had come from the same kit, all matching with no hint of color or individuality at all. But at last he nodded to himself and walked up to one of the buildings, opening the door to disappear inside.

      "That's Geiri," Haraldr told us. "He's our most recent returnee from your world. He’s only been back here from the Twin Cities for a few weeks."

      "How long was he out in the world?" Loke asked.

      "Let me see," Haraldr said, tapping his mittened fingers against his lips. "Nearly two decades."

      "How's he readjusting?" Loke asked.

      "Well enough," Haraldr said absentmindedly, as if his brain had already gone on to something else. "Were you planning on joining us today, Loke?"

      "Oh, no," Loke said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "I was just catching up with Ingrid. Don't mind me."

      But as I followed Haraldr around the side of the cabin to the front door that faced the center of the circle of cabins, Loke stayed in step close beside me.

      "Are you up to something?" I asked him suspiciously.

      He looked like he was pondering his answer, and I stopped walking to turn and face him. Haraldr was tromping up the steps to the cabin door behind me, but I kept my own focus trained on Loke.

      Then I heard a door slamming open. Not the one behind me, but the one from the cabin next door. Loke and I both jumped at the sound, turning our heads to watch a giant of a man dressed in layers of furs kick the door closed behind him before heading across the circular clearing to disappear into the woods on the far side of the little village.

      "Didn't even say hello," Loke said with mock hurt.

      "Who?" I asked.

      "Oh, never mind," he said with another little wave. "I'm sure you two will cross paths soon enough, although I did hope to be here when it happened. Well, I still might. But in the meantime, Haraldr is waiting for you."

      "Loke, what are you hiding from me?" I demanded.

      But he just grinned. "Me? Hiding something? As if I would."

      Then he turned and walked away. He disappeared from view long before someone wearing all black in a winter landscape should be able to.

      But I wasn't frightened. Knowing Loke, his little secret was just some bit of mischief. Nothing of real danger.

      I turned to follow Haraldr into Signi's cabin.
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      The outside of the cabin had looked quite rustic, the logs worn from the passing of many seasons, the stones at the foundation covered in moss as well as snow. I expected the interior to match it, or at least to be darker than the homes in Villmark. Although the shutters had all been thrown open, the few windows the cabin had were all small, the glass thick to the point of being opaque.

      But it soon became apparent that someone had run electricity out to this little hamlet. The minute I stepped inside, I found there was no need for my eyes to adjust. The brightness of the lights in the interior matched the sun on the snow outside. Mainly this was because of the variety of lamps that were all warmly glowing despite it being midday.

      But this was also because, while the exterior had all been roughly cut logs, the interior walls were all bookshelves painted a flawless white. The throw rugs were white, the furniture was pale wood with white upholstery. Even the knickknacks were all white and shining silver.

      The door behind us closed, and I noticed the woman for the first time. She looked to be in her sixties with steely gray hair pulled back into a neat bun and dark blue eyes that radiated warmth. She hadn't said a word, and already I was sure she was a very good therapist.

      "Hello. You're Signi, right?" I said, pulling off my mitten before thrusting out my hand.

      "That's right. And you're Ingrid, lately of St. Paul," she said with a smile. "I went to school there, decades ago now."

      "Which school?" I asked. St. Paul had a lot of prestigious colleges.

      "Concordia," she said.

      "Oh, sure," I said with a nod.

      "Would you like some tea?" she asked.

      "That sounds lovely," I said, and belatedly realized that Haraldr had already taken off his coat and boots and settled himself by the fireplace. Which was also white, covered in tile that barely showed signs of soot. How did she keep it so clean?

      She gave me another smile, then crossed the living room to the little kitchen area on the far side. I hung up my coat and stepped out of my boots before joining Haraldr by the fire.

      While we waited for Signi to finish the tea, I looked around at the bookshelves. She unsurprisingly had a lot of books about psychology. But there were also books about history and geography, philosophy and theology. And I guessed I was sitting in her preferred reading chair, because the shelf closest to me was over-stuffed with Stephen King paperbacks.

      "Here you go," Signi said as she set a large tray on the table between me and Haraldr. Then she went to the back corner of the room where she had a little office area and rolled over a desk chair so she could sit between us.

      "You have a computer," I noted.

      "I do," she agreed as she poured out the tea. "I no longer see clients in the modern world, but I still submit articles to publications from time to time. And assist old friends with tricky research."

      "You get the internet out here?" I asked, tempted to sneak a look at my phone. I could get cell service in Villmark, even better than I could down in the valley in Runde, but I always lost bars the minute I stepped into the woods.

      "No, I have to go into town for that," she said. "There's a lovely new coffee shop close by that has Wi-Fi. I go there a few times a week to check in with my colleagues in the modern world."

      "I know the place. My friend Jessica runs it," I said. "She even has some of my art up on her walls."

      "The pen and ink sketches?" she asked. I nodded. "You have a fine eye for detail. I always see a little something new every time I study one of your pieces."

      "Thanks," I said, feeling my cheeks flush. I was sure they were still bright red from being out in the cold, so I didn't think anyone noticed. But it had been a long time since I had talked to anyone about the art part of my life rather than the magic part.

      "We're here to talk about Bera," Haraldr said, as if he had not only read my mind but disapproved of the path my thoughts were taking.

      "Yes, Bera," I said. "Is she going to be okay?"

      Signi paused just before taking a sip of her tea and gave a thoughtful frown. "I'm not sure that's the best question, actually," she said.

      "No, I get it," I said. "There are no simple fixes in things like this. But there's better or worse, surely?"

      "She is better," Signi conceded, then finally took that sip of tea before setting the cup down on the tray. She rubbed the palms of her hands over the knees of her dark gray wool pants, at first aggressively and then more slowly, smoothing out the wrinkles. "Bera has a long road ahead of her. But she has been a very willing patient. I do have a strong hope that she will be, by some definitions anyway, okay."

      "Not a threat to others?" I guessed.

      "Exactly. I hope to be able to return her to her family, but that's several months away yet."

      "And her brother?" I asked.

      "Her brother is responding very well to the medication I've prescribed for him," Signi said. "He's so fortunate that his parents are willing to even entertain such a course of action. Many in Villmark would rather leave him in total disfunction alone in his room for all of his days rather than rely on modern pharmacology.

      "Certainly there is reason to approach such things with caution, but with me as his doctor, there is no danger of him being over-prescribed. He is still in the early days of being diagnosed, and I have to adjust his medication from time to time, but his outbursts are now safely a thing of the past. Hopefully soon it will even be possible for his mother to leave him alone for an hour or two at a time without worry."

      "That is good news," I said. "Do you go there, or do they come here?"

      "I go there," she said, reaching for her tea again. "Under cover of darkness. You knowing where this place is, that's a unique situation."

      "I'll keep it secret," I said, glancing over at Haraldr. Was Loke even supposed to know about this place? And yet Haraldr hadn't seemed remotely surprised to see him walking beside me when I'd arrived.

      Unless Haraldr thought I had brought Loke here?

      "Don't worry about that. Some secrets keep themselves safe," Haraldr said with a little wave of his hand. "You had another question."

      "Did I?" I asked. I gave him a puzzled look, then turned to Signi, who just raised her own eyebrows back at me. "We were here to talk about Bera. Is there more that I should know?"

      "We're in a tricky area," Signi said. "I know there are no HIPAA regulations here, but I would still like to keep the details of my patients' cases private as much as possible."

      "I don't think I need to know more than that they are doing well, myself," I said. I looked to Haraldr again, but he was studying the fire as if he found the patterns of the flames absolutely fascinating. No help there.

      "You also work with Halldis?" I asked, lowering my voice as if that sorceress could somehow hear me say her name, even down where she was in her sealed cave deep under the village of Villmark.

      "To a very limited extent," Signi said. "I'm not allowed to meet with her face to face, and she has no interest in anything I might do to help her. But I have spoken with her through her door on a few occasions."

      "And?" I prompted.

      Signi sighed. "Halldis is a very dangerous woman. You did us all a great service when you unmasked her and had her put away."

      "No one suspected her until I got here?" I asked. It just felt so unlikely.

      "She never seemed suspicious to any of us," Signi said. "She was untouched by time, but so is your grandmother. Most of us just thought it was a magic thing. Not that we knew she had so much magic. We knew she had some, because she would do little things to help people. Healing, scrying, harmless little charms. She always treated the rest of us with kindness and worked hard at what little craft she had. I confess, a lot of us were puzzled why your grandmother refused to take her on as an apprentice. But she must have sensed things we didn't."

      "Sensed things like what?" I asked.

      "Well, maybe that Halldis is dangerous, and in more ways than just magical ones," Signi said. "Halldis is very good at reading people and presenting herself how others expect to see her. She can very nearly make anyone believe anything she wants them to believe. Maybe even your grandmother, to some extent. Even now, warded against the use of magic as Halldis is, it is too dangerous to speak with her for long. She is devious and manipulative. Even I, with all my training, feel myself falling under her sway."

      "And you're sure it's not magic?" I pressed.

      Signi glanced at Haraldr, but he was still watching the fire, behaving as if he didn't even hear the two of us speaking.

      "No," she said with great reluctance. "No, I'm not sure she's not somehow still using magic. But I am sure that even if she is, she's not using just magic. I know Haraldr has recommended that you not face her until you are far stronger and more disciplined in your own magic. I would second that advice. But more, I would suggest you study as much about abnormal psychology as you can before that day comes. She's going to try to manipulate you. That's a guarantee. You should be prepared."

      "That day is far in the future, I'm sure," I said.

      Haraldr turned from the fire to give Signi a brief glance.

      "I have books I can lend you," she said, as if at Haraldr's silent behest. Then her demeanor brightened. "But I understand you're heading deeper into the woods today."

      "Yes, I'm going hunting at a lodge with the Valkissons and some others," I said.

      "Stop by again when you're back, and I'll have a few books ready for you to start with," she said. Then she got up from her chair and wheeled it back to her desk.

      "Signi, may Ingrid and I have the use of your lovely home for a few minutes more?" Haraldr asked.

      "Certainly," she said. "I usually go for a walk at about this time, anyway."

      "Oh, but it's so cold out there today," I said, hating the idea of driving her out of her warm, cozy little cabin.

      "Nothing I can't handle," she said as she put on a parka that looked even warmer than mine. The voluminous hood hid her entire face from view, and the hem of the jacket fell to below her knees. She flipped down a bench seat that was built into the wall and sat down. "You remember about my house guest, Haraldr?" she asked as she pulled on a pair of knee-high, fur-lined boots.

      "Yes, I do," he said. "Is that likely to be a problem?"

      "No," Signi said, but she didn't sound completely sure. She glanced at the clock on the mantle. "He doesn't generally get out of bed for another hour yet, so I'm sure he won't disturb you."

      "And we shan't disturb him," Haraldr assured her. "Is it going well? His... transition?"

      Signi frowned as she stood up and smoothed out her parka. "I'd prefer to talk to you about it later, if that's all right?"

      "Certainly. I'll wait for you here, then?"

      "Yes, that's fine. A half hour, I think. Is that enough time?"

      "Ample," Haraldr said. "Thank you."

      "Happy to be of service to the council, as always," Signi said as she wrapped a snowy white scarf around her neck then pulled on a thick pair of very modern snowmobile gloves. "And to the new volva as well. It was good meeting you, Ingrid. I look forward to seeing you again when you return for those books."

      "Me, too," I said. Although abnormal psychology wasn't the sort of thing I normally wanted to put high on my personal to-be-read list, I could see the sense of being as prepared as possible before I faced Halldis.

      Signi's parka swished against her thighs as she walked to the door, and the sudden rush of cold air when she opened it made the fire sputter and dance. But then the door closed again, and Haraldr and I were alone in that cozy little space.

      "Should I be worried about the man upstairs?" I asked. Haraldr gave me a questioning look. "It's just, the way you said he was transitioning. It sounded different than when you were talking about that man outside."

      "All cases are unique," he said. "Different reasons bring people back to Villmark. The adjustment is different. This one is a particularly tough case, but I have full confidence in Signi's abilities. But now," he said, slapping his hands together in a gesture I was coming to know all too well. "Ready for the next rune?"

      "What, right this minute?" I asked, surprised. "I'm about to go on sort of a vacation, you know. For days and days. I thought we'd get to it after I got back."

      "No time like the present," he said, reaching into the pocket of his tunic to present me a square of sturdy paper adorned with a single shape drawn in charcoal.

      "No time like the present," I agreed with considerably less enthusiasm, then leaned forward to take the card.
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      The sigil on the card was like the bottom half of a handwritten capital R, with a straight stroke vertical on the left but a sloping one on the right.

      "It makes an 'u' sound," I said. I knew it wasn't much, and I wouldn't be surprised if he was rolling his eyes at me. But I didn't look up at him. I traced my fingertip over the shape on the card. The charcoal came off on my finger a little bit, but I had never minded getting my hands a little messy.

      "And if I told you its name was Ur?" he asked.

      "Well, that means the oldest thing, or the first thing, right?"

      "Actually, not in this case. The Germanic prefix you're thinking of derives from something else," he said.

      "It feels old," I said, still stroking the charcoal. "Maybe all runes do, though."

      "The one Ur didn't lead to the other, but the meanings do have some similarities," he said. "But what impressions do you have based on looking at that shape and what you know about runes in general?"

      "Well, we're still in Frey's group of eight, right? And this is still a rune of creation, related to the last one?" I said, looking up at him again. I waited for him to toss out that old staple of teachers, "are you asking me or telling me?"

      But he didn't. Instead he asked me, "do you see how the shape resembles a yoke?"

      I looked back down at the card, at the gentle curve to the top of the rune. "Yes," I said. I could see that, even if it was a little crooked for that function, being taller on one side. But if I drew another, reflected version beside it, it would make an even pair, just a bit taller in the middle.

      I didn't know much about farm work, but that made sense. The harness or whatever would run up the middle of the pair.

      "The first rune represented cattle as wealth, among other things," Haraldr said. "This one is an aurochs or ox, if you will, doing work. It represents colossal strength, a strength rooted in the earth itself." He curled his hands into fists and drew them back to his sides to demonstrate pulling strength.

      "So less spontaneous creation, more like... farm labor," I guessed. I had just been thinking those words, hadn't I?

      "Exactly," he said. "Both runes reflect aspects of the first cow, Audhumla. But Ur also relates to personal growth. If the first rune represents the moment you were born and the strength you were born with, in this rune you learn and grow, evolve and take up your personal mantle, find your own strength. Claim your place in the world."

      "I'm not sure I'm ready for this," I said, looking at the shape on the card. It felt like an actual, physical yoke of heavy wood and metal that was about to be placed on my shoulders.

      Mastering this new rune was going to be so much work.

      "I know you were planning a few days away for a hunting expedition," Haraldr said. "That is good. I approve of your taking the time to engage in Villmarker activities, especially some of the older traditions. But I expect when you return to the village with enough meat to see us through the lean winter months ahead, you will also have something to report to me about your time spent meditating on this rune."

      "I'll do my best," I said. He raised an eyebrow at me. "Nilda and Kara said we'd all be bedding down together in the same hall. No separate bedrooms or even a shared one that I might get a minute to myself in. No privacy."

      "Bedrooms are a rather modern invention," he said, as if he could personally remember a time without them being commonplace. I doubted very much he could. He was old, but there was no way he was that old. "You'll find a way to manage, just as your ancestors did."

      "I'm sure I'll work something out," I said, tucking the card away. I started to get up from the chair when another thought kept me from moving. "Haraldr, are there creatures like fire giants that I might accidentally summon when I'm working on this rune?"

      "There are always things that will be drawn to you. Which is why you are practicing keeping your glow contained," he said.

      "I know. But still, anything specific I should watch for?"

      He frowned, but I could see he wasn't frowning at me. He was frowning over his own thoughts as he mulled over my question. "Nothing dangerous," he said at last. "You might draw some allies."

      "Allies are good," I said hopefully.

      Now he was frowning at me. "Not every ally is friendly or easy to talk to. Or above taking offense at a diplomatic misstep."

      "Right," I said. "I'll be careful."

      "I should hope you wouldn't have to promise me that," he said.

      "Of course, I'm always careful," I said.

      I wished I could be sure that was true. But too often since coming to Villmark, I hadn't even realized there was something I needed to be careful about until it was too late.

      "I should get going," I said. "I'm meeting the others at the Valkissons' house, and that's a long walk back."

      "It's good practice," Haraldr said. "Have fun with your friends. Meditate as often as you can, which I'm sure will be more often than you think you can. I'll see you when you return to Villmark."

      "Right," I said, then went to the front hall to get back into my boots and parka. Haraldr resumed studying the flames, and I slipped out of the door without disturbing him again.

      There was no sign of Signi returning from her walk, but if she had gone to Jessica's café it was far too soon for her to be back already. I looked back at her cabin and saw a tiny detail that set it out from the others: her wooden shutters had little hearts carved into them. They were so small I doubt I would’ve noticed them if I hadn’t still been standing on her porch.

      It was a warm touch, but overall this whole little community felt remote and isolated, not just from Villmark but from each other. The glass of the windows of the cabins around me was all frosted, but by design, not by the cold. These people cherished their privacy. I could see light from lamps and other electric fixtures through some of them, but no other sign of life, not even a passing shadow.

      It felt strange, being surrounded by those buildings and yet feeling like I was completely alone in the world. And a cold wind was blowing strongly, as if the buildings weren't there at all. Like I was just hallucinating them.

      I adjusted the layers of my wool scarf over my face then took a moment to be sure I was once more dampening down my magical glow. But before I had even walked down the steps from Signi's door to start walking home, I got distracted by the sound of voices. Male voices. They weren't loud enough for me to catch any words, but I could tell that an argument was going on.

      I skipped down the steps then headed to the center of the circle of cabins. Now I could see the two of them, standing on another forest path just south of the hamlet. The taller of the two was the man who lived in the cabin next to Signi's, the one Loke had wanted me to meet. The smaller one was turned sideways to me to look up at the taller one, and with his hood up I could see nothing of his face, but I recognized his coat. He was the new man in the hamlet, Geiri.

      I stayed where I was, too far away to hear their words, because I wasn't sure if this was any of my business. I had a place to be, and was already late.

      The taller man stopped talking, which seemed like a good sign. Then I saw Geiri's mittened hands closing into tight fists. His entire body was tense, so tense I could see it through the many layers of clothing that were protecting him from the cold.

      But the tall man either didn't notice or didn't care about the smaller man's growing anger. He turned his back to him, heading for his cabin. His eyes glanced up and saw me standing there in the common area. He gave me a cursory glance, then a harder look, as if he was trying to figure out if he knew me. He opened his mouth to say something to me, but I saw Geiri behind him raise a hand as if he were about to stab the taller man in the back.

      "Look out!" I cried. The tall man spun and caught Geiri's wrist.

      But there was nothing in his hand.

      "Let me go!" Geiri hissed. The tall man released him with a little shove. "You had no call to do that."

      "Didn’t I?" the man asked him with a sneer. Now that I was closer to him I could see he was not as young as I had thought. He certainly moved like a young man, and one with martial arts training at that. But his weathered face was deeply wrinkled, especially around his green eyes.

      There was something awfully familiar about those eyes. It made me think of Thorbjorn for some reason, but they weren't the same shade at all. Was this a brother of Valki, perhaps?

      "Who are you?" I asked him.

      He looked at me in surprise. But he just shook his head. "No. This isn't the time. Please excuse me."

      Then he just left, walking back to his cabin and going inside with a resounding slam of his door.

      It was a good thing I had that scarf covering my entire face, because I would look pretty silly standing there with my mouth gaping open otherwise.

      "His name is Frór," Geiri told me, making me jump. I had forgotten he was there.

      "I don't know that name," I admitted.

      "He thinks he's in charge here," Geiri said with a great deal of bitterness in his tone. "But no one is in charge here."

      "No, I gathered this was a pretty loose community," I said, but my eyes were on his hands. "You had something before. Where did it go?"

      He opened both of his mittened hands to show me he was hiding nothing. "You can pat me down if you like. I have nothing."

      "Then why did you...?" I broke off, miming the stabbing motion he had made before.

      But he just shrugged. "It was a stupid thing to do. In my defense, I didn't know you were there watching me. I just needed to vent a little."

      "That's very aggressive venting," I said.

      "I didn't have anything in my hand," he insisted. "Look, I'm sure you know I'm the new one here. I'm only here now because my entire life on the outside world fell apart pretty dramatically. I came here to have a little peace and quiet to process. Not to be micromanaged by the man who could've been king."

      "That guy was a king?" I asked, looking back over my shoulder towards his cabin.

      "No, he was never even close to being made king. We don't have those here," Geiri said. "He just thinks he should've been king."

      "I get that you think he's bossy," I said. "What was he trying to tell you to do?"

      "Nothing," he said, too quickly. Well, I suppose it really was none of my business.

      And yet, something didn't feel right.

      "Do you mind if I take you up on that pat down?" I asked him.

      He looked at me like he thought I was crazy. Maybe I was. "I'd rather you didn't touch me," he said at last.

      "I won't have to," I said. "Just stand there."

      I fished through my pockets. I came up with a stub of pencil and the card that contained my rune. I turned the card over and drew a hasty sketch of Geiri on the back of it.

      I was peripherally aware of his mood morphing from annoyance that I was delaying him to curiosity at what I was doing. When I finished my sketch and put the pencil away, he came around to stand at my shoulder and see what I had drawn.

      "Nice likeness," he said appreciatively.

      "Thanks," I said, only half listening to him. I let my eyes drift out of focus and waited for anything hidden in the pencil sketch to jump out at me.

      At first I saw nothing. Then I noticed an image in his shadow on the snow behind him: a literal fish out of water. I chuckled.

      "What?" he asked.

      "Nothing," I said, putting the card back in my pocket. "You're all right."

      "Thanks?" he said uncertainly.

      "My name is Ingrid," I said, thrusting a hand out at him. "My grandmother Nora is the volva, and I'm sort of the volva in training."

      "Oh, of course," he said and mimed slapping his own forehead. "I saw you just an hour ago coming up the path with Loke. I guess I didn't recognize you without him."

      "I'm about to leave town for a week or so on a hunting trip," I told him. "But I'll be back here in this hamlet to pick up some books from Signi first thing when I get back. If Frór is still hassling you, let me know then and I'll see what I can do."

      "I'm sure that won't be necessary," he said. "I'm just having a bad day. Lots of bad days. I'm sure I just took what he was saying wrong."

      "Well, just in case. I'll be here," I said. "But right now I'm running late."

      "Please, don't let me delay you," he said.

      "It was good meeting you," I said, although to myself I thought "interesting" was probably the more appropriate adjective.

      I gave him a smile he could in no way see through my scarf, although perhaps my eyes hinted at it. Then I set off back towards my own cottage in the forest. I felt him watching me leave, or thought I did, but when I turned back at the edge of the hamlet to wave to him, I realized he had gone.

      I was alone.
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