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      It hadn't been so very long since I had last seen Villmark. Only a few days. But when I arrived there that mid-April morning with Nilda and Kara by my side, everything just felt different. Not like I was seeing it for the first time. More like I was seeing it with new eyes.

      Part of it was the weather. I had moved to the North Shore in September and had survived my first Villmark winter. I had also seen some fine days with lots of sun and blue skies, but never one so warm as this.

      After being covered in mounds of snow for months and months, everything looked wide-open now. The shutters were down from the windows, and the streets were wider without the snowbanks taking up so much space.

      But those were all good things. I should be looking at Villmark and seeing a happy place, because it was.

      And yet, I was uneasy. And I couldn't quite put my finger on why.

      It seemed like everyone in Villmark was outside, soaking it all up. April wasn't too late in the year for another snowstorm to blow through, and we all knew it. But for the moment, anyway, it was warm enough for short sleeves. I was wearing a T-shirt myself. I had a flannel shirt tied around my waist in case the temperature plunged while walking through the woods. But just now the warm sun on my skin felt so good, I didn't even mind how winter-pale my arms were compared to the Mikkelsen sisters beside me.

      They were both as tanned as ever. How did they manage that? They had spent the last few months working long shifts in a literal cave, guarding the ancestral fire that protects all of Villmark.

      The only bigger mystery was where they found time for all the working out they had to do to maintain their top-level physique. I wasn't overweight at all, but my pale arms looked downright flabby next to their sculpted musculature.

      The three of us reached the well at the center of town to find even more crowds gathered there. Meat was cooking on grills set up all over the commons, even though it was hours until lunchtime. The smell of sizzling beef filled the air, punched up a notch every time drops of fat set the flames hissing and roaring.

      And I could hear voices everywhere, people chatting in their gardens, shopkeepers calling out to each other as they set up their outdoor tables on the sides of the main street.

      But what must have been the fourth cluster of children washed up the cobblestone street to us, breaking around the three of us like river water around jutting rocks, then fell back together again behind us to carry on shrieking towards the edge of the woods.

      That. That was what felt different about Villmark to me this time. Everything around me was absolutely bucolic, and yet I was on edge.

      And I was feeling a particular fear for the children so close to the woods.

      "They're completely safe, Ingrid," Nilda said to me, reading my mind.

      "Not completely," I said, my grandmother's words still too fresh for me to push them aside.

      "It's a rare thing, any of them disappearing," Kara said. "Nora only knew of three, and they were spread out over centuries."

      "Three that she knew returned," I reminded her. "There were more that just… disappeared."

      "Maybe we can do something about that," Nilda said. "But we have another mission first."

      "Yes," Kara said emphatically.

      "What mission is this?"

      I knew that voice before I had even pinpointed where it was coming from. Directly behind me, of course. All winter long, I had seen him under-dressed everywhere. Tromping through snow in inadequate shoes and no coat or hat. I had only just learned the reason for this: that he had a power to move from one doorway to another in some random location he seldom got to choose. He was never dressed correctly because he never knew where he was going, or when the door would lead him outside.

      So it was a bit of a change to see him looking overdressed for once. But not in a way that suggested he had been pulled into the center of town unprepared. Really, he looked like any other dedicated goth, dressed all in black with sleeves down past his wrists and a collar buttoned all the way up his throat. Soaking in the sun was clearly not for him. But his pale look worked with his dark hair and eyes. He was a perfect goth.

      "Hello, Loke," I said.

      "We're going to find the Thors and bring them home," Kara said.

      Loke raised his eyebrows. "Not a small mission, then."

      "Or an easy one," Nilda agreed. "Ingrid, you have to go see Haraldr before we leave town, right?"

      "Yes," I said. "I don't imagine that will take long, but I can't put it off."

      "I know," Nilda said. "How about Kara and I pick up all the supplies we need, and then we'll meet you where the road back to the cabin starts at the edge of the woods?"

      "If you don't mind doing all the shopping, that sounds perfect to me," I said.

      "It's not a problem. Noon?" she said.

      "Noon," I agreed. Then she and Kara disappeared into the throngs of people milling through the marketplace.

      "Come on," Loke said. "I'll show you the back way to Haraldr's place."

      "Through a magic doorway?" I asked.

      "I was thinking of going a couple of blocks over, away from the main roads," he said. "I try to avoid magic doorways."

      "You could probably avoid them better if you were avoiding talking to my grandmother less," I said pointedly.

      He didn't answer, but I hadn't expected him to. He would ask for help in his own time, and nothing I did would change that.

      Not that I was going to stop bringing it up, of course.

      "Did you get some news that has you running to Thorbjorn?" he asked me as we strolled past walled garden after walled garden. I could hear brooms sweeping away the remains of last year's leaves in a yard or two, but there were fewer voices here.

      "Kara had a vision," I said.

      "Kara did?" he repeated. But then he shook his head as if he wasn't surprised. "Anything specific?"

      "Just that they're in danger. But my grandmother said we should go find them," I said.

      "That's probably a good idea," Loke said. He glanced around as if to be sure we weren't overheard, but we were alone on the quiet street. "I know it looks like a happy scene today, but something has me on edge."

      "So it's not just me," I said. "I thought it was because my grandmother was telling us about children going missing from the village."

      "Missing?" Loke asked.

      "Not currently. She just meant like Leifr, who left years ago but is back now. And also Odd Oddsen," I said.

      I didn't have to explain those two to Loke. The two of us had been talking with Leifr ourselves when it became clear that he had been born much further in the past than his visible age would indicate. He had gotten lost in the woods outside of Villmark, in places where time moved differently than it did closer to the shore of Lake Superior.

      And everyone in Villmark had known Odd, the man who claimed he had been among the original settlers from Norway, which would make him centuries old. He hadn't claimed to be Odin himself, but he liked to heavily imply it. I still had a hard time parsing out what was real about him and what was just story.

      "There was also another woman, a friend of my grandmother's, by the name of Reginleif," I said.

      "Don't know her," Loke said.

      I found that a bit surprising. I had just assumed that Loke knew everyone. Not just in Villmark. He spent more time in the modern world, in the fishing village of Runde, than any other Villmarker save my own grandmother.

      He also had a lot more experience in the wilds to the north and west of Villmark. Those directions led not to the woods of northern Minnesota, but back through time and space through magic I didn't remotely understand.

      I had once walked on a road that led to distant mountains, mountains I had been told were actually in Old Norway. Not the Norway of today, but the Norway that had existed when my ancestress Torfa had first created this place.

      I had also passed through an area that had reminded me strongly of Iceland, although I had never been there before. I was starting to get the feeling that going deep enough into the wilds would take you to all sorts of places.

      But the wilds were called that for a reason. I had encountered many strange creatures out there, some friendly, but many definitely not. And I knew there were other things out there I had yet to face. Things like giants.

      What were Nilda, Kara and I about to walk into? Were we going to find ourselves in over our heads?

      I pushed that thought from my mind. "Tell me what you're sensing in Villmark," I asked Loke.

      He shrugged. "Just a feeling. Like a storm is coming. Although obviously not that," he said, gesturing at the cloudless blue sky hanging over us. "I don't know what it is. But I don't think it's just us. Not that I've talked to anyone about it. But if you walk around town, you'll see a few of the more sensitive souls who are sharing our disquiet. Mostly, I'm thinking everyone would rest easier if the Thors were back."

      "It's been too long with no news," I agreed. The Thors had gone out on patrols before. It was their self-appointed job, after all. But never before had all five of them gone out at once, for so long, with no word sent back.

      "You're leaving at once?" he asked.

      "After I talk to Haraldr," I said. "My grandmother is drawing us a map to guide us. Not that we know exactly where they are. But that friend of hers I mentioned, Reginleif, she knows the roads of the north better than almost anyone, I gather. She's as old as Odd was, maybe older."

      I touched the pendant I wore around my neck, the one that was in the shape of a spear. It had been a gift from Reginleif to my grandmother years ago. It was how I would prove who I was. Because as much as Reginleif would likely be an ally in our cause, "friendly" might not be the best way to describe her. From what my grandmother had told me, I gathered she preferred to wander the wilds alone.

      "Mjolner is going with you?" Loke asked.

      "If he wants to," I said. Mjolner was more independent-minded than the average cat. He could also travel vast distances in an instant, although how he did this I had never seen. If he didn't want to stay with me, there was nothing I could do to keep him.

      But whenever I needed him, he was always there. If he chose to stay with my grandmother, I would still have his protection. I had no fears on that score.

      "Do you want to come with us?" I offered.

      "As much as I love spending time with you and the Mikkelsen sisters, I'll have to decline," he said. We had nearly reached Haraldr's house on the south end of town, and Loke was already bearing further west, towards the road that would lead him to his home nestled between a couple of dairy farms.

      "Are you sure?" I asked. "We could really use your help."

      He gave me a grin, but it was dimmer than his usual. "I bet," he said. "But alas, I really have to stay here."

      "Is Esja all right?" I asked. His sister would be the only thing that would compel him to stay, or to do anything at all. Especially if she was feeling sickly again.

      "She's doing well," he said, but I could tell that, as usual, that wasn't the full story. But he just pointed to Haraldr's front door. "You have to get going. Much to do. Esja and I will be fine. Please don't worry about us even for a minute. You'll have enough to deal with, I'm sure, being in the north."

      "I'll think of you both anyway," I said.

      He laughed and nodded. "Have it your way. But if you do get yourself into trouble, have Mjolner come get me. I can be there in a jiffy, provided you're somewhere with a door."

      "I gather that Reginleif travels in a wagon," I said. "I don't know if it has a door."

      "I'm sure if it comes up, you'll think of something," he said. "I trust when I see you again, you'll have Thorbjorn hovering over you. It'll be like old times."

      "I certainly hope so," I said.

      He waved, then headed off downhill towards the rolling, cow-dotted hills beyond the edge of town.

      Then I heard children laughing again, in the distance. A perfectly happy sound that once more sent a shiver up my spine.

      Was I doing the right thing? Was it wise for me to leave Villmark? My grandmother may still be the volva of Villmark, one in a long line of witches charged with protecting the descendants of those who our ancestress Torfa had brought here from Norway, but it was a responsibility we were sharing now.

      Especially since I had discovered that she had been overtaxing her magic for years. She was doing better now, but she still wasn't back to her full powers as a volva.

      And she was still in the cabin a half-day's walk to the north. So far away, if anything here should go wrong.

      But, no. Loke was right. The best thing I could do for Villmark was to get the five Valkisson brothers back, the Thors.

      And while I wouldn't characterize it as "hovering," I wanted Thorbjorn back at my side.

      Whatever I was sensing about Villmark, I could face it as resident volva far more bravely with my loyal guardian with me.
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      I knocked on Haraldr’s door, or started to anyway. It swung open almost at once, leaving my hand tapping on nothing. I had to look down to make eye contact with Fulla, Haraldr's assistant and general helper. She was only twelve or thirteen, and was no family relation to Haraldr so far as I knew, but he relied on her for everything.

      "He's expecting you," she told me, then turned to lead the way down the long central corridor, her thick blonde braids swaying ever so slightly behind her as she walked. I left my boots on the mat, very aware of every mud puddle I had tromped through on my walk through the woods, then jogged to catch up.

      I caught up with Fulla just as she reached the door to the library. She knocked once, briskly, then opened the door and waved me through.

      Haraldr was sitting in a chair close to a crackling fire. He and Fulla must be the only people in Villmark not enjoying the day outside.

      "Are you feeling all right, Haraldr?" I asked as I joined him by the, frankly, too hot fire. He had a wool blanket tucked all around his bony legs. A book rested on his lap, as if he had just shut it when Fulla had knocked, but something about the mussiness of his remaining halo of silver hair over his bald head told me he had been resting his head against the wing of his chair. Napping.

      "Well enough, well enough," he told me. But he didn't get up from his chair as he usually did. "Your time is short, I take it?"

      "You know what I'm up to?" I asked as I sat down in the chair across from his. He nodded. "Kara is anxious to start. In truth, so am I. But if there is a reason to linger, I will do so," I told him.

      "No, you and Kara should listen to your instincts," he said.

      "Loke and I were talking, and we both sense something building. Do you know what I mean?" I asked him.

      He shrugged. "I am not as sensitive to such things as you, you know. I am merely your inadequate teacher in arts which I do not practice myself."

      "Nonsense," I said. "You've taught me more than I can say already. And we have so very far still to go."

      "Such a look in your eyes today," he chided me. "I'm not going anywhere. I will remain your teacher in the lore of the runes until we reach the final rune."

      Then he opened the book on his lap, only lifting the front cover to pick up a card he had left tucked in there. He glanced at it as if to verify it was correct, then held it out for me to take.

      I looked at the shape, like an R drawn with only straight lines, no curves.

      "This one is very appropriate for what you're about to do," he told me.

      "How so?" I asked. I knew it sounded like an R, and with it we were nearly done spelling out the word futhark, the word that gave the rune alphabet its name. But that was all.

      "Its name is reidh," Haraldr told me, folding his hands over the now closed book on his lap. "And it is the rune of journeys. But more than that. It is traveling through time and space. It touches on how we measure time and space."

      "And I'm going into the north," I said, nodding, "where time and space are simply not the same as they are here."

      "Just so," Haraldr said, touching the side of his nose and winking at me. "Isn't it funny how the world works out?"

      "I'll laugh about it later," I said. Not that I couldn't see the irony. I was just still so worried about… everything. "If this rune means journey, and I'm on a journey, am I going to have a harder time telling when I'm seeing this rune for a reason, or when I'm just seeing it because I have it on my mind?"

      "Interesting question," he said. "You'll have to take care. And don't neglect your meditation practices. I know you'll be with friends. That has made you lax in the past."

      "I'll make the time to meditate on this every night," I promised. But he wasn't wrong. I had promised him that before, with other runes. "I know my trouble with the ase rune was because I let Odd Oddsen get into my head."

      "This might give you trouble for a similar reason," he warned me. "This is a rune of dance and music, of poetry in all its forms."

      "Ugh," I said, looking down at the drawing on the card like it had already betrayed me.

      "You are a visual artist. That will always be your strength. But you should at least be able to access if not appreciate some of the others," Haraldr said.

      "I suppose I should be studying the poetry," I sighed. I glanced around at the frightening number of books around us.

      "When you get back," he told me. Which was suspiciously close to exactly what I wanted to hear.

      "Are you sure?" I asked.

      "I'm not loaning you any of my books. Not with where you're going," he said with a sniff.

      "Fair enough," I said.

      "There is one other thing that troubles me," he said, fidgeting in his chair ever so slightly. Like he had debated even bringing it up, and now that he had, he wasn't sure it had been the right decision.

      "About poetry?" I asked.

      "About reidh," he said. "It deals with journeys, yes, but it also deals with justice."

      "I've dealt in justice before," I said. It was almost all I did, since coming to Villmark. How many murders had I investigated? How many perpetrators had I brought to justice?

      "It also deals with harmony," he said. It still sounded like he was fighting against every word, only reluctantly getting them out.

      "You don't think I'm harmonious?" I asked. Only half-joking. He was clearly worried about something.

      "It deals with the harmony between an individual and the society they are a part of. Finding that balance," he said. He was moving his hands as if weighing invisible objects.

      "I get it," I said. "How am I going to tap into that when I'm so far from home?"

      "That is my fear, yes," he said, resting his hands on the book once more.

      "If I were here, would you be worried about what society I was harmonizing with? Villmark or Runde?" I asked.

      "It is… interesting that this comes up when you are going where you're going," he hedged.

      I chewed at my lip. "I'll always belong to both. Wherever I choose to live, whatever I choose as my calling, that will always be true."

      "Certainly, you've made that clear," he said.

      I looked down at the card in my hand again, then tucked it away in my art bag. "The way you talk about this rune coming up now with all that's happening, it's almost like you're talking about fate," I said. "Is that a thing?"

      "It depends on what you mean by fate," he said. "It's a very large topic, too large to address now. And I've only scratched the surface of what it all means myself, after a lifetime of study."

      I looked around at all those books again. If I started reading them, it would be all I would be doing for years. Decades, even.

      "What I've found with the matter of fate is much like what the two of us have discovered with our work together with the runes," he said.

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "Book learning is enlightening, and not to be scoffed at. But living the truth of things is where the real wisdom is," he said.

      "I'm not sure I follow that," I admitted.

      "I could tell you everything every philosopher has ever had to say on the topic of fate, destiny, free will, and all that. But it's all just words without a deeper meaning until you feel those forces yourself in your own life," he said. Then he gave me a sad sort of smile. "Please don't be angry when I say this, as I was angry when my own tutor said it to me, but you are young yet. You've seen only a little of the road of life. I know you won't see things as I do. I ask only a little indulgence when an old man tells you that the longer his life goes on, the more it feels like it has its own structure. None of it was clear at the time, but now that I draw closer to the end of things, I can see how it all flows like a story. And this rune, at this time, to me feels like just the next page in that very long book."

      I nodded, but didn't look up at him. I was pretty sure I wasn't going to be any good at hiding my distress. Not at his words about fate. In truth, I still didn't quite follow what he was telling me there.

      But he kept talking about things coming to an end. I had no idea how old he was. Younger than my grandmother, I was sure, but my grandmother was far, far older than she looked. Being a volva changed things for her, and maybe for me too. But every time I saw Haraldr, he looked measurably older. And more frail.

      And I had so much left to learn.

      "Go on your quest. I promise you everything else will sort itself out," he said, smoothing the blanket over his knees. "I will be stronger when summer is here for real. Please, don't worry about me."

      That was the second person telling me not to worry while I was gone. It was… worrying.

      "Ingrid," he said, and I realized my inattention had not slipped his notice. I looked up at him, then noticed I was still chewing at a thumbnail and dropped my hand. "It is important for all of us here in Villmark that you succeed. We need the Thors."

      "I will do my best," I promised.

      It sounded so small in my ears, but he beamed at me brightly, and a little of the Haraldr I had first known was back in his eyes. "That will surely more than suffice. Now, excuse me not walking you to the door."

      "Don't even worry about it," I said, leaning over his chair to kiss him on the cheek. He flushed at the attention and waved for me to leave him alone with his book.

      I caught a glimpse of the title as I left. I had expected some weighty tome of dreadful knowledge. About fate or destiny or the nature of time.

      But he was reading a leather-bound copy of The Complete Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.

      Not what I expected.

      I was still smiling to myself about that when I reached the far northern edge of town. Nilda and Kara were already there, three heavy packs resting on the ground beside them.

      "Did you say all your goodbyes?" Kara asked me as she helped me get one of the packs on my back. It was a modern hiking backpack with a little cushioned pad where it rested against the small of my back and wide straps that settled comfortably on my shoulders.

      I could just tell already how grateful I was going to be each night when we stopped to camp and I could take this thing off.

      But I also knew the time would come when the lightness of the pack would be the most worrying thing. What if our supplies ran out before we got back?

      I was so not ready for this kind of journey.

      But Nilda and Kara were both bright-eyed, excited for the coming adventure.

      I realized I hadn't answered her question yet, and wracked my brain. "Who would I say goodbye to?" I wondered.

      "I suppose there was no time to go down to Runde," Nilda said, and I felt a stab of guilty shame. I had forgotten my Runde friends entirely. Again.

      "No, no time," I said. "I didn't see Roarr either, although I'm sure Loke will tell him what's going on."

      "We ran into him," Nilda said, and Kara nodded.

      "He wanted to come with us," she said.

      "You said no?" I asked. Then felt guilty again for inviting Loke along without asking them first.

      "I know what you're thinking. The three of us against whatever is out there, we're going to need all the help we can get," Nilda said. Ever practical.

      "But we're also leaving Valki alone to tend the ancestral fire," Kara said. "Leaving Roarr here to help him out felt like the better plan."

      "Yes, I think you're right," I said. "Loke is here too, but with his sister, he can't really be relied on in that way."

      "If Villmark is in danger, he will stand up for it," Kara said.

      "We've done all we can here. The best thing now is to get the Thors and get home again as quickly as we can," Nilda said.

      So we set off, back the way we'd come just that morning. We had one last goodbye to make, to my grandmother. Then we'd really be on our way.

      If only I could convince myself I was making the right decision. Villmark, vanishing in the distance behind me, was still making me feel so on edge.

      But I had to get back before I found out why.
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      It was late afternoon before we were once more crossing the narrow promontory that divided the main shoreline from the rocky outcropping that Frór's cabin was built on. The day was still warm, but the breeze off of Lake Superior was chill, and I finally wanted that flannel shirt I had been wearing around my waist all day.

      Of course, I couldn't put it on without taking the pack off first. And I would need help to do that.

      I was so not ready for this kind of journey.

      As we drew closer to the cabin, I was surprised to see my grandmother wasn't sitting outside, waiting for us. My black cat Mjolner was outside, but I wouldn't call sprawling out in a patch of setting sun waiting for us. Particularly as he didn't even bother to lift his head as we walked past.

      I opened the door and called, "Mormor?"

      "In here!" she called back. Kara helped me get the pack off, and then I unlaced and pulled off my hiking boots. Only then did I follow my grandmother's voice to the corner of the main room where my easel and art supplies were set up.

      "What are you doing?" I asked as I came around the easel.

      "Finishing up your map," she said, leaning in to make a few final strokes. Her tongue was just visible, poking out from between her teeth as she concentrated.

      When I had first come up to Runde from St. Paul, I had been following one of my grandmother's hand-drawn maps. At the time I had marveled at the details, how the waves on the shore she had drawn had seemed to wash in and out despite being only ink on paper.

      I knew now that had been a magical map. Most people drove past Runde without noticing it at all, tucked in under one of the highway bridges as it was. I myself had driven past it before I finally consulted that map rather than the GPS on my phone.

      But the map I was looking at now put that map to shame.

      First of all, it was huge. She had taken a page from one of the largest of my art pads, the one that was two feet by three feet of heavy paper. I seldom worked that large myself.

      But my grandmother had filled the entire space. Every inch of it was covered in intricate details. Trees, rivers, grass, waterfalls. Everything.

      Not only did it seem to be moving, I was sure if I looked at it more closely with a magnifying glass, I would see even more details than I did now.

      "That's all I can remember," my grandmother said. She sounded regretful. Which was crazy.

      "This is amazing," I said, and Nilda and Kara hurried over to lean over our shoulders and murmur their agreement.

      "I used to be a bit of an artist myself," my grandmother said, blushing pinkly. "I didn't stick with it. But I still remember a thing or two."

      "You did this in pen," I said, leaning closer to peer at those strokes. "And you didn't sketch it in pencil first."

      "No, there wasn't enough time," she said. She sounded disappointed in herself. Like she should've done more. On my busiest, most caffeine-fueled days, I had never done so much in so little time.

      And I had only done it with slightly better technique. After years in art school.

      "Ingrid, are you all right, dear?" she asked me, which only made me feel guiltier.

      But it wasn't jealousy I was struggling with. Not really.

      I struggled to find the words for what the problem was. Nilda nudged her sister, and they both sneaked off to the kitchen. But the two of them being there wasn't what had my tongue so tied.

      "It just needs a minute for the ink to dry, then I'll roll it up for you," my grandmother told me. She checked that every ink pen she had used was capped correctly, then put them back exactly where she had found them. "I didn't think you'd mind if I used your things."

      "No, of course I don't mind," I assured her.

      She spun the stool around to face me. "What is it, then? Are you worried about Thorbjorn?"

      "Of course," I said.

      "But that's not all of it," she said, folding her arms.

      "No, I'm worried about me," I admitted. "I don't know that I'm up for this. Whatever has happened to the Thors, how am I going to fight that? I'm no warrior. And I've barely learned any magic yet. So I'm no witch either."

      "You'll do what you've always done," she said. "Your best. And that's got the job done every time."

      "So far," I grudgingly admitted. "But the three of us going, it's leaving people in Villmark in a lurch, isn't it?"

      "I'm here, aren't I?" she asked.

      "Here, not in Villmark," I said.

      "I see your point, but we'll all be fine," she said. She touched a few spots on the paper and, finding it dry, stood up to start rolling it up tightly.

      "I wish I could be in two places at once," I said.

      "Not even Mjolner can do that. Although he gets pretty close," she said, then handed me the rolled-up map. "You three need to get going."

      "It's so late already—" I started to say.

      "You can't wait for morning," my grandmother interrupted me. "You need to get moving and keep moving. That was the one feeling that struck me again and again as I drew this map. Urgency. So much urgency."

      "My feeling in Villmark is that I'm leaving it exposed to something," I said.

      She pressed a finger to her lips as she considered this. "I suppose you are. But you can't stay. Villmark needs the Thors back."

      "Maybe someone else should go," I said, as much as I hated to say it.

      "No one is going to find those boys faster than you and Kara. And Nilda, of course, but her motivation is… different," my grandmother said with a mischievous gleam to her eye.

      "Mormor, I'm being really serious here," I said.

      "I am too," she insisted, but that gleam was still there. "It has to be you three. I don't know why, but it does. And it has to be now. So, come on! I'll walk with you as far as the crossroads."

      My feet really didn't want to get back into those boots, but they weren't the ones making the decisions. Then Kara helped me back into the pack, which hadn't gotten any lighter since I had set it down.

      "Here," my grandmother said, shoving her best walking stick towards me.

      "I can't," I said.

      "But you will," she insisted, thrusting it at me again. I tucked the map into the strap of my pack, then took the stick from her.

      It felt good in my hand. Like the wood was meant to nestle in my palm. "Is there magic in this?" I asked suspiciously.

      "There's magic in everything," she sniffed. She took another walking stick from the box near the door, then waved for the three of us to head out the door.

      As we crossed the grassy field in front of the house, Mjolner sat up with a wide cat yawn, then trotted after me, falling into step beside me like a trained hunting dog.

      We were halfway to the crossroads before I realized the stick in my grandmother's hands wasn't one of her spares that she kept for guests. It was the twisted staff that Odd had brought with him when he'd first come to our house. Just before he died.

      I had thought it had been placed in the cairn with him.

      I would ask my grandmother if it was magic, if I wasn't sure I would get the same dismissive answer as before.

      "Here is where we part," my grandmother said, a formal tone to her voice as we all stopped at the crossroads. I looked south, towards Villmark, although that was too far away and beyond too much forest for me to see a hint of it.

      Then I deliberately turned to the north and planted my grandmother's walking stick one pace ahead.

      It was like something flowed up from the earth, up through that staff, up into my hand. I felt energized. Not quite up to this task, maybe, but definitely capable of walking for a few more hours.
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