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Prologue


Ten Years Ago


“Tell me about it again,” I entreated—begged, really, in a small voice, small especially for a girl like me.


Mr. Tulin, on the nights he had a little too much hot tea and brandy, would tell me stories of other, less fortunate babies. One had been left out for the wolves, another drowned in the icy river. Still another was killed by an angakkuq, this time to be mashed into a paste for one of her potions.


On the other nights, he’d try to convince me there wasn’t any time for a story. But I’d beg and plead, and his eyes would glimmer—already milky with cataracts, lighting up when he spoke about monsters. I would pull the covers up to my chin, and his normally crackled baritone would go even lower, rumbling with the threat of the monsters he impersonated.


I was never sure how much he’d made up or what had been passed down to him, as he’d weave through all sorts of patchwork folklore—the monsters and heroes pieced together from the neighboring Inuit, our Norse ancestry, and especially from the troll tribe that Mr. and Mrs. Tulin belonged to—the Kanin.


But I had a favorite story, one that I asked for over and over again.


This one I loved because it was about me, and because it was true.


“Which one?” Mr. Tulin asked, feigning ignorance as he lingered at my bedroom door.


It was dark in my room, except for the cast-iron woodstove in the corner. My room had been a pantry before I was here, before Mr. Tulin had converted it into a tiny bedroom. Outside, the wind howled, and if I hadn’t been buried underneath the blankets and furs, I would’ve felt the icy drafts that went along with all that howling.


“The day you met me,” I replied with unbridled glee.


“Well, you turned out to be a big one, didn’t ya?” That’s what Mr. Tulin liked to say, particularly when I was scooping another helping of potatoes on my plate at the supper table, and then I would sheepishly put half a portion back, under the sharp gaze of Mrs. Tulin.


But he wasn’t wrong. I was tall, thick, and pale. By the age of nine I was nearly five feet tall, towering over the kids in the little schoolhouse.


Once, I’d overheard Mrs. Tulin complaining aloud to a neighbor, saying, “I don’t know why they chose our doorstep to leave ’er on. By the size of her, her da’ must be an ogre, and her ma’ must be a nanuq. She’ll eat us out of house and home before she’s eighteen.”


After that, I tried to make myself smaller, invisible, and I made sure that I mended all my clothing and cleaned up after myself. Mrs. Tulin didn’t complain too much about me after that, but every once in a while I would hear her muttering about how they really ought to set up a proper orphanage in Iskyla, so the townsfolk weren’t stuck taking in all the abandoned strays.


I didn’t complain either, and not only because there was nobody to listen. There were a few kids at my school who served as a reminder of how much worse it could be for me. They were sketches of children, really—thin lines, stark shadows, sad eyes, just the silhouettes of orphans.


“You sure you wanna hear that one again, ayuh?” Mr. Tulin said in response to my pleas.


“Yes, please!”


“If that’s the one the lil’ miss wants, then that be the one I tell.” He walked back over to the bed, limping slightly, the way he did every time the temperatures dipped this low.


Once he’d settled on the edge of the bed, his bones cracked and creaked almost as loudly as the bed itself.


“It was a night much like this—” he began.


“But darker and colder, right?” I interjected.


His bushy silver eyebrows pinched together. “Are you telling it this time?”


“No, no, you tell it.”


“Ayuh.” He nodded once. “So I will, then.”


It was a night much like this. The sun hadn’t been seen for days, hiding behind dark clouds that left even the daylight murky blue. When the wind came up, blowing fresh snow so heavy and thick, you couldn’t hardly see an inch in front of your nose.


All over, the town was battened down and quiet, waiting out the dark storm. Now, the folks in Iskyla had survived many a winter storm, persisting through even the harshest of winters. This wasn’t the worst of the storms we’d faced, but there was something different about this one. Along with the cold and the dark, it brought with it a strange feeling in the air.


“And a stranger,” I interjected again, unable to help myself.


Mr. Tulin didn’t chastise me this time. He just winked and said, “Ayuh, and a stranger.”


The old missus, Hilde, and I were hunkered down in front of the fireplace, listening to the wind rattling the house, when a knock came at the door.


Hilde—who scoffed whenever Tapeesa the angakkuq spoke of the spirits and monsters—shrieked at me when I got up to answer the door. “Whaddya think you’re doing, Oskar?”


“We’re still an inn, aren’t we?” I paused before I reached the door to look back at my wife, who sat in her old rocker, clutching her knitting to her chest.


Well, of course we were. Her father had opened the inn years ago, back when the mines first opened and we had a brief bout of tourism from humans who got lost on their way to the mines.


But that had long dried up by the time Hilde inherited it. We only had a dozen or so customers every year, mostly Inuit or visiting trolls, but whenever I suggested we close up and move south, Hilde would pitch a fit, reminding me that her family settled Iskyla, and she was settled here until she died.


“Course we’re an inn, but we’re closed,” Hilde said. “The storm’s too bad to open.”


Again the knocking came at the door, pounding harder this time.


“We got all our rooms empty, Hilde!” I argued. “Anyone out in this storm needs a place to stay, and we won’t have to do much for ’em.”


“But you don’t know who—or what—is at the door,” Hilde stammered, lowering her voice as if it would carry over the howling wind and out the door to whoever waited on our stoop. “No human or troll has any sense being out in a storm like this.”


“Well, someone has, and I aim to find out who it is.”


I headed toward the door, Hilde still spouting her hushed protests, but my mind had been made up. I wasn’t about to let anyone freeze to death outside our house, not when we had ample firewood and room to keep them warm.


When I opened the door, there she stood. The tallest woman I ever saw. She was buried under layers of fabric and fur, looking so much like a giant grizzly bear that Hilde let out a scream.


Then the woman pushed back her hood, letting us see her face. Ice and snow had frozen to her eyebrows and eyelashes, and her short wild hair nearly matched the grizzly fur. She wasn’t much to look at, with a broad face and a jagged scar across her ruddy cheeks, but she made up for it with her size.


She had to duck to come inside, ever mindful of the large bag she carried on her back.


“Don’t bother coming in,” Hilde called at the woman from where she sat angrily rocking. “We’re closed.”


“Please,” the giant woman begged, and then she quickly slipped off her gloves and fumbled in her pockets. “Please, I have money. I’ll give you all I have. I only need a place to stay for the night.”


When she went for her money, she’d pushed back her cloaks enough that I could see the dagger holstered on her hip. The fire glinted off the amber stone in the hilt, the dark bronze handle carved into a trio of vultures.


It was the symbol of the Omte, and that was a weapon for a warrior. Here was this giant troll woman, with supernatural strength and a soldier’s training. She could’ve killed me and Hilde right there, taken everything we had, but instead she pleaded and offered us all she had.


“Since we’re closed, I won’t be taking any of your money.” I waved it away. “You need sanctuary from the storm, and I’m happy to give it to you.”


“Thank you.” The woman smiled, with tears in her eyes, and they sparkled in the light like the amber gemstone on her dagger.


Hilde huffed, but she didn’t say anything more. The woman herself didn’t say much either, not as I showed her up to her room and where the extra blankets were.


“Is there anything more you’ll be needing?” I asked before I left her alone.


“Quiet rest,” she replied with a weak smile.


“Well, you can always holler at me if you need anything. I’m Oskar.”


She hesitated a second before saying, “Call me Orra.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Orra, and I hope you enjoy your stay with us.”


She smiled again, then she shut the door. That was the last I ever saw of her.


All through the night, she made not a peep, which upset Hilde even more, since it gave her nothing to complain about. I slept soundly, but Hilde tossed and turned, certain that Orra would hurt us.


By the time morning came, the wind had stopped and the sun had broken through the clouds for the first time in days. I went up to check on Orra and see if she needed anything, and I discovered her gone.


She rode in on the back of the dark storm, and she left before the sun.


Her room had been left empty—except for a little tiny baby, wrapped in a blanket, sleeping in the middle of the bed. The babe couldn’t be more than a few weeks old, but already had a thick head of wild blond hair. When I picked her up, the baby mewled, but didn’t open her eyes.


Not until I said, “Ullaakuut,”—a good-morning greeting. Then her big amber eyes opened. She smiled up at me, and it was like the sun after the storm.


“That’s how we met.” I beamed, and he smiled back down at me. Mrs. Tulin wasn’t sure if they would keep me, so she wouldn’t let him name me yet, but then they called me Ullaakuut until it stuck.


“It was quite the introduction,” he agreed with a chuckle.


“Oskar!” Mrs. Tulin shouted from the other room. “The fire’s gone cold!”


“I’ll be right down!” he yelled over his shoulder before turning back to me. “Well, you’ve had your story now, and Hilde needs me. You best be getting to sleep now. Good night, Ulla.”


“Good night.” I settled back into the bed, and it wasn’t until he was at the door that I mustered the courage to ask him the question that burned on the tip of my tongue. “How come my mom left me here?”


“I can’t say that I understand it,” he said with a heavy sigh. “But she’d have to have got a mighty good reason to be traveling in that kinda storm, especially with a newborn. She was an Omte warrior, and I don’t know what kind of monsters she had to face down on her way to our doorstep. But she musta known that here you’d be safe.”


“Do you think she’ll come back?” I asked.


His lips pressed into a thin line. “I can’t say, lil’ miss. But it’s not the kind of thing I would hang my hat on. And it’s nothing that you should concern yourself with. You have a home here as long as you need it, and now it’s time for bed.”
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Home


Emma sprinted into my room first, clutching her older brother’s slingshot in her pudgy hands, and down the hall Liam was already yelling for me.


“Ulla! Emma keeps taking my stuff!” Liam rushed into my room in a huff, little Niko toddling behind him.


My bedroom was a maze of cardboard boxes—all of my worldly possessions carefully packed and labeled for my move in six weeks—and Emma darted between them to escape Liam’s grasp.


“He said he was going to shoot fairies in the garden!” Emma insisted vehemently.


Liam rolled his eyes and brushed his thick tangles of curls off his forehead. “Don’t be such a dumb baby. You know there’s no such things as fairies.”


“Don’t call your sister dumb,” I admonished him, which only caused him to huff even louder. For only being seven years old, Liam already had quite the flair for the dramatic. “You know, you’re going to have to learn how to get along with your sister on your own. I’m not going to be around to get in the middle of your squabbles.”


“You don’t have to tell me that,” Liam replied sourly. He stared down at the wood floor, letting his hair fall into his eyes. “She’s the one that always starts it.”


“I did not!” Emma shouted back. “I only wanted to protect the fairies!”


“Emma, will you give Liam back his slingshot if he promises not to kill anything with it?” I asked her. She seemed to consider this for a moment, wrinkling up her little freckled nose, but finally she nodded yes.


“I was never really going to kill anything anyway,” he said.


“Promise!” Emma insisted.


“Fine. I promise I won’t kill anything with my slingshot.” He held his hand out to her, and she reluctantly handed it back to him. With that, he dashed out of the room, and Emma raced after him.


Niko, meanwhile, had no interest in the argument, and instead made his way over to me. I pulled him into my arms, relishing the way his soft curls felt tickling my chin as I held him, and breathing in his little-boy scent—the summer sun on his skin and sugared milk from his breakfast.


“How are you doing this morning, my sweet boy?” I asked him softly. He didn’t answer, but Niko rarely did. Instead, he curled up more into me and began sucking his thumb.


I know I shouldn’t pick favorites, but Niko would be the one I missed the most. Sandwiched between Emma and the twins, he was quiet and easily overlooked. Whenever I was having a bad day or feeling lonely, I could always count on him for cuddles and hugs that somehow managed to erase all the bad—at least for a few moments.


But now I could only smile at him and swallow down the lump in my throat.


This—all the scraped knees and runny noses, the giggles and tantrums, all the love and chaos and constant noise of a house full of children—had been my life for the past five years. Which was quite the contrast to the frozen isolation of the first fourteen and a half years of my life.


Five years ago, a Kanin tracker named Bryn Aven had been on an investigation that brought her to Iskyla in central Canada, and when I met her, I knew it was my chance out of that town. Maybe it was because of the way she came in, on the back of a storm, or because she was a half-breed. She was also blond like me, and that wasn’t something I saw often in a town populated by trolls and a handful of the native humans of the area, the Inuit.


Most trolls, especially from the three more populous tribes—the Kanin, Trylle, and Vittra—were of a darker complexion. Their skin ran the gamut of medium brown shades, and their hair was dark brown and black, with eyes that matched. The Kanin and the Trylle looked like attractive humans, and the Vittra often did as well.


The Omte had a slightly lighter complexion than that, and they were also more prone to gigantism and physical deformities, most notably in their large population of ogres. With wild blond hair and blue eyes, the Skojare were the fairest, and they had a tendency to be born with gills, attuned to their aquatic lifestyle.


Each of the tribes even had different skill sets and extraordinary abilities. All of the kingdoms had some mild psychokinetic talents, with the Trylle being the most powerful. The Vittra and the Omte were known for their physical strength and ability to heal, while the Kanin had the skin-color-changing ability to blend in with their surroundings, much like intense chameleons.


Iskyla was officially a Kanin town, and the Inuit coloring wasn’t much different from that of the Kanin. Most everyone around me had a shock of dark hair and symmetrical features. My noticeable differences had always made me an easy target growing up, and seeing the blond-haired tracker Bryn, I recognized a kindred spirit.


Or maybe it was because I could tell she was running from something, and I had been itching to run since as soon as I could walk. The Tulins had been good to me—or as good as an elderly couple who had never wanted kids could be when a baby is dropped on them. But Mrs. Tulin had always made it clear that I would be on my own as soon as I was ready, and when I was fourteen I was sure I was ready.


Fortunately, Bryn had been smart enough—and kind enough—not to leave me to fend for myself. She brought me to Förening, the Trylle capital in Minnesota, and found me a job and a place to stay with friends of hers.


When I had started as a live-in nanny working for Finn and Mia Holmes, they’d only had two children with another on the way, but already their cottage was rather cramped. Shortly after I moved in, Emma came along—followed by a promotion for Finn to the head of the Trylle royal guard—and Mia insisted a house upgrade was long overdue.


This grand little house, nestled in the bluffs along the Mississippi River—cozy but clean and bright—had enough room for us all—Finn, Mia, Hanna, Liam, Emma, Niko, Lissa, Luna, and me. As of a few months ago, we’d even managed to fit in Finn’s mother, Annali, who had decided to move in with them after her husband passed away last fall.


This home had been my home for years, and really, this family had been my family too. They welcomed me with open arms. I grew to love them, and they loved me. Here, I felt like I belonged and mattered in a way that I had never been able to in Iskyla.


I was happy with them. But now I was leaving all of this behind.
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Independence


“But Mom, it’s not fair!” Hanna was shouting, her voice reaching the ear-piercing levels of indignation that only twelve-year-olds seemed able to master.


When I walked into the kitchen, her mother was attempting to feed the twins, Lissa and Luna. A bright orange mush—presumably pureed carrots or maybe sweet potatoes—was slathered all over their high chairs and hands, and some had even gotten into Mia’s dark hair.


“Hanna, we’ve already gone over this.” Mia’s tone was beyond exasperated, but Hanna stood defiantly in front of her, arms folded over her chest as she glared up at her mother. “Your grandparents see you so rarely.”


“But it’s just turned June, and you’re sending me off! Me and my friends already made so many plans for the summer—”


“Well, that was silly of you, wasn’t it?” Mia cut her daughter’s rant short with a gentle rebuke. “You’ve known about this trip for months.”


“But I never wanted to do it,” she insisted with a whine. “At the very least you should let me stay for the party tonight.”


“Ulla’s internship starts on Monday, and she’s not going to miss it for some party,” Mia told her firmly. “Besides, parties at the palace are always so stuffy and boring.”


Hanna groaned and rolled her dark eyes dramatically. “You’re only saying that because you’ve been to so many.”


I glanced over at the invitation tacked up on the corkboard—next to the calendar with reminders for the twins’ checkups and Liam’s camp schedule. Delicate filigree vines had been drawn along the edges, and at the bottom a rabbit sat front and center, flanked by a fish, a cougar, and a vulture.




Her Royal Highness Wendy Luella Staad


Queen of the Trylle


and Her Husband Loki


request the honor of your presence


at the Quinquennial Jubilee


of


Linus Fredrick Berling


King of the Kanin


with His Wife Ariel


on Saturday, the Eighth of June


Two Thousand Nineteen


at Seven O’Clock


at the Trylle Royal Palace in Förening, Minnesota





“Sorry, kid.” I tried to sound apologetic—and I was sorry that Hanna was sad about it, but I was not at all upset about missing the party myself.


I had been to enough of these kinds of affairs to know that Mia was right. They were mostly boring and stuffy. This one was all about strengthening the alliances between the tribes—a shaky bit of peace that had been established during the Invasion of Doldastam that had ended with Linus’s ascension to the throne.


Even though I’d grown up as part of the Kanin tribe, Iskyla was so far out and isolated we hardly followed politics, so I hadn’t known about all the bits and troubles that led up to the civil war in the capital of the kingdom. An heir apparent felt their place on the throne was unduly set aside, and they plotted a coup a decade in the making. Monarchs were killed, leaders were overthrown, and the Kanin eventually found themselves with a whole new dynasty in place.


That meant the jubilee would be a room full of political frenemies saying nice things to one another and pretending that they actually meant them. It would be even less fun than it sounded.


Especially for someone who stuck out like me. It wasn’t just that I was blond. Of all the tribes, the Trylle were the most renowned for their beauty, with so many of the men and women like slender models walking off a runway.


Meanwhile, I had broad shoulders and wide hips with hardly a cinch of a waist in the middle, making my body type “rectangular,” as the magazines would helpfully declare, and not so much fat as I was wide, although I was a little pudgy, too.


Like many Omte, my face had a slightly squished lopsided appearance. The skewed look on my face was mostly due to my mouth—the left corner of my puffy lips drooped a bit—and my eyes—the left eye was slightly larger than the right, and the left pupil was permanently dilated in a birth defect, making the eye appear darker and even larger than it actually was.


It was only the Omte who were known for their asymmetric features, hulking bodies, and generally going against the grain of Western beauty standards in the twenty-first century. And that was me.


While I still enjoyed putting on a gown and getting all gussied up for big events like the royal party at the palace, the pressure of perfection made my less-than-perfect self uncomfortable.


“But none of the other kids have to go,” Hanna said, ignoring me on her unrelenting crusade to get her mom to let her stay home.


“Liam has tracker camp, and everyone else is too young to be away from home for six weeks,” Mia reminded her. “Besides, I thought you would enjoy having a break from your siblings.”


“Yeah, but I didn’t mean that I wanted to get stuck in some boring old house out in the middle of nowhere,” Hanna muttered.


When she was pouting like that, slouching and with her bottom lip sticking out slightly, she appeared to be even younger than she actually was. The smattering of freckles across her face only lent itself to her youth, and her bouncy dark brown curls didn’t help much either. Her thick eyebrows had started sprouting into a full-on unibrow over the winter—around the same time that I’d had to take her shopping for her first bra—and I’d taught her how to pluck and shape them.


“Have you finished packing yet?” I asked her.


“Have you?” she shot back, and her eyes met mine for a split second, long enough for me to see the hurt flash in them, and I realized that she was upset about more than being away from her friends.


My internship lasted six weeks. On my way there and back, I was dropping Hanna off and picking her up at her grandparents’. When we got back, I was moving out to a little apartment on the other side of town. I already had the first month’s rent and security down. Mia and Finn were being kind enough to let me store most of my belongings here while I was on the internship.


So this was my last official day working as a nanny and living with the Holmeses.


“Come on, Hanna.” I smiled at her. “We’ve got a super-fun road trip ahead of us. I already have playlists made for the road.”


“Yeah?” She lifted her head slightly.


“Yeah, and how often do you get to be outside of Förening and see the humans in their natural habitat?” I asked, since that was something I’d heard her whinge about on more than one occasion.


She stood up taller. “Yeah? Like we’ll be able to eat in a real restaurant with humans everywhere?”


“Yeah, we can eat anywhere you want.”


That wasn’t a total lie. We could stop at any restaurant, but in my experience, most food prepared outside of troll communities tended to make us sick. Since throughout most of our existence trolls had lived off the grid, hidden away and eating mostly what little fruits and vegetables we could get our hands on, we hadn’t adapted well to the rich diets of humans.


“I pick . . . McDonald’s,” Hanna announced, causing Mia to let out a small laugh.


“Well, if you wanna stop somewhere, you better get finished packing,” I told her. “I’d like to make it to your grandparents’ before dark, and since we’re driving fourteen hours, that means that we need to be on the road”—I glanced at the clock on the wall and groaned—“in fifteen minutes.”


Now, bolstered by the promise of forbidden treats, Hanna ran upstairs to her room to finish packing.
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Farewells


We were running an hour behind. I don’t know how it had happened, but I was still loading up the Jeep at half-past ten in the morning. Finn had been kind enough to borrow the Jeep from the Queen’s small fleet of royal vehicles on the condition that I take Hanna to her grandparents’. It was a more-than-fair trade, so I had happily accepted.


“Okay, I think that’s the last of it, then,” I said, after carefully stowing Hanna’s violin between our bags.


Trolls tended to be hoarders, and I was no exception. One of the more obvious ways this presented itself was how much I over-packed. It didn’t help that all my stuff was essentially already packed for the big move, so why not just pile it in the Jeep in case I needed it during the next six weeks? Like literally all my clothing and jewelry. Would I need a winter jacket in June in Oregon? Probably not, but why risk it?


I had finally stuffed the Jeep as much as I could without risking injury or discomfort to Hanna and myself, so I closed the gate and turned back to face everyone. Mia and Finn had attempted to gather the kids to see us off, but it was hard to keep them all together. Liam and Emma kept running around chasing each other, Niko wandered off after a butterfly, Lissa was asleep in a bouncer, and Luna was fussing, so Mia rocked her gently and sang to her.


Hanna started crying when she realized she hadn’t said goodbye to her pony Calvin, so she darted off to do that.


“I bet you’ll miss all of this,” Finn said as he scooped up Niko before the toddler tumbled into the ditch.


“I don’t know if you’re kidding or not, but it’s definitely going to be bittersweet to be somewhere quiet.” I gestured vaguely around at the laughing and crying children who nearly drowned out the sound of the chirping birds and the warm breeze rustling through the trees.


“We were lucky to have you as long as we did,” Mia said, and she gave me a pained smile with tears in her eyes. “It may be hard to tell right now, but we really are all going to be lost without you, Ulla. It won’t hit the little ones until after you’re gone.”


“Come on, guys, this isn’t goodbye forever,” I said as I choked down my own tears. “When I get back, I’ll still see you around town.”


“I know, and you can always come back and visit,” Mia said, and that was more of a command than an invitation. She hugged me then, with Luna letting out an irritated squawk as she found herself smooshed in the center of it.


Niko squirmed in Finn’s arms, so I untangled myself from Mia and reached out for him. He let me kiss his chubby cheeks and hold him tightly to me, but only for a second. His attention was entirely focused on chasing butterflies, and he wouldn’t stand for being held for another moment, so I set him back on the ground to run circles around his mother.


“We’re really going to miss you, Ulla,” Finn said, and the honesty of his words made tears spring fresh in my eyes. He wasn’t much of an emotional guy, speaking in cool, polite tones that bordered on formal, and he chose his words carefully. That’s when I realized: this wasn’t the first time I was leaving my home, but it was the first time that I would be missed.


I wiped my eyes roughly with the palm of my hand and chewed the inside of my cheek to keep back the tears. “Yeah, well, thanks again for helping me out so much, giving me a roof and an education and now a Jeep and this internship. I don’t know if I ever would’ve gotten to Merellä without you.”


“It’s the Queen that deserves all the gratitude for that one.” He waved it away like it was nothing, but we both knew the truth. If not for his friendship with the Queen of the Trylle, and her writing a recommendation on my behalf, it would’ve been near-impossible for a nobody like me to land an internship in Merellä.


“And honestly, Ulla,” he went on, “it’s not nearly enough thanks for what you’ve done to help us. I don’t know how we could’ve managed with all the changes we’ve gone through over the years.”


“You only ever get what you give, you know?” I said, awkwardly repeating something that Mr. Tulin used to tell me all the time when I was a kid.


Hanna came running back from saying goodbye to her pony, wiping at her eyes in a hurry. “Okay, I think I got it all out of my system. We can go now.”


After a few more tearful and semi-tearful goodbyes, we finally made our way over to the car. Hanna had hopped in, and I was reaching for the driver’s-side door, when I heard someone calling my name behind me.


I turned back to see Bryn Aven. Standing at the top of the hill, looking like a vision in white in the bright sun, and I had to blink to be sure it was her. Her crisp guard uniform made her appear older and slicker than when I had seen her last, but the wry smirk on her lips was unmistakably hers.


“You were gonna sneak off without even saying hello?” she asked.


Without thinking, I raced over to her and threw my arms around her, embracing her in a bear hug that was probably a little too tight based on the grunts she made. It had been years since I had seen her, but my feelings of gratitude, friendship, and (a bit of) infatuation remained wholly unchanged.


Once I released her, Bryn smiled at me and smoothed out her uniform. “Either I’ve gotten shorter or you’ve gotten taller.”


“Maybe it’s a little of both.”


“It looks like you’re all packed up. Are you going somewhere?”


“Yeah, I have to be in Merellä by Monday morning, and it’s over a thirty-hour drive.”


She let out a low whistle. “And I thought we had a long trip down from Doldastam. What’s waiting for you in Merellä?”


“An internship at the Mimirin.”


“The Mimirin? As in the Mimirin Talo?” she asked, and the awe in her voice made me blush.


The Mimirin was about the only true neutral space in the troll hierarchy. It was an ancient institution, one that purported to house the entire history of our kind. The Mimirin served as a library, a museum, a university, a research facility, and an opera house.


I nodded. “Yeah, it’s the headquarters for the Inhemsk Project, and that’s really what I’ll be working on.”


“The Inhemsk Project is that Vittra group that reassimilates the trolls of mixed blood, right?”


Trolls of mixed blood. That was the new official term, replacing plenty of more derogatory terms, like halvblud, half-breed, and mongrel. I didn’t know how well it would take off, but it was definitely an improvement. Mr. Tulin had always told me that there was no shame in being the child of mixed tribes, but not everybody felt the same way he did.


“The Vittra started it, but it has no true tribal alliance, like the Mimirin. They’re neutral and open to anyone.”


When the Inhemsk Project had formed a few years ago, it was initially met with a lot of anger and protests. Historically, trolls of mixed parentage were shunned by proper society as punishment for their parents weakening the bloodlines, and by extension, the psychokinetic abilities in our blood that made us so powerful.


Eventually, though, our society had been forced to accept the harsh reality. With tribes like the Vittra and Skojare experiencing record rates of infertility and infant mortality in recent decades, their populations had begun to dwindle.


The Trylle—while not as plagued with medical issues as the others—had begun to suffer their own population decrease because of their heavy reliance on the practice of changelings. In recent years, many of the troll children left as changelings declined to come back, choosing instead to live among the humans.


The Vittra were simply the first to realize how dire the situation had become. Queen Sara Elsing worried about the extinction of her tribe—not just the blood and their supernatural abilities but their way of life, their history, everything that made them the Vittra. It would all be gone if they didn’t find a way to boost their population.


Now the Inhemsk Project worked at reaching out to all the children of mixed blood, hoping to bring them back into the fold to learn about their history and strengthen our society. Initially, the doors had only been open to mixed trolls—like half-Kanin, half-Trylle—but they’d widened their net to include even the ultimate taboo in our world—a child born of a troll and a human.


The two tribes with the largest self-sustaining population—the Kanin and the Omte—had eventually decided on a stance of indifference. They didn’t fund the Inhemsk Project or openly use it, but they wouldn’t stop the others from welcoming trolls of mixed blood into their midst.


“You’re going to find your family?” Bryn asked.


“Well, I’m gonna try.” I shrugged, trying to appear more nonchalant about the whole thing than I actually felt.


“I’d wish you luck, but I know you don’t need it. You always were one tenacious kid.”


I laughed. “Well, we’ll see how far my tenacity gets me.”


“I’m happy for you, but I have to admit that I’m a little disappointed you won’t be at the party tonight. I’m King Linus’s personal guard, so I’ll be working, but I hoped we’d have a little time to catch up.”


“Still living the dream, huh?” I commented.


“Something like that.” She smiled and lowered her gaze.


“Ulla!” Hanna leaned out the window of the Jeep, looking at me over the top of her cat-eye sunglasses. “Are we going or what? Because if we’re staying longer, I’m getting out of the car.”


I bit my lip and glanced back at an impatient Hanna. “No, don’t get out. I’ll be there in a minute.” If she got out, it would be at least another twenty minutes before I’d get her back in, and we were already running so far behind.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hold you up,” Bryn said.


“No, don’t be silly. We really do need to catch up soon.”


“You have my number, and you can call me when you’re not swamped with all your work at the Mimirin.” Then she hugged me, holding me close for a second. “Tavvaujutit,” she whispered, saying goodbye in Inuktitut—tah-vow-voo-teet.


“Tavvaujutit,” I replied quietly, letting go of my oldest friend. I walked to the Jeep, looking back once to wave at everyone who was still around, and when I got in, I sat for a second and took a deep breath. It was time to leave behind everything I knew to start on my next adventure.
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Fathers


The citadel of Merellä sat right on the ocean in southern Oregon, some two thousand miles away from Förening. Almost right in the middle between the two cities was Eftershom—a tiny Trylle village nestled in the mountains of western Montana. That’s where Hanna’s grandparents lived, a mere thirteen hours away.


My goal from the start had been to make the trip to Eftershom in one day, and we’d gotten off to a late start, but I still thought it was doable assuming Hanna’s pit stops didn’t get in the way.


The stop to get fast food had been wonderfully quick, which left me optimistic. Then the three bathroom breaks came after, and that’s not counting the time I had to pull over on the side of the road so she could throw up.


“Ugh.” Hanna groaned and rested her head against the window.


“I told you that the shake and fries were a bad idea.”


I really had tried to talk her out of it, suggesting that she ease herself into new foods with smaller sizes or maybe a salad or fruit. But Hanna insisted that I promised she could eat what she wanted from wherever she wanted, and now she was paying the price.


“Maybe I have the flu.” She peered over at me with an eagerness that belied her intentions. “Maybe we should go back so I can rest up, and we can leave tomorrow.”


“Nope. We’re three hours away. Besides, you wanted to see the outside and the human world.” I gestured to the acres of farmland that surrounded us as we traveled down a mostly empty highway. “Distract yourself from your upset stomach by taking in the scenery.”


“This is not what I had in mind,” Hanna muttered. “The gas stations haven’t exactly been thrilling either.”


“I’m sorry to tell you that humans aren’t any more exciting than trolls,” I said, and she snorted.


I had never spent much time outside of the troll kingdoms, but Finn’s job had once been to go out and collect changelings from the human world, so he’d had to be an expert on their culture and way of life, and he thought it was important that we understood how the other half lived. But no matter how often he tried to teach Hanna that humans were usually just as boring as we were, she remained convinced that they were all jet-setting debutantes.


For a few moments, she sat in silence. I sang along to Sia on my playlist and tried to ignore her scowling and exaggerated sighs.


“You’re really gonna make me sit in the car for hours feeling like I might throw up?”


“We can pull over if we need to. But if you’re really worried, you can look in the back for a bucket or something.” I motioned vaguely toward the back of the Jeep.


She groaned but complied. The way she leaned back there—unmindful of her stomach squishing between the seats—confirmed my theory that she was playing up her sickness. But she kept rooting around anyway, sifting through a box behind my seat.


I watched her in the rearview and said, “If you haven’t found a bucket or anything yet, you probably aren’t going to.”


“What’s this?” She slid back into her seat, holding up a package that I was very familiar with.


It was wrapped in parchment paper and twine. The paper was torn and tattered from me reopening and reclosing it dozens of times over the past six months, nearly making the Nunavut postal code illegible.


Inside of it was a Moleskine composition notebook I’d gotten brand new after Mrs. Tulin had sent me the package. I bought it the day I decided to make an actual plan for finding my parents, instead of just wondering about them, and I had filled the first few pages with everything I knew or suspected about them.


The notebook just fit inside the envelope Mrs. Tulin had sent, so I stored it in there with all the other memorabilia from my childhood. Along with the notebook, there were my limited medical and school records, a few photographs, and a small painting that Mr. Tulin had done.


“Careful.” I watched her from the corner of my eye as she looked it over. “That’s everything I know about who I am.”


Hanna squinted at the return address. “Who sent it to you?”


“The old woman who took care of me when I was a kid,” I explained coolly. “Her husband saved everything from the night I was left with them. He died a few months ago, and she was clearing out the house and thought I ought to have it.”


“The old woman?” Hanna asked, crinkling her nose in confusion. “Didn’t you call her Mom?”


I shook my head. “It wasn’t like that. We weren’t a family. We were more like flatmates.”


“So they never adopted you?”


“Not really. They gave me their last name, but that was more out of practicality.”


And even that was nebulous. I was almost certain that there was never any record of my existence in the human world, since trolls did everything in their power to stay off the grid and outside of human history. Other than changelings—who lived with humans after assuming the human identity of the baby they’d replaced—most trolls would never interact with humans, not in a meaningful way. We very rarely left the privacy of our tribes, except when traveling between our communities, and the governments as a whole—American, Canadian, Swedish, whatever—were never even aware of our existence.


And since I had been abandoned as a newborn in one of the most isolated communities in the five kingdoms, I didn’t think there was much of a trail in the troll world, at least before I moved in with Hanna and her family.


“You know I’m adopted. Kinda,” she said, then quickly added, “I mean, Mom is my real mom, but my real dad died when I was a baby. I don’t remember him at all, and Dad officially adopted me when Liam was born.”


She fell silent for a minute, staring thoughtfully at the barren landscape around us. What she’d told me wasn’t surprising—it wasn’t a secret, Mia and Finn had been up front about it from the start—but this was the first time Hanna herself had said anything to me about Finn not being her birth father, and I wasn’t sure how to respond.


But before I could come up with anything, she turned her attention back to me and asked, “What about you? Do you remember your parents?”


I shook my head. “No, I was only a baby.”


“And your mom just left you?” Hanna asked, sounding genuinely shocked.


“Maybe.”


“Maybe?” she echoed in disbelief.


“An Omte woman left me,” I said, elaborating what little I knew. “Mr. Tulin thought she looked like a guard or a warrior. When I was younger, I imagined that she was the guard for a Queen or a Princess, and that she hid me away on the orders of my parents—who I alternated between believing were star-crossed lovers who only wanted to protect me or were selfish snobs who got rid of me to protect their inheritances.


“But the truth is that the woman who left me that night might be my mother or her guard or maybe even a kidnapper,” I finished with a sigh. “The only thing I know for sure is that she’s the only connection I have to my parents.”


“Why do you want to find your parents so badly?” Hanna asked, and I had to look over at her to be sure she was serious.


“Aren’t you curious about your birth father?” I asked, incredulous.


“Not really.” She shrugged. “Grandpa Johan and Grandma Sarina always try to tell me stories about him, and I don’t mind hearing about him, but . . . I don’t know him. He’s a stranger to me.”


Her thick lashes landed heavily on her cheeks as she stared down at her lap. “When they tell me about him, he doesn’t sound anything like me. He liked math and chess and some boring game called hnefatafl. The only thing we have in common is that we both have freckles.”


“Maybe it’s different for you because you do know,” I said. “Even if you don’t personally know everything about him, that’s your choice. You can call your grandparents or ask your mom if you have any questions.”


“That’s true. And I already have a mom and a dad, so I don’t really feel like I need another one.” She paused, then looked up at me as if something just occurred to her. “But you didn’t even have one mom or dad.”


“Not really,” I agreed wearily.


“You know you’re a part of our family, right? No matter what you find out about your parents, you’ll always have us.”


I smiled at her. “Thanks, Hanna. That means a lot to me.”
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Eftershom


By the time we finally reached Hanna’s grandparents’ house, it was after midnight and Hanna was sound asleep. My GPS stopped working as soon as I got to the edge of Eftershom—I wasn’t sure if that was because of the mountains or the cloaking magic causing interference—but Mia had handwritten the directions just in case.


Fortunately, Eftershom was little more than a village with a single road running through it, and Mia’s description—“a robin’s egg”—aptly described the bright blue little cottage built into the side of a hill.


A light had been left on for me, and I’d barely parked in the driveway before Johan Nordin came out of the house to greet me. He offered to carry Hanna in, but when he saw me lift her up with ease, he stepped aside.


“My wife is asleep,” he whispered as he held the front door open for me.


I nodded, and he directed me to a small guest room off the entry. I laid her down and pulled the covers up over her.


“Thank you again for driving all this way,” Johan said, speaking in a low hushed voice so as not to disturb Hanna. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be, and that’s no good for all that driving.”


Small oval glasses sat on the end of his nose, and he readjusted them as he grinned at me. It was a thin but cheerful smile, buried in a bushy silver-streaked beard that matched his thick head of hair.


“It’s no problem,” I reassured him.


“I know that you’ve had a long drive,” he said as he led me away from Hanna’s room. “I certainly appreciate if you want to lie down and get some rest. But if you’re anything like me and need a moment to unwind first, I ought to let you know that I’ve just poured myself a glass of wine in the study, and you’re more than welcome to join me.”


“I always have trouble falling asleep, so that sounds great, actually.”


“Wonderful.” His smile deepened, and he led me toward the keyhole door at the end of the hall. The door was open a crack, and through it warm amber light danced and weaved, casting inviting shadows.


It was a tower of a room, really—round and rather narrow but stretching up for what seemed like miles. Bookcases curved along the walls, with every inch filled. A kerosene lamp glowed brightly on a drink cart where a decanter of wine sat next to two glasses.


The study smelled of wood (oak, maybe? sandalwood?) and old books and fresh dirt. When he handed me the glass of wine, the rich scent of grapes filled the air, giving the room a heady earthy sense.


He sat down in a distressed leather chair and motioned to the cushioned bench of a built-in nook in the bookcases. “Go on, make yourself comfortable.”


“I’ve been sitting in the car all day, so it’s nice to stretch my legs a bit.” I took a sip from the wine and languidly walked his room, admiring all the old leather-bound books.


“How are things for Hanna back at home?” Johan asked.


“Good. She seems happy. She has lots of friends, and a pony she adores.” I looked over my shoulder at him and laughed. “I’m sure you’ll hear all about it while she’s here.”


He chuckled warmly. “I hope so. And her family treats her well?”


“Yes, of course. I mean, it can be chaotic there with all the kids, but her brothers and sisters are crazy about her.”


“Good, good.” He stared down thoughtfully at his wine, swirling it around in his glass. “I always knew that Mia would be an excellent mother. My son chose well in that regard.”


I pointed to a picture on the mantel above the fireplace. “Is this him here?”


“Yes, that’s my son Nikolas with my wife Sarina, two years before he died.”


It was a photograph of a woman—sharp, severe, brittle, like shattered glass—and a young man around my age, maybe even younger. Under a mop of wild curls and a constellation of freckles, he had a toothy grin.


“Hanna looks like him,” I commented.


He smiled wistfully. “She does. She seems to be far more headstrong than he ever was, but maybe that’s for the best.”


“Why do you say that?” I asked.


Johan waved his hand vaguely. “He got swept up into the whole tracker thing, tracking changelings, bringing them home, protecting the realm. That’s what got him dragged away from Eftershom and out to . . .” He trailed off and let a heavy silence hang in the air. “Well, out to where he died,” he finished finally, and took a long drink of his wine.


“I’m sorry.”


He shook his head. “It’s not a thing that anyone ever really gets over, losing their only child, but time has a way of making it easier to breathe.”


I scanned the shelves around us, looking for anything to change the subject. All I wanted was to unwind after a long day, not make an old man rehash painful memories.


“All these books, are you a writer?” I asked lamely.


“A professor and a historian, actually,” he said with some pride. “Eftershom has one of the largest libraries in the entire Trylle kingdom.”


I raised my eyebrows. “Really?”


He chuckled at my surprise. “Yes, it seems unbelievable that such a tiny community in the middle of nowhere would hold so much of the Trylle history, but that’s precisely the reason why it is. The palace has been burned and ransacked a hundred times, but out here it’s quiet and safe.”


“Is that why the town was settled in the first place?” I asked.


“No, nothing that logical.” He shook his head. “It was just that they’d gone far enough. That’s where the name actually comes from. When the leader set up camp, one of the stuffy royal Markis asked, ‘Why do we stop here?’ And the leader answered, ‘Eftersom vi har gått tillräckligt långt,’ which roughly translates to, ‘Because we have gone far enough.’”


I laughed. “I suppose that’s as good a reason as any.”


As I walked around the room, admiring the collection of old books and talking with Johan, my eyes kept being drawn back to one. It was a bit thinner than most of the books, with a faded gray cover, but a gilded symbol on the spine kept catching the firelight. Despite the frayed binding, the symbol itself was crisp and intact, and there didn’t appear to be a title or even words of any kind on the cover.


I ran my fingers across it—the soft faded fabric shifted to cool smooth embossing. The symbol itself looked both vaguely familiar and like something I hadn’t seen before. It definitely had a Norse flair—maybe a variation of a valknut and a horned triskelion—but the inner swirls inside the triangles appeared to be leafy vines, a rather uncommon feature in ancient Scandinavia.
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“What is this book?” I picked it up to show Johan, and the lightness of it surprised me. It was as if it were hollow, but when I lifted it, the vellum pages fanned out enough that I could see that it was indeed a real book.


Johan leaned forward and readjusted his glasses. When he saw what book I was holding, he smiled broadly. “Ah, I see you’ve discovered one of my favorites. Jem-Kruk and the Adlrivellir. Have you heard the tale of Jem-Kruk?”


“I don’t think so,” I said as I carefully put the book on the shelf.


“That’s not surprising.” He settled back into his armchair. “It’s an old bit of troll lore that has fallen out of favor. I’m sure you’re familiar with the troll creation myth?”


“The one with the Orm and all the animals?”


He nodded. “Precisely.”


Back in Förening, it was in one of the children’s books called Bedtime Stories for Trolls of All Ages, and I’d read it dozens of times to Liam and Emma when they were younger.


It was a rather simple morality tale. All of the troll tribes were represented—the Skojare as a shy fish, the Omte as a tough vulture, the Vittra as a clever cougar, the Kanin as a wily rabbit, and the Trylle as a flower-loving squirrel.


At the start of the story, all the animals are pals and love hanging out together until this big snake-like monster—simply referred to as “the Orm”—decided to mess with them. The story left it vague about what his motives were—possibly jealousy or maybe just boredom—but eventually he gossips to all the animals and gets them to turn on one another.


In the book I read to the kids, all the animals become friends again and gang up on the Orm and chase him out of their happy home. But Hanna told me that that’s not really how the story goes. In the end, all the animals die except for the cougar, and the Orm laughs at him, so the cougar cuts off his head before dying himself.


“It’s a rather nice uncomplicated story,” Johan said. “The problem with the story of the Orm is that, because it usually begins with ‘Once upon a time,’ everyone assumes that that’s the beginning of the story. But really the story begins long before that, when the Orm still lived in a land of magic, and he fought a man called Jem-Kruk.”


I smirked at him. “You say this like it really happened.”


“Who’s to say it didn’t?” Johan asked, and I would swear there was a twinkle in his eye.


I laughed and shook my head. “Immortal snakes and talking animals? That sounds like the stuff of fairy tales to me.”


“What about trolls with super strength?” he countered reasonably. “Villages built in secret inside mountains? Kingdoms hidden amongst the humans? That doesn’t sound like a fairy tale to you?”


“That’s different.” I took a long drink of my wine as I tried to come up with an argument.


“How?”


“Because I’ve seen it. I am it.”


He cocked his head, staring at me thoughtfully. “Haven’t you ever thought that there was more to this world than only what you see?”


“I don’t know.” I wanted to come up with a better answer than that, but the exhaustion of the day and the wine hit me all at once, and then I was doing the best I could to suppress a yawn. “That’s probably too deep a question to be asking me at two in the morning.”


“Oh, yes, of course.” He stood up and offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. I get carried away talking about my work. You’re probably ready to get some rest. We don’t have another guest room, I’m afraid, but we do have a very long couch in the living room that my wife has all made up for you.”
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