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In the Air


Every night, I dream of an endless sky the color of a summer grapefruit, luminous and bright thanks to the three suns, and every morning, I wake up in a dank prison cell. I opened my eyes, expecting the same dark stone ceiling barely six feet above me, the same way I had for the past . . . alai, how long had it been?


But as I blinked my eyes, adjusting to the bright sunlight, and I saw the rows of people in navy blue seats, confusion and adrenaline surged through me like a nauseating electricity. I wasn’t in a prison cell in . . . wherever I’d been.


I reached over the passenger beside me, an old woman who snorted in irritation as I pushed open the tiny window shade. Below us was nothing but the vast blue ocean.


“We don’t reach land for another three hours,” she said huffily, and I muttered a thanks before closing the shade and leaning back in my seat.


In the back of the seat in front of me, a rumpled plane ticket had been shoved into the pocket, and I pulled it out. The name Emily Miller on top was the name I traveled under, with the fake documents that the Mimirin provided. The flight was going to Minneapolis, Minnesota, which was some relief because at least I was going home.


But how the hell had I gotten here?


I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the last thing I remembered. There were flashes of things, foggy images of a prison cell. And a young woman—pale with cobalt and white makeup painted across her eyes in thick lines like war paint—glaring at me with anger darkening her face. And an albino woolly elk, and a haunting choir singing about a morning flower.


Those were all vague and disconnected from each other, more impressions than true memories. I could remember fear but not what I had been afraid of.


The last thing I clearly remembered was . . . kissing Pan. In a hotel room, on the island city of Isarna.


So I kissed him, and I felt his restraint crumble. His hand was on my side, pressing into the soft flesh beneath my shirt, and he pushed me against the window. I wrapped my arms around him, kissing him deeply.


And then someone had interrupted. Had it been Dagny? Or was it Noomi?


Noomi. My half-sister.


My stomach rolled. She’d been so angry, but I couldn’t remember why.


Everything until Isarna I could still remember clearly. The four of us—my flatmate Dagny Kasten, her professor Elof Dómari, head researcher Pan Soriano, and myself—had gone to Sweden as ambassadors for the Mimirin—a respected troll library and institution of higher learning. We were on a mission to find the First City, my missing amnesiac friend Eliana, and my father. We had gotten so close.


But then it all disappeared into nothing. I couldn’t make sense of the glimpses I remembered.


I sat up straighter in my seat and looked around the cabin of the plane. I hadn’t gone to Isarna alone. When I tried to stand up, the seat belt pinched at my waist, so I unbuckled it and stood up too fast and banged my head on the overhead bin.


The man in the aisle seat got up, mistakenly thinking I was heading to the bathroom. But since he suggested it, it sounded like a good idea. The plane ticket was still balled up in my hand, and I surveyed the passengers as I walked down the aisle but didn’t recognize any of them.


In the tiny mirror above the even tinier sink, I saw my reflection for the first time in . . . in I had no idea how long. Above my left eye, the larger of my eyes, was a fresh bluish splotch of a bruise, but my face was pale and sallow. My tangles of dirty blond hair were pulled up in an especially messy bun.


And I finally looked down at the outfit I had on. A large gray sweater featuring a smiling cartoon moose under the phrase Glad Älg, two sizes too big for me, and indigo linen pants that were uncomfortably snug in the thighs and hips. These clothes weren’t mine.


I leaned back against the door and uncrumpled the ticket, looking for more clues about what was happening. The destination was the airport in Minnesota, which could explain why Pan, Dagny, and Elof weren’t on the same flight as me. They were probably going to Oregon, back to the Mimirin. 


But why wasn’t I going back to the Mimirin too? Förening in Minnesota was my home, basically, where I’d lived before I left for my internship in June. But I had been renting an apartment in Merellä since then, and all my things were there.


Had I been kicked out of the Mimirin institution, or even the city of Merellä? And if I was, what of everyone else? Had Pan been sent to Ottawa, Elof to Ondarike, Dagny to Ningrava?


Then I finally noticed the date at the top of the ticket. 8 AUGUST 2019.


That couldn’t be right. We flew out of the States on the Fourth of July. I remembered watching the fireworks from the plane, and I could only account for a few days after that. That meant I was missing weeks.


A month of my life was just . . . gone.


I put my hand over my mouth to hold back the frightened sob that wanted to escape. I squeezed my eyes—


My mind instantly went to Pan, lying in a dark room, blood all over the floor. He gave me a hazy smile and told me, “I would follow you anywhere, and it’s worth whatever risk there is.”


—then I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. Freaking out in a cramped airplane bathroom wouldn’t help me or anyone else, no matter how badly I wanted to.


I splashed cold water on my face, and when I left the bathroom, I went straight to find a flight attendant.


She was a middle-aged woman with dyed bright red hair and kind eyes, and her name tag said Kirsten. She listened politely and answered my questions, even when they bordered on the ridiculous. Like “What day is it?” and “Are you sure that’s the correct date?”


When I asked, “Did you see me get on the plane with anyone else?” that’s when her expression changed to concern.


“Are you in trouble?” she asked me quietly, her kind eyes studying me. “Did you board the plane against your will?”


Maybe. Probably. I have no idea.


“Um, no.” I shook my head and forced a smile. The last thing I needed was a human police force getting involved, especially with their highly sensitive airport security. “Just really jet-lagged.” I laughed, a brittle sound that didn’t help at all. “Can I get a ginger ale?”


She sent me back to my seat with a plastic cup of soda, and she kept an eye on me the rest of the flight. I sipped the soda, ignoring the queasy feeling it gave me in my stomach. When Kirsten the flight attendant was busy elsewhere, I slid out of the seat and checked my overhead bin for my duffel bag, but it was empty of any recognizable luggage.


I hadn’t been able to find anything around the seat, besides the crumpled ticket, and I had my fake “Emily Miller” passport in my pocket. That was all I had on me. I was traveling across the ocean with no cell phone, no money, no one I knew, nothing. And I had no idea what was waiting for me on the other side.
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Hostage


The hyper-surveillance in airports made me uneasy, so I wanted to get out of there as fast as possible. But I couldn’t give up on the hope that there was something waiting for me in baggage claim.


As I waited, I chewed my lip and tried to come up with a plan if I was stranded alone in a large human metropolis. Then, as I tried to remember if pay phones were still a thing in the human world, I heard a familiar voice saying my name.


I turned around to see Finn Holmes standing there, and I was so relieved I burst into tears. I ran over to him and threw my arms around his neck, and he hugged me back.


“You’re home now, Ulla,” he reassured me in his warm, rumbling voice.


“What are you doing here?” I asked when I finally released him, and I wiped at my eyes with the long sleeves of my sweatshirt.


His eyebrows pinched together, and his eyes filled with concerned confusion. “You asked me to pick you up here. We spoke on the phone a few days ago.”


“What?” I shook my head in dismay.


“We were negotiating your release for weeks.” Finn put his hands on my shoulders, warm and comforting, and he bent slightly so he could look me in the eye. “You were held hostage by the Älvolk.”


Fresh tears sprang into my eyes. “I don’t—”


—an image flashed in my mind: Noomi glaring down at me, and a tall man looming behind her.


A painful bolt of lightning shot through my brain, and the image dissolved to Eliana. She wore a long white dress and stood in front of a raging waterfall—


“I don’t remember,” I stammered. “It’s only bits and pieces. I don’t know where I’ve been for the past month.”


“Okay, it’s okay.” Finn put his arm around me. “We’ll figure this out together. The important thing is that you’re home now.”


The baggage carousel let out an angry alarm announcing the incoming luggage, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. A moment later, my battered old duffel bag tumbled out on the conveyor belt, and I ran to grab it, as if someone else would run and snatch it before I had the chance.


Even though I really wanted to open my bag and dig through it right then and there, to see what of my possessions I still had, it didn’t seem like a good idea around so many humans.


I didn’t even really feel comfortable being around them at all, so I grabbed my bag and followed Finn out to his car without really saying much. I sat stoically in the passenger side of the Jeep until we were out of the airport completely, and on an open stretch of highway.


“What about my friends?” I asked finally. “Were they released too?”


“It’s my understanding that Dagny Kasten, Elof Dómari, and Panuk Soriano were released back to the Mimirin at the same time you were released back to Förening,” Finn said.


I let out a sigh of relief and rested my head back against the seat rest. “How come I’m here and not in Merellä?”


“It was a condition of your release,” he explained. “You were not to return to the Mimirin.”


I looked sharply at him. “What? Why not?” I suddenly flashed on Noomi, glowering at me, and Indu, his weathered face and unrelenting smirk. “Who made the demands?”


“Wendy did most of the negotiating,” he said, referring to the Trylle Queen and his friend. “Along with the head of the Mimirin, the Korva, Ragnall Jerrick.”


I’d met with Ragnall once, shortly before we’d left for Sweden. I had wanted to go to find Eliana and my father, but the Mimirin officials had gotten excited about the potential. I had formed relationships with Eliana, Jem-Kruk, and my father, Indu Mattison, who all had ties to the First City and the Älvolk that resided within. Because of this, Mästare Amalie had appointed us ambassadors to visit the First City and find out all that we could about the secretive kingdom.


Not that I had any place to complain. If Ragnall and Amalie hadn’t taken an interest in our trip, we never would’ve been able to go. The Mimirin funded the entire trip, with Amalie calling it an expedition for our heritage.


“But who did they negotiate with?” I pressed.


Finn had one hand on the steering wheel, and he kept his eyes on the road as he spoke. “I know they were in contact with Patrik Boden. He’s the one in direct contact with the Älvolk leaders.”


Patrik was the Markis Ansvarig in Isarna, the troll island where we’d been staying while we looked for Áibmoráigi, the First City. We’d only been there a few days when—


—the memories cut to black. I remembered being at the Isarna city hall, admiring their collection of artifacts, and Patrik had been explaining things. But then it was like the world stopped mid-sentence. It was all black, and my head throbbed painfully when I tried to remember more.


“Who were the Älvolk leaders?” I asked Finn, and rubbed my temple in a vain attempt to relieve my growing headache. “Was it Indu? Indu Mattison?”


I could see his face—weathered olive skin, black hair going silver at the temples, dark eyes scrutinizing me, and his constant smirk. And then it was gone.


I could hardly remember the face of my father. 


“I don’t know,” Finn said.


“What about Noomi Indudottir?” I closed my eyes, trying to remember the other name. There had been someone else, another girl with jet-black hair and paint across her eyes. “Tuva? Did you hear anything about Noomi or Tuva?”


He shook his head. “I don’t think I heard their names.”


“How did you know the Älvolk had me? Like, how did anybody find out we were in trouble?”


“The docent with you, Professor Elof Dómari, set up a dead man’s switch,” Finn explained. “He’d instructed Patrik to contact the Mimirin if they didn’t hear from you within seventy-two hours. When that time passed, Patrik contacted Ragnall, and then Ragnall called Wendy. They began the negotiations, and Wendy let me know what was going on.”


“So the negotiations lasted nearly a month?” I asked.


“It is my understanding that the Älvolk were difficult to reach and changed their demands several times, and that really prolonged the process,” Finn said. “But we wanted you home as soon as possible.”


“I know,” I said. “I’m just . . . missing a whole month of my life.”


“What’s the last thing you remember?” Finn asked carefully.


A series of hazy images ran through my mind—the city hall in Isarna with a jeweled fox skeleton on display, kissing Pan in the hotel room, and Noomi watching me as an all-girls’ choir sang a haunting hymn in a language I didn’t completely understand.


“The last thing I remember clearly is arriving in Isarna.” I shook my head. “Then it’s all a blur.”


“When we get back to Förening, I’ll get in touch with the healers I know,” Finn said, keeping his voice hard, to hide the worry underneath. “I already let them know that you might need them today. I wasn’t sure what condition you’d be in. There might be a way that they could bring your memories back.”


I unbuckled my seat belt so I could reach into the back seat and open my bag. It was too big to haul into the front, not without impacting Finn’s ability to drive, so I started rummaging through it.


“Ulla, you can’t hang over the seat like that,” he told me firmly. “It’s not safe.”


So naturally, I clambered back, practically falling on my head and kicking the ceiling before I managed to safely right myself.


“That’s not what I meant,” he muttered, then louder, “Put your seat belt on.”


I did, then immediately returned to my search of the bag. It was mostly full of my dirty clothes, and they were actually mine, unlike the ill-fitting outfit I’d woken up in on the plane. Why had I been in that when I had plenty of my own stuff?


And then I felt it. The thin, cold rectangle of my cell phone. I made an excited squawk. It was dead but my charger was tangled in a bralette. Once I got it separated, Finn plugged my phone into the dash to charge.


While I waited for that, I went back to rummaging through my things. At the very bottom of the bag, I found a book. Jem-Kruk and the Adlrivellir. I flipped through it, but the book fell open to the last page.


And there, in my own handwriting, I’d scrawled important messages to myself.




Senka is your mother, Indu is your father


Don’t Trust Noomi or Illaria


They’re Your Sisters but they LIE


Áibmoráigi is on the northwest mountain beyond Lake Sodalen


The Lady in the Long White Dress is a waterfall


Find the waterfall, find Eliana


Jem-Kruk might be a liar


You and Pan kissed (and you both liked it)


Johan (Hanna’s grandfather) knows the truth about Senka & Jem-Kruk





And then below all that, in big angry letters:




IT’S ALL ABOUT THE BLOOD!
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Return


The Jeep had hardly rolled to a stop, and I heard Hanna scream as she rushed out the front door. The younger kids followed close behind her—seven-year-old Liam, four-and-a-half-year-old Emma, and three-year-old Niko toddling after—all of them running up the grassy embankment to greet me.


As the kids descended upon me—Emma jumped, boldly but correctly assuming I’d catch her—Mia came out of the house more slowly, because she was wrangling the twenty-two-month-old twins. Luna was fussing, pulling at her dark curly pigtails, even with Mia carrying her on her hip, and Lissa held her hand as she took slow, uncertain steps.


Their house was a large peridot green cottage, surrounded by the big full branches of towering oak, maple, and pine trees, along the thick forest of the bluffs along the Mississippi River. I’d nearly forgotten how beautiful it was here, and how good it felt to be home.


“What happened? Where have you been? Did you see Eliana?” Hanna peppered me with questions the second she let me go, and the other kids followed suit, lobbing their own barrage of inquiries at me.


“Were you working? Will you live with us again?” Emma asked, her voice high-pitched and insistent.


“Why do you look weird? Are you sick? I look weird when I’m sick sometimes,” Liam said knowingly.


“Ulla, Ulla!” Niko shouted, followed by demanding babble I couldn’t understand. He held his pudgy hands to me until I scooped him up.


“Give her space,” Mia commanded, and Finn took the twins from her so she could give me a proper hello. She pulled me into a side hug, since my arms were full of Niko. “Welcome home, Ulla.”


We all went into the house, and I let the kids interrogate me. They didn’t believe me at first when I told them I couldn’t remember what happened, but once they were convinced, they grew bored fairly quickly because all my answers were “I don’t know.”


I sat at the kitchen table, sipping sun tea and hungrily devouring the mulberry tarts Hanna had made. Finn asked his mother to take the younger kids upstairs to play, so it was only Mia, Hanna, and myself sitting around the large farm table.


“What’s going on?” Mia asked, eyeing her husband.


Finn came back from helping herd the children up the stairs, and he took the Jem-Kruk book from my bag. “I don’t know, but it’s definitely odd.” He set the book on the table and slid it across, toward Hanna and Mia.


“Why do you have Grandpa Johan’s book?” Hanna asked, wrinkling her nose.


Mia looked just as confused, and she touched the cover tentatively. “Where did you get this?”


“From the Mimirin,” I said. “I’m borrowing it, technically.” So far, I’d just stolen it and defaced it, but that wasn’t the kind of example I wanted to set for Hanna, so I modified the truth.


Finn sat down beside me and asked them, “What do you know about this?”


“Not much.” Mia flipped through the first few pages absently, her brow furrow deepening, and she shook her head. “Nikolas’s—” She stopped, her eyes flitting to me. “Hanna’s—” She stumbled again, now looking to Finn.


“Nikolas’s father wrote children’s books,” she started again, and this time it went more smoothly. “He published a few of them, but all of that was when Nikolas was very young. By the time I was dating Nikolas, Johan hadn’t written in years and years, and he’d put that all behind him.”


She looked at me and Finn. “Why are you asking about it?”


“Because it’s just like I said!” Hanna announced excitedly. “This book is about Eliana!”


“Maybe,” I allowed. “But there are some things that correlate to real life in unusual ways.”


“What do you mean?” Mia asked.


“I think I’ve met Jem-Kruk,” I said, filling her in on all the things I’d told Finn on the car ride home. “And Senka—JemKruk’s friend mentioned in the book—may be my mother.”


“Wait.” Hanna’s big brown eyes widened. “Are you saying that your mom is related to my father? Does that make us cousins?”


“No,” I told her definitively before she got carried away. “No, I haven’t read anything that suggests that. But it does seem like your grandfather might know something.”


“What about Eliana? I was reading the book, because there were things that matched up. Like the grapefruit pink sky, the suns called Kyr, Nuk, and Veli, and the dragon reference,” Hanna said without taking a breath. “There’s probably even more, but she didn’t remember much—” She gasped. “Do you think that what happened to you is the same thing that happened to Eliana? Like with her amnesia?”


“I—I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe, but she had forgotten her entire life. I’m only missing the past month.”


“I bet it’s the same,” Hanna said firmly.


All the while Hanna and I had been talking, Mia had been leaning back in the chair, her arms folded over her chest, and her lips pressed into a tight line that only grew tighter.


“I’m sorry, but I’m having a hard time understanding,” she said. “Nikolas has been gone for a long time. What could he possibly have to do with—with—” She waved a hand in frustration. “With your imprisonment, and my daughter’s elusive pixie friend?”


Mia took a deep breath and the severity of her expression relaxed slightly. “This all seems strange and . . . overwhelming. For me.”


Upstairs, Liam let out an angry yell, which was followed by Emma screaming.


“Hanna, why don’t you go upstairs and help Grandma Annali with the kids?” Finn suggested. She rolled her eyes, but she complied.


Once Hanna had gone, Finn looked to his wife and apologized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize this would be upsetting to you. I wasn’t thinking.”


“No, it’s fine.” She shook her head. “How is this all connected?”


“I think the place in the book is real, and that Johan has been there,” I said. “And I think it’s where my mother and Eliana are from.”


“He never mentioned anything like that,” Mia said. “Johan and Sarina had lived in Eftershom since before Nikolas was born. They never even talked about living anywhere else.” She paused, thinking. “At an anniversary party once, Sarina did say something about them moving into their house right before the big thunder snowstorm.


“Not much happened in Eftershom, so everyone talked about the big thunder snowstorm that happened two years before I was born,” Mia said. “So that was 1989.”


“That was before the book was published,” Finn said. “At least, according to the publication date on the back page.”


“He wrote that book for Nikolas, when he was still a baby,” Mia explained. “So he had to have published it from Eftershom. But by the time I started dating Nikolas, we were teenagers. We didn’t want to talk about fairy tales or his father.”


She looked out the window, watching pensively as the branches of a weeping willow swayed in the breeze.


“I just haven’t thought about any of this in such a long time,” she said finally, still staring off. “I can reach out to Johan. Obviously, he’ll know more about his own life than I do.”


Finn got up and went around the table to sit beside her, and he put his hand on her arm. “Are you okay?”


She nodded and wiped at her eyes. “I don’t know why, thinking of Nikolas just . . .” She managed a sad smile and pushed her chair back. “I just need a moment.”


Mia went into another room, and Finn waited a beat before going after her. I knew that she loved Finn and their children and their life together, but she had also loved Nikolas. She didn’t talk to me about her first marriage much, but I knew they’d both been young and in love. Mia had only been nineteen when she became a widow, and Hanna was still in diapers.


It was nearly ten years ago, when the Trylle and Vittra were at odds, gearing up for what would be known as the War for the Princess. It officially kicked off when the Vittra attacked the sleepy Trylle village of Oslinna, where Mia, Nikolas, and Hanna were living at the time. Hobgoblins with supernatural strength snuck in during the middle of the night and completely decimated the town.


Mia said once that it looked like a tornado had gone through afterward, with houses completely flattened. Nikolas was killed trying to protect Mia and Hanna.


While Finn was off comforting Mia, I reached across the table and pulled Johan’s book back over to me. I flipped through it, scanning the worn paper, until I spotted a passage underlined in bold ink.




“A bird will fall in love with a magi but where will they hatch their egg?” Senka asked sadly.





I turned through more pages, searching for other underlined passages, and I finally found another, thirty-three pages later.




The suns set in the green sky when the good morning becomes the violent night.





And then another twenty-one pages later, a similar message underlined:




“Remember the words of the häxdoktor—the suns will set in the green sky when the good morning becomes the violent night,” Jo-Huk warned his brother.





The final lines I found underlined were at the very end of the book, in the unsigned acknowledgments. There were only three sentences, brief but impactful.




Some stories demand to be told, and this was one of them. I thank my family for allowing me the time to take my hand at telling it. All of this was written before, and no doubt it will be again.





Finn’s cell phone rang from the other room, a shrill tone loud enough to easily be heard over the sound of screaming children if need be. A few minutes later, he came into the kitchen with a hopeful smile.


“That was my friend, the one that might be able to help you recover your memory,” he said. “They can meet you at the palace right now, if you’re up for it.”


I nodded. “Yeah. I’m ready to remember everything.”









4


[image: image]


Exchanged


Finn and I waited in the parlor, and I was happy that I’d changed out of my ill-fitting attire into a much more presentable crocheted romper. I had been to a few events at the palace—ancillary invites, thanks to Finn—but those had all been in grand ballrooms crowded with other guests. This was my first time in the smaller, more private but still luxe areas of the Queen’s residence.


The Trylle palace was the most modern I had seen, an opulent white mansion near the top of the bluffs with plenty of windows to make the most of the lush view of thick forests and a wide river.


The parlor was in the corner of the palace, with the two outer walls made entirely of glass. The wallpaper was cream colored with a subtle shine accentuating a pale green vine pattern. Books lined the shelves on one wall, and on the other, above a marble fireplace, was a painting of a stunning young woman, sitting in a garden.


We waited, Finn poised and still, one leg crossed over the other as he sat on the settee. I sat across from him, literally on the edge of my seat. I had an irrational fear that the delicately carved legs and embroidered satin would collapse under me, like it was made of matchsticks.


“Who are we meeting?” I asked as I watched the hands tick slowly on the bronze grandfather clock behind Finn. Before we’d left, all he had told me was that it was a mutual friend of the Queen’s, and she wanted to meet with us too.


“Tove Kroner,” Finn said. “You’ve met him before.”


I had, but only a handful of times, and he’d hardly spoken to me. The few times he came by the house, I was usually busy with the kids, and he generally seemed very soft-spoken. What I knew of him was that he was an advisor to the Queen, and he’d married the Chancellor Bain Ottesen several years ago.


“He can help recover memories?” I asked in surprise.


The kids talked a lot about all the cool telekinetic abilities he had, and I had personally seen him make the kids “fly” by lifting them in the air with his powers at Liam’s birthday party last year. But I’d never heard he was capable of something like this.


Many trolls had the ability of persuasion—a telekinetic power to get someone to do something using only their thoughts. Basically, a mild form of mind control.


Finn had attempted to use it on me earlier today, at my request, by thinking Remember the last twenty-four hours, but it had been completely ineffective. So I couldn’t imagine that he’d brought me here for Tove to try that, but I didn’t think that Tove flying me around the room would help either. 


“No, he’ll be here as support mainly,” Finn said. “His younger sister Sunniva has a unique set of abilities. Their mother is a great healer, and Sunniva’s inherited some of her skills. Both Tove and Sunniva can see auras, but she can also heal them.”


“She can heal auras?” I shook my head in confusion.


I didn’t understand what that meant or how it could recover my memories. Admittedly, I didn’t know much about auras, just their general definition. Auras were the luminous radiation that surrounded all living beings, emanating from within, and their coloration could give indications about someone’s health, mood, even true intentions.


But auras weren’t visible to everyone, and since I couldn’t see them, I didn’t study them.


“Auras appear to be light floating around you, but they’re really a part of you,” Finn explained. “But they also can work like a road map, darkening in the areas you’re hurting or need help. Sunniva’s had some success with working on those dark spots to ease psychological trauma and pain.”


“I don’t think my memory loss is due to trauma, though. I left myself notes in preparation for it, so I knew it was coming. It had to have been a spell or some type of troll ability.”


“I presumed as much, so I told Tove the same,” Finn said. “He still thinks he and Sunniva might be able to help you.” 


A minute later, the door to the parlor opened, and the Queen strode in. It was the first time I had seen Wendy without her entourage.


But here she was, on her own and stripped of her usual pageantry. Her long curls hung down her back, free of her crown, and she’d left off most of her jewels. She was in her late twenties, with a stark silver lock of hair contrasting with her otherwise dark brown hair, and she had friendly eyes and a cool, anxious smile.


I got to my feet the moment she opened the door, but Finn still beat me. Wendy went to him first, giving him a cordial hug while offering apologies. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. Tove and Sunniva are on their way.”


“No apology necessary,” he assured her. “You’ve already done so much. I’m only sorry that I need to keep imposing on you.”


“Finn, it’s no imposition, and you know that,” she said, then turned to me. “Ulla, it’s so good to see you after the ordeal you’ve had.” She dismissed my curtsey with a wave of her hand and motioned for me to sit down beside her on the settee.


“I’m all right, all things considered,” I said.


“Good.” She smiled. “We were all so worried about you here.”


“Thank you. I appreciate all you’ve done to help.”


“You are a citizen of the Trylle kingdom, and it’s my duty to protect you,” she said. “Your family are among my oldest friends. There was no choice between your life and a flowering plant.”


“. . . what?” I asked.


“That’s what we traded,” she elaborated. “The mourning flower.”


“What?” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”


“I’m not sure how much you remember.” She glanced to Finn, and he gave a small shrug before she looked back at me. “We negotiated through Patrik Boden in Isarna, who was talking with the leader of a radicalized tribe called the Älvolk. Most of the time, he only sent lengthy screeds about his beliefs with no real discussion at all.


“But eventually, the only thing they demanded was the sorgblomma, more poetically known as the mourning flower,” she went on.


“I thought that was just made up,” I admitted.


Emma had a book called Sunny Plants for Funny Kids, and it had everything from Venus flytraps to Tolkien’s fictional Ents. I’d assumed that a globeflower with the Latin name trollius funus was a myth like some of the others.


If the illustrations were accurate, it was an arctic bush with large peony-like flowers. The petals were mostly a bold yellow-gold but they became a vivid red near the stem. The stem itself was filled with a viscous, aloe-like substance that “bled” out if the thorns were broken off.


The most notable thing about the flower—and where its name came from—was that it smelled like death. Sickly sweet and musty with floral undertones.


“The mourning flower is real, but the only known plants have been solely in my family’s possession for generations,” Wendy said.


“What does it do? Why do they want it?” I asked. 


“We’re not sure,” the Queen admitted with a surreptitious glance toward Finn. “We’re hoping that your recovered memories could shed some light.”


I swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to help.”


“Don’t worry.” Finn leaned forward and rested his arms on his knees. “You’re here, and you’re safe, and your only focus is on getting better.”


“I’m just trying to wrap my head around the fact that I was exchanged for . . . flowers,” I said. “What about the others? Were the flowers ransom enough for all of us, or were they traded for something else?”


“It was a package deal—all of the plants for all four of you.” Wendy hesitated slightly before continuing. “That’s part of the reason that the negotiations took as long as they did. We needed time to be sure that the sorgblomma doesn’t have any dangerous applications.”


Finn made a sound—a subtle grunt of disagreement—and she frowned.


“We all value your lives, but I had to be sure that I wasn’t handing a radical cult a weapon of destruction,” she said, then softer, more empathetic: “I’m sorry for any suffering you endured, but it is my duty to keep the kingdom safe.”


“So what were the applications of the flower?” I asked. 


“The nectar in the stem can be used to flavor tea, but it leaves a bitter taste and even a spoonful can lead to stomach upset,” she said with a sigh. “We couldn’t find anything more serious than that. Markis Ansvarig Patrik asked the Älvolk what they wanted the flowers for, but the only answer he got was their insistence that the flowers always belonged to them. Indu claimed—”


“Indu?” I asked, startled to hear her saying his name. 


“Indu Mattison, one of the leaders of the Älvolk cult,” she said. “You remember him?”


“Sorta. Not really. He’s . . . he’s my father,” I said, but the words felt cold on my tongue.


Her eyes widened. “He never mentioned that.” Then she looked to Finn. “Neither did you.”


“I only just found out today,” he told her.


“It’s one of the last things I remember clearly,” I said. “We met in Isarna a month ago.”


“So he held his daughter hostage in exchange for a flower and tea flavoring.” Her brow furrowed, and her lips pressed together, and I realized this was the first time I’d seen the Queen worried.
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Aural


The wood floor felt cold and hard against my back, and a stiff satin pillow was beneath my head. Tove Kroner crouched beside me, carefully laying a damp washcloth across my forehead. His dark hair fell into his eyes, and he brushed it back while glancing up at his sister as she circled us.


Both Tove and Sunniva had said that this would go smoother without unnecessary auras, so Wendy and Finn had left us alone, rather reluctantly on Finn’s part. We’d had a brief introduction—Sunniva didn’t look much like Tove (she was a small bird of a girl with wide dark eyes and her hair pulled back into a tight braid, he a tall willow with wild hair silvering at the temples and eyes of mossy green), but they were nearly identical in mannerisms.


Their eyes were always darting around, and they took quick, faltering steps, as if they were always changing their minds about where to go. But they stood tall, shoulders back and heads held high, so they came across as confident but distracted, giving them a strange air of being lost and arrogant.


“Are you ready?” Tove asked, but he kept glancing back and forth between me and his sister, so I wasn’t sure who he was asking.


“I think so,” I said uncertainly.


Sunniva didn’t answer, and instead, she grabbed a nearby end table. It was a circle of green marble, supported by bronze legs shaped like twisting ivy, and she pushed it toward me, unmindful of the legs scraping against the parquet floor.


I craned my head up, watching as she stopped at my feet. She climbed up onto the table, her bare feet on the emerald stone, and looked down at me.


“Her halo is so dark,” she said, and exhaled roughly through her teeth. “Like there’s a storm just above her head.”


Outside, thunder clapped, as if she had summoned it, and honestly, I couldn’t say for sure that she hadn’t.


“What does that mean?” I asked.


“Usually, your aura is lemon yellow, clear and bright,” Tove answered carefully. “Right now it’s . . . it’s flickering between murky gray and dark orange, with a black cloud around your head and dark particles floating around you.”


“And that means I have my work cut out for me,” Sunniva simplified. “Lie back, stay still. You’ll feel better if you close your eyes. This shouldn’t hurt too much, but if it does, tell Tove.”


My mouth had gone dry, but I managed to say, “Okay.”


She pushed the sleeves of her mint-colored blouse up to her elbows, and when she held her hands toward me, her gold bangles clinked together.


“Close your eyes,” she commanded tersely, so I did, and thunder rumbled loud enough to shake the room. “What’s the last thing you remember?”


“I was in Isarna–”


“You don’t need to say it,” she said, cutting me off. “Just hold it in your mind.”


Riding in the carriage, pulled by Tralla horses on the island of Isarna, the museum in Öhaus with the bedazzled fox skull, kissing Pan in my hotel room, the lined face of Indu as he told me that he was my father—


—and then it was pain cracking through my skull, and I cried out. I flinched, unable to stop myself, and the pain subsided.


“I told you to lie still,” Sunniva said flatly. 


Tove scoffed. “Sunniva, she’s in pain.”


“The process can hurt,” she said, sounding only slightly sympathetic. “But it’s the only way I know how to do this.”


I opened my eyes, only for a moment, and Sunniva’s dark brown eyes were glowing silver as she scowled down at me.


“I need you to go back to the memory, the one you were on when it started to hurt,” she commanded.


I took a fortifying breath and pushed through the fog of my mind. Indu’s face smirking at me shifted to a young woman with his blue eyes under thick eyebrows. My sister Noomi.


The pain flared again, a crackling expanding inside my skull, but I gritted my teeth and focused on Noomi. She was glaring at me through the iron bars, and her mouth was moving, but the words came out slightly delayed, sounding far away and warbled.


“You will go, but you will not remember any of this,” Noomi promised me. “The inovotto muitit is absolute agony as the memories are ripped from your mind.”


“Why do you hate me so much?” I asked her emptily.


“I hate you because you exist,” she said coldly.


My head felt like it was going to explode, and I groaned in pain.


“Stay with it,” Sunniva said firmly. “I know it hurts, but I need you to stay in it.”


Noomi’s face appeared before me again, but it was different, from another day. Bold stripes of cobalt blue across her eyes and bloodred on her narrow lips. Her hair was plaited tight to her scalp, woven with strips of leather.


“Is it time to go?” I asked.


“There’s been a change of plans,” she said with a wicked smile.


“You can’t just take her!” Dagny said, and despite her conviction, her words were soft and far away, like they were being carried on the wind.


But then cuffs were on my wrists, made of a strange oxidized metal that left it more jade than copper. They were heavy, far heavier than they’d looked in Noomi’s hands, and the metal burned my skin.


“Where are you taking her?” That was Pan in the prison cell across from mine, his face pressed against the bars, an arm outstretched through the narrow gap between them.


Noomi didn’t answer him and instead led me down the long narrow hall, out of the dungeon and into the darkness.


And then a doorway appeared, glowing a pale orange, and Noomi pulled on my shackles, dragging me along. Through the door was a small, sparse room with a large apothecary table by the far wall. Half-melted marigold candle pillars burned dimly on top of that, the wax pooling on the warped wood.


In the center of the room, four men were standing around an empty bed.


And then another memory overlapped it—Pan lying on the same bed, his blood pooling on the floor around him.


I must’ve been squirming because I heard Sunniva tell Tove to keep me still, and I was only dimly aware of an ambient pressure around my body, pressing me to the floor.


But I was barely cognizant of that, and even the burning pain inside my skull didn’t affect me much. It hurt like hell, but it was more like it was happening to someone else, in another room.


I was in the medica as Noomi led me to the narrow cot surrounded by four men. Indu Mattison stood at the head. To his left was a hunched-over older man, hidden by the hood of his crimson robe. He was the häxdoktor, and his name—Lemak Axelson—appeared in my mind.


The two men to my father’s left were young—the older of the two was maybe my age, but the other had a doughy face and looked fifteen or sixteen. They wore gray kaftans, plain compared to Indu’s with the runic designs.


“What do you want with me?” I asked as Lemak, the häxdoktor, began unwinding a long rubbery tube.


“Everything will be okay, Violetta.” Indu’s voice was like syrup as he used the name my mother had given me, and he patted the cot with his meaty hand. “Lie down and it will be over soon.”


I told him I didn’t want to but then I was on the cot anyway, and the younger men were holding me down. Indu held my left arm away from my body, his fingers digging painfully into the soft flesh of my forearm.


“It will only hurt for a moment, Violetta,” Indu tried to assure me as the häxdoktor screwed a long metal syringe needle onto the end of the tube.


“My name is Ulla,” I said through gritted teeth, and I felt the burning stab as Lemak jabbed the needle into my arm.


From the corner of my eye, I could see the blood, dark and red, as it flowed through the semi-opaque tubing.


“Why are you taking my blood?” I asked.


As I turned my head to get a better look, a dozen images flashed before my eyes. In the same place, the pale skin of my inner arm facing up toward the pale orange light.


My unmarred skin flashed to swollen, bloody track marks to the needle into my arm to an inky black spider crawling down my elbow. And then, for a split second, the cuff was gone, replaced by a friendship bracelet made with bright string and plastic beads.


Somewhere, far away, my body was on fire, the flames eating through my skull, and I faintly heard Sunniva telling me to hang on just a bit longer. But I couldn’t do it. It all hurt too much.


I opened my eyes, and I was staring at the dark stone bricks of my prison cell. The wood bunk was hard and cold against my back, and Dagny wiped a cold rag against my face.


“What’s going on?” I asked her weakly. “Why are you doing that?”


“You’re sick, Ulla,” she said, but her voice cut out. Dagny’s mouth was moving, but it was Sunniva’s voice that came through. “I don’t think you can take much more of this.”


I tried to shake my head, but it wouldn’t move. “I can’t stop.”


“Is she awake?” Pan asked, shouting from across the way. But I could hardly hear him, his voice was fading away.


“I’m losing you,” I whispered as I closed my eyes.


“Ulla, you need to come out of it.” Tove was shouting, but I could hardly hear him over the crackling flames burning through the fog in my brain.


I was moving—not consciously, but I felt the ground pull away from me, and the wind moving over my skin only fanned the burning pain. Someone was shouting but I couldn’t understand what they were saying.


And then, abruptly, cold water washed over me, and I sat up, gasping for breath in a porcelain tub in the gilded palace bathroom.


“Are you okay?” Tove asked as I wiped the water from my eyes.


My heart raced, my head throbbed, and my skin felt sunburnt all over. But I was breathing, and I was alive, so I nodded.
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Recovery


Four hours later, I still couldn’t fully shake the heat. Finn and Mia had set up an air mattress for me in the twins’ room, and I sat on it with a fan on me while I sipped iced tea.


I had on a tank top, and I kept checking my left arm for the infected needle marks I’d seen. But my arms were fine. There were a few faint pink dots, like fading scars, and a purplish bruise on my wrist. But nothing like what I’d remembered with Sunniva.


Sunniva had apologized, when I’d still been in the Queen’s bathroom, with the showerhead raining cold water down on me. She’d stood in the doorway, her arms folded over her chest, and her tone was impassive when she said, “Whatever is blocking your memories is stronger than anything I’ve encountered.”


“But I did remember something,” I said. “And I need to remember the rest of it.”


Sunniva exchanged a look with Tove, and the worry in her dark eyes belied her aloof exterior. “I’ll do what I can.”


Tove reached behind me and turned off the showerhead. “Let’s get you back to feeling normal before we worry about what to do next.”


If I hadn’t felt so exhausted and achy all over, I would’ve pushed it more, but the truth was that I did need a bit of time to recover, even if I didn’t want to. So I let him help me out of the tub and wrap me in a plush towel.


Finn took me home—after chastising Tove for letting things go too far, even with me insisting that I was okay. Once I got to Finn and Mia’s house, I changed out of my wet clothes into cool, dry pajamas, and they wrangled the kids away from me so I could crash for a long, dreamless nap.


When I woke up, I was still warm, despite all my efforts to cool off, but I didn’t feel quite so run-down anymore. Mia had brought me an iced tea and offered to keep the kids at bay for a little longer, although she warned me that eventually Niko or Hanna would sneak through.


I wanted to make the most of my solitude, and I pulled out my phone. This morning, I’d tried calling Pan and Dagny, both her cell and the landline at our apartment, but there’d been no answer. Though it had given me time to wonder dourly if it was still “our” apartment, since I didn’t know if I’d ever be allowed back to Merellä.


But this was the first time I’d checked my phone in hours and I had a slew of text messages, all from Pan.




Are you okay? Where are you? 


Call me when you can.


I don’t know what’s going on, but I just wanted you to know that I’m with Dagny & Elof. I can’t wait to hear from you.





And then finally, a long multi-text essay:




I’m back in Merellä and the reception is spotty, so I don’t know when we’ll talk. I’m in Dagny’s room using the signal booster. We just got back from a meeting with Amalie and half a dozen Mästares. Dagny thinks they were the Information Styrelse, even though they specifically denied it.


Amalie told us about the negotiations, and that the Vittra exchanged some weird flower for us. They said that they’d decided to end your internship. It technically ended while we were gone, I guess, and Sylvi and Calder thought it would be better if you waited until things were more sorted out before you tried coming back.


They told me they sent you back to stay with Hanna’s family in Förening. I hope that’s true, and Dagny thinks it is, but it’s hard to feel reassured when I can’t remember the past month. Can you remember anything?


For me, it’s like a terrifying black hole where my memory should be.


One of the last things I remember clearly is kissing you in Isarna. And I hate that I don’t know if we kissed again, or if it was the last time, or if I did anything stupid to mess things up.


I don’t know if I should’ve said that. I don’t know if you even remember that. I hope you do.


The meeting with the Mästares turned into an interrogation, which all got very frustrating, very fast. I don’t think Amalie believed us that we couldn’t remember anything. Someone finally had to tell her to knock it off after she asked me if I could remember anything about Áibmoráigi for the ninth time in a row.


Elof started pressing about the Ögonen, and he was talking to Dagny about some charm or concoction they can work up in the lab. He’s determined to recover our memories. 


He’s been running all kinds of tests. He took so much blood from me I nearly passed out. He believes that the Älvolk did something to us, that they must’ve wanted something from us to hold us for so long.


Did they tell you the Älvolk were the ones that held us hostage? That your father, Indu, was the one behind it? I’m sorry if they didn’t.


I’m sorry if they did. This must be so tough for you.


I know you want answers, but I don’t think you should try to contact Indu. They’re calling him a terrorist, and he’s banned from all five kingdoms. If he returns to Isarna, he’ll be arrested on sight. He’s not somebody you want to be involved with.


I wish I could talk to you. I have to head out to get Brueger from the dog sitter, and Dagny is heading back to the Mimirin to work on something with Elof. I’ll be in and out for a while, but I’d still like if you could call me when you have the chance.





I called him, and then Dagny. When neither of them answered, I decided to try any number I could remember. Fortunately, I’d called Dagny down at the lab enough that I knew the number by heart.


“Troglecology Department, Docent Elof Dómari’s lab, this is Dagny Kasten speaking,” she answered in her formal, clipped way.


“Dag, it’s me, Ulla.”


“Oh, Ulla, it’s so good to hear your voice,” she said. “I have no idea how long it’s been since I talked to you. I’d swear it was yesterday, but it also feels like it’s been ages.”


“Yeah, I know exactly how you feel,” I agreed. 


 “Are you in Förening? Are you safe?” she asked.


I filled her in on the situation as I understood it, but I just barely touched on Sunniva’s recovery attempts—“Finn’s put me in touch with an aura healer to try to restore memories”—and Dagny explained that Elof hoped for something similar with the Ögonen.


As I suspected, she didn’t remember anything at all, and she wasn’t surprised by my vague recollection of a prison cell.


“And I think they were stealing my blood,” I confessed. 


“Stealing your blood?” she echoed. “Like vampires?”


“No, they weren’t drinking it.” I paused, thinking. “I don’t know what they’re doing with it. Maybe drinking it, I guess. But they took it with a syringe. I don’t know if they took yours or not, but I have some scars on my left forearm.”


“I had no new marks on my arms, but I did have a three-quarter-inch scar on my right temple, a two-day-old bruise on my ribs, and a three-inch diagonal healing cut across my lower back,” she replied matter-of-factly.


“You sound awfully certain,” I commented.


“Elof and I did full-body exams for any new marks. It was the only way we could discern any abuse or violations.”


“And you didn’t see anything that could be a needle mark?” I asked.


“No, and we specifically checked for that. But Elof did find a pair of odd dots he thought might be from a psionic stun gun’s prong.”


“Sorry you guys went through that,” I said.


“You went through it too,” Dagny reminded me gently. “I’ll talk to Elof and see if he has theories about why they wanted your blood. I’m sure he’ll have questions. Is it okay if he calls you later?”


“Yeah, of course.”


“What are you going to do now?” Dagny asked. “Are you staying in Förening?”


“For the immediate future, I think so.”


Truth was that I didn’t know where else to go. With my internship gone, I was out of work, and I didn’t have a place to live. Most of my possessions—other than the boxes stored in the Holmes’s basement and what I still had in my duffel bag—were in the apartment. I’d have to go to Merellä to get my things soon, not just because I wanted my stuff but to free up the space so Dagny could find a new flatmate.


I told her as much, and I promised to square up the back rent as soon as I could.


“No need,” Dagny said. “Amalie and the board took care of it. Our apartment is paid through the end of September. She said we shouldn’t be punished for a crime committed against us.”


“That was very generous of them,” I said.


“Amalie has been quite magnanimous,” Dagny admitted. “Far more than other Mästares.”


“Why do you think she’s being so nice?”


“She wants to find out what she can about the First City. The other Mästares seemed more concerned with following the rules.” She sighed then. “So it goes.”


In the background, I heard a loud clatter, and Elof calling Dagny’s name.


“I have to go help Elof with something,” she said. “I’ll talk to you soon, though, Ulla. Stay safe.”


“You too,” I told her, and ended the call.


Then I lay back on the air mattress, and I stared up at the fluffy white clouds on the pale blue ceiling of the twins’ room, and I tried to figure out what I was going to do from here.
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Binrassi


Niko had been the first one to sneak into the room, but I was ready for a reprieve from my growing anxiety. Everything felt so up in the air, and I was so untethered.


Not to mention the near boundless hospitality that Finn and his family had shown me. But I couldn’t possibly expect that to last forever. They had six children and Finn’s mother to worry about, plus Finn’s high-stress job as the minister of defense of the entire Trylle kingdom.


I allowed myself a few more minutes alone with Niko, reading him a passage from Sunny Plants for Funny Kids. It didn’t say much of interest. With petals of gold and nectar of red, this big flower smells of the dead. When I finished, I put it back on the shelf and scooped Niko up in my arms before heading downstairs.


I found Mia and Hanna in the kitchen, trying to make sweet-and-sour red cabbage with mushroom and quinoa sausage for supper with the twins crawling around. I managed to entertain the littler kids, keeping them out from underfoot while Mia sautéed and boiled in pots and pans at the stove, and while Hanna cut and prepped nearby and made quite the sous chef to her mother.


Hanna used the time to ask me a thousand questions, but she grew increasingly disappointed with my constant refrain of “I don’t know” and “I don’t remember.”


“How long are you going to be here?” Hanna asked finally. 


“Um, I’m not sure.” I sat cross-legged on the floor, with Lissa on my lap, leaning forward and using her pudgy hands to help her sister stack perilous towers of plastic cups.


Mia was sautéing the mushrooms with her back to me, and she looked over her shoulder at me. “You know you can stay here as long as you want.”


“I could kick Emma out, and you could stay in my room,” Hanna offered.


“Hanna, no,” Mia admonished her before Hanna got too carried away with fantasies of evicting her little sister. “Finn and I were talking, and we could empty out all the things we put in your room after you moved out. We hadn’t meant to turn it into storage like that, but my summer cleaning got away from me.”


“No, I don’t want you guys going to any trouble. I’ll be fine on the air mattress until I can figure out what I’m going to do next.”


“Well, there’s no rush. You’ve been through a lot, and you need time to sort things out. We all understand, and we just want you to be okay.”


“Thanks, that—” I was going to finish with means a lot to me, but at that exact moment, Luna decided to clock Niko in the head as hard as she could.


He immediately screamed, so Lissa started to cry, and within seconds, all the kids were having a meltdown. Hanna finished cooking while Mia and I dealt with consoling everyone else.


They calmed down in time for supper, but then everyone was talking, and the conversation never went back to me or my future plans. Which was fine by me, because I didn’t want to talk about it anyway.


The great thing about having ten of us in the house—five of them under the age of eight—was there was always so much commotion going on, and it was easy to get lost in it if you wanted to.


Despite my lengthy midday nap, I was exhausted by bedtime. Unfortunately, the twins weren’t nearly as ready for sleep as I was at nine-thirty P.M. After three rounds of their favorite lullaby, Luna finally went down, but Lissa was still fussing.


I’d tried everything I could think of, so I took Lissa from her crib, and I held her in my arms. I can’t say for certain that it worked for her, but within minutes, I was out.


And the next time I opened my eyes, I was in the dungeon again.


Not the prison cell, but the corridor outside of it. It looked the same as it had last time. Narrow and dark, although the stones seemed more rust colored. Or maybe it was just because it was brighter. All the lamps were lit, with one on either side every few feet.


The hallway ended in an almost blindingly bright light, and I shielded my face with my arm as I walked into the atrium. It was a tall silo of a room, with a stone staircase that wound up to the glass roof letting all the sunlight pour in.


A woman was standing on the stairs, a few steps up from the bottom, and she smiled serenely. Her long dark hair floated ethereally around her, and her pale gown adorned with flowers of goldenrod and poppy red seemed to be one with her luminous bronze skin.


“You need to hurry,” she said in a voice that was deeper than I would’ve thought. It was throaty and almost seductive.


“Why?” I asked as I walked toward her, and she started running up the stairs, so her floral train billowed out behind her.


“Hrudda, binrassi.” Her sultry baritone was urgent but her lyrical drawl made it sound almost playful.


She ran faster, and I didn’t want to lose her when she went through the doors at the top of the stairs, so I chased after her.


I followed her outside, where the air felt crisp but strangely warm. I found myself in a beautiful city built into the side of the mountain. Tall stone buildings straight out of the fairy-tale picture books I read to the children, with vine-covered turrets. Around me were houses, a stable, a garden with wilted flowers.


Despite all the buildings, all the carts unattended in the dirt roads, all these signs of life, even a fire crackling in a pit, I didn’t see a single living thing. The eerie stillness was broken when the wind picked up, bringing with it a rustling and a rattling of metal, like broken bells.


I spun around slowly, but I couldn’t see the woman I’d been following. Dark clouds were rolling in, blocking out the sun. A dense fog was sweeping over the town.


The harsh air burned my throat, making me cough, and I realized it wasn’t fog but smoke.


I couldn’t see through it, but I heard the rumble of stones collapsing into each other. The ground was shaking, and I started running, as if I could outrun the smoke and stone avalanche.


“Help!” I shouted. “Help me!”


“Hurry, hurry, binrassi,” she said, her voice booming through me even though I couldn’t see her.


I tried to run faster, but I tripped on the unstable ground. There was a flash of bright green, cutting through the billowing smoke. And then the building behind me began to collapse, and I had no time to react as the heavy stones tumbled down on me.


I opened my eyes, gasping for air as I stared up at the clouds painted on the ceiling. Lissa babbled softly beside me, quiet toddler ramblings of comfort.


“Thanks, Lissa,” I said, but my voice was hoarse, and my throat still burned the way it had in the dream.


I put Lissa back in the crib, and then I went down the hall to get a drink of water and clear my head of the intense, vivid nightmare.
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Familiarity


Hanna had been on the phone with her grandfather, Johan, while Mia and I set up Hanna’s laptop in a quiet corner of the house. After quite a bit of back and forth, Hanna thought she’d finally gotten Johan to understand how to video chat. 


The three of us sat on the couch, with Hanna’s laptop across from us, propped up on some wooden blocks on top of the coffee table. The laptop screen was black, except for the lime green phone icon in the center, and the only sound was the electronic da-da-da of the ringing. 


 “He hasn’t answered yet,” I said.


“I told him to answer when it rings,” Hanna said wearily. 


 “Maybe you should call him on the phone,” Mia suggested.


“No, Mom, he’s got it. Give him a minute.”


Finally, the ringing stopped, and an old man squinted at the screen through his small oval spectacles that sat on the end of his nose. The salt-and-pepper hair on his head was slightly darker and thinner than his bushy beard.


“Oh, hello,” he said. “I can see you all. Can you see me?”


“Yes, we can.” Mia smiled. “It’s nice to see you again, Johan.”


“Hi, Grandpa,” Hanna said with a lackluster wave.


His smile deepened. “It’s so nice to be able to see your face when we talk.”


“I thought you’d enjoy video chatting,” Mia said.


“Yes, it seems like a wonderful invention,” he agreed. “Now, I don’t think I quite understand what you were asking about earlier. Something about a book?”


“I had some questions about the book you wrote,” I said. “The one you showed me when I tried to drop Hanna off back in June, about Jem-Kruk.”


“Why?” he asked in surprise. “You can ask me anything you want, of course, but I can’t imagine that old fairy stories are of that much interest to you.”


“But is that all they are?” I asked. 


“What do you mean?” Johan asked. 


“Is any of it true?” I asked.


He laughed, a warm chuckle, and readjusted his glasses. “No. They’re only stories.”


“Were you inspired by anything from your life?” Mia tried.


“Well, I’m sure I was, the way I imagine most authors are,” he said. “But I feel like you’re trying to find out about something in particular. Perhaps it’d be easier if you just asked straight out.”


“She met Jem-Kruk,” Hanna blurted out. 


He shook his head. “What?”


“I met someone named Jem-Kruk,” I clarified. “And he seemed to match the description in your books.”


“It’s an unusual name, to be sure,” Johan said. “But I taught at a tracker school, and I had students named Iago, Artemis, and Dartha. Naming a child after a character from a children’s book is a fairly common occurrence.”


“But there was other stuff,” Hanna persisted. “My friend Eliana came from a land of three suns and pink skies.”


“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about a place like that,” he said. “Truth be told, I don’t even really remember writing the book. My wife and I were little more than newlyweds still, and Nikolas was only a baby. I was having my go at tracking, so I’d be gone for long stretches of time. The stories were something I wrote to ease my boredom and to feel close to my family.


“But I was miserable, and sleep-deprived for most of it,” Johan went on. “I know I wrote the book, but I have no recollection of it.”


Hanna frowned and her brow pinched up, and she’d gotten that look, like she was about to start arguing. Mia leaned in and put a hand on her daughter’s back, curbing Hanna before she got going.


“Nikolas always spoke fondly of his childhood,” Mia said. “I don’t think he was ever aware of any hardships in the family.”


“I’ve always thought it’s such a blessing that children never know everything about their parents,” he said, but he sounded morose.


“As I’ve been talking about these things with Hanna, I realized that I know very little of your life before Nikolas was born,” Mia said.


“I grew up in a small village, and I doubt that it was that much different than yours.” Johan leaned back in his chair slightly. “I am happy to talk to you about Nikolas or your lives or yes, the fantasy world I told my son as a bedtime story thirty years ago. But I am rather perplexed about your interest in this.”


“It’s sort of hard to explain, but I’ve been trying to find my parents,” I began uncertainly. “And somehow, the paths keep leading back to this book. My mother’s name is Senka, and she’s from another kingdom, called Alfheim.”


“Alfheim?” His bushy eyebrows raised high. “No, that’s not a troll myth. That’s the humans and their Norse myths.”


“They’ve based other stories on us too,” Hanna interjected. “Grandma Annali always says that even a broken clock is right twice a day.”


Johan chuckled, but it wasn’t as warm as it had been before. Even his smile changed, his lips pressed together in a thin line nearly hidden by his beard. “She sounds like a smart woman.”


“So you don’t know anything more about Jem-Kruk or Senka than what’s in your book?” I asked, giving it one last attempt.


“No, I’m saying that I don’t even know that much,” he corrected me. “All of that was made up, and I don’t even remember making it up anymore.”


“If you don’t want to talk about the book, Johan, that’s fine, and completely understandable,” Mia said. “But we’d still like to talk to you about your life and about your childhood and Nikolas’s.”


He was silent for a moment, staring off at some spot beyond the computer. Behind him, I could see the rows of books filling the curved shelves that surrounded him in his towering study. He was sitting in the room where I’d chatted with him at the beginning of the summer. It had smelled of earthy sandalwood, and we’d sat near the fireplace, him sipping wine while telling me how the tales of Jem-Kruk were his favorites.


And now he didn’t seem to want to talk about it at all. Maybe he was put off by the intrusion, or maybe he was hurt that Hanna’s interest wasn’t more motivated by love. Or maybe it was something else entirely, but I didn’t know what was going on.


Finally, he asked, “Is that true, Hanna?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I’m ready to know about Nikolas.”


“Well, I’ll have plenty to tell you, but I’d like some time to collect my thoughts before we get into that,” he said. “Maybe we can set up another one of these video chats later on with Grandma Sarina? I know she has a lot she wants to talk to you about.”


Hanna smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that.”


“Sarina did have a . . . friend named Senka,” Johan said. “Years ago, and I don’t really remember her anymore, but I can talk to her. It’s likely not the same Senka you’re looking for, but Sarina will most likely be happy to speak with you.”


“Yeah, that would be really great,” I said.


He smiled in a way that didn’t quite reach his eyes and said, “I’m always happy to help.”
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