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      It was hard not to keep thinking of the phrase "for the last time," but those four words were haunting me as I moved from room to room through the only house I had ever known as home. I would check that nothing had been left in the closets or cupboards, that every surface was clean and free of dust. Then I would walk out of that room, and I would think my thoughts were only on the same tasks awaiting me in the next room, but then those four words would pop into my brain out of nowhere.

      I was closing my bedroom door. For the last time.

      I was opening the shower door to make sure the tile was still clean and bright, then leaving the bathroom my mother and I had shared since I was a toddler. For the last time.

      I ended in the kitchen. The plan was to go out the back door and head to my little yellow Volkswagen that was stuffed with all of my personal belongings, as well as my cat, Mjolner, who had surely escaped from his crate by now. He always did.

      But instead, I just came to a stop against the counter. I couldn't leave, not yet. But why? I was certain I hadn't forgotten anything. And yet I felt like I was waiting for something to happen. But there was nothing left to do at the house. The only task that remained was signing the final paperwork at the realtor's office in the morning.

      I closed my eyes and tried to stop thinking entirely. Usually, when I was trying to remember something, this was the best way to summon it up. It's not that I have a bad memory; it's just that I tend to have a lot of things going on in my mind at any one time, and quieting everything down for a moment usually lets the less demanding thoughts rise to the surface.

      I focused just on my breath at first, but then I heard the sound of birds outside the kitchen window, the brood that had hatched from the nest tucked into the drainpipe all mature now but still hanging close to home. Then a bus went by outside, the driver shifting expertly through the gears as he picked up speed.

      I could smell the grass I had cut the day before, drying out in the sun that was technically early autumn but had the heat of late summer still. The clean smell of the grass mingled with the softer aroma of tea that always lingered in our kitchen.

      I opened my eyes and looked around, but everything looked just the same. My thoughts weren't going to get any quieter than this. So what was I missing?

      Then the phone on the wall rang, loud and jangling. The landline. I hadn't heard that phone ring in years; my mother had shut the ringer off when we both got our cellphones. When had it been turned back on?

      It was surely a wrong number, but I picked it up, anyway. I half-expected to hear the whine and beeps of a fax machine trying to send me something, and didn't put the receiver against my ear right away. But when no sound came out of it at all, I pressed it to my ear. "Hello?" I said.

      "Ingrid?" a woman asked. Her voice sounded familiar. Maybe one of my mother's friends, one who had missed the announcement in the paper for the wake but was calling now.

      "This is she," I said.

      "Ingrid, this is your grandmother, Nora Torfa."

      I suppose in other, normal families that sentence might seem strangely formal. But I hadn't spoken to my grandmother in years. She hated telephones, my mother always told me, preferring letters and cards that I was, I admit, not the best at responding to.

      The last call had been when I was ten, after my father had died. But that wasn't what I was remembering in that moment. No, what came back to me was the last time I had seen my grandmother face to face. That had been when I was eight, when my mother had started the long and ultimately futile search for a diagnosis for the disease that finally killed her. I had spent that entire summer at my grandmother's house, without my parents.

      And until that very moment, I had forgotten it entirely. How was that possible?

      But as a cascade of memories washed over me—images and sounds and tastes all in a jumble—I realized I hadn't forgotten entirely. I had just somehow thought I had dreamed it all. The vastness of Lake Superior shining like silver in the setting sun for as far as the eye could see. The strong smell of the fishings huts that dotted the shore where the fishermen gutted their catch, scraping the entrails into holes cut in the tabletops to fall into bins below. The taste of honey fresh from the comb, sticky and sweet.

      But then other images started to mix in. These were things I had never forgotten; in fact, they always came back to me when I sat down to draw, but really had to have been from dreams. I suppose a summer spent in a fishing town populated by the descendants of Norwegian immigrants had had quite an influence on my young mind. I was forever after drawing pictures of the Norse gods, of trolls and crones, dwarves and elves. Vikings and their ships.

      I had never actually seen such things, of course.

      Had I? I felt so strange, like electric currents were dancing up and down my spine.

      "Ingrid?" my grandmother said.

      "Yes, sorry," I said. "I didn't expect to hear from you. I got your card."

      "And the letter? Did you get my letter?" she asked.

      "Oh," I said. But of course, that was why she was calling. "I did get your letter."

      "And?" she asked.

      "I'm not sure this is a good time," I started to say, but it was like I couldn't hear my own words past the ringing of my ears. My skin felt all tingly, and my hair was rising on end. I looked around the kitchen as if I could see something causing all this, but what could I possibly expect to see? Some mad scientist in the doorway shooting me with a weird ray?

      I realized that the feeling like I was waiting for something was gone now, but it had been replaced by another, more urgent feeling. Like I was about to make a decision, the most important decision in my life.

      "This is precisely the right time," my grandmother said. "You have to come home now. Come to Runde."

      Ah, I had forgotten that. Most Minnesotans pronounce the town "Roundie," like a nickname for a fat baby. But not my grandmother. She said it "Run-deh," with a u that sounded like if it were German, it would need an umlaut. She insisted that was how the original settlers had pronounced it, and I was never sure if she meant the settlers of the village founded in the 1880s on the north shore of Lake Superior, or if she meant their ancestors that had settled the island of the same name generations before back in Norway. Either way, she said it like she'd been there herself, at the founding and naming.

      "I was planning to stay in the Twin Cities," I said. "I'm hoping to get a gig illustrating books, maybe sell a children's book of my own. I have some submissions out, but I haven't heard back yet."

      "You can do that here as well as you can do there," she said gruffly. "Better, actually. It's cheaper to live here."

      "But it's so remote," I said.

      "We have the internet," she said, but she over-pronounced it, like it was a foreign word. "I know you're selling the house because you have to. Did you have somewhere there in town to stay? A friend with a spare room or something?"

      "No," I admitted, glancing out the window at the car full of everything I had in the world. It all fit in a Volkswagen.

      "Then you should come here," she said.

      "I don't know," I said, but she cut me off.

      "What are you feeling? Really feeling? Think before you answer."

      I sucked in a breath as another memory hit me. That thing I do where I clear my mind to let the quieter thoughts come? She had taught me that when I was eight.

      But I didn't need to do it again. I knew exactly what I was feeling. I had been picking up that letter several times a day since she sent it to me days before, and every time I did, the same two feelings struck me.

      I really, really wanted to go. It was a deep feeling of longing so intense it almost scared me.

      And I really, really didn't want to. And that feeling actually did scare me. Even now, with the memories coming back, I didn't know why I would be afraid to go back to a sleepy little town on the shore of Lake Superior, but I was. I was afraid.

      "All right," my grandmother said, as if I had said any part of that out loud. "Go to the window."

      "How do you know I'm by a window?" I asked, looking around as if I was about to find a hidden camera somewhere.

      "Why wouldn't you be by a window?" she asked, and sounded annoyed. Well, she had called on the landline. It's not like people put those in dark basements or stuffy attics.

      "Okay, I'm at the window," I said, leaning my belly against the edge of the gleaming sink.

      "What do you see?" she asked.

      "The juniper trees," I said. "The remains of a nest tucked between the drainpipe and the corner of the house. The maple in the backyard is starting to turn already. Too soon, tree."

      My grandmother sighed. "Ingrid, focus. I'm asking you to look for a sign."

      Had we had this conversation before?

      "Mormor," I said, then hesitated. The word had just percolated up out of me, but not out of nowhere. I had called her that, when I was young. "Mormor," I said again, "I don't believe in signs or omens or any of that."

      "No messages from the powers that be?" she asked leadingly.

      "No, not really," I said and bit my lip.

      "Well, good, because I told you before that was all nonsense," she said briskly. "Your mind is in conflict." I couldn't argue with that. "But you already know what you want to do; you just don't know you know it yet. Look around, and whatever jumps out at you is your answer."

      "All right," I agreed.

      At first, when I looked around, nothing seemed different. The colors on the maple were popping, but I wouldn't say they were jumping out at me. Or if they were, I had no idea what they were trying to tell me.

      Then my eyes worked their way over to the yellow Volkswagen, the one with my whole life inside it. Then a black shape caught my eye.

      Mjolner had gotten out of his travel crate. Really, he did this so often I don't know why I bothered ever putting him inside it. He was sitting calmly on the passenger seat, perched on top of a tall stack of my art portfolios, his tail carefully arranged around his over-sized paws. He was facing the front of the car, staring straight ahead through the windshield as if pretending to be driving somewhere.

      Then he turned his head to look at me. The silver hammer pendant on his collar—the hammer that was his namesake—caught the light in a momentary flash.

      Then he winked at me. Just a slow closing of his eye, an equally slow opening.

      Sometimes something happens so fast you think you might have imagined it. This was just the opposite, so slow I wasn't sure it had even happened at all.

      Then he resumed his previous position of staring straight ahead through the windshield.

      "Ingrid?" my grandmother said.

      "I'm coming," I said. "I have to go to the realtor's office to sign the papers in the morning, but after that, I'll drive up north. I should be there by midafternoon."

      "Good," she said. "You still have the letter? Because you're going to need that map I drew for you."

      "I have it," I said, although really all I would need was the address. The GPS on my phone would do the rest. But I had a feeling saying that to my grandmother was going to involve a lot of explaining. She didn't even like using landline phones; I could only imagine what she thought of smartphones.

      "I'll see you then," my grandmother said, and then she hung up the phone.

      I put the receiver back on the cradle, then pulled my sleeve down over my hand to wipe my fingerprints off the hard plastic case.

      My grandmother was right that I needed a place to stay, and that trying to stay in the city was going to be too expensive for a struggling artist to manage. But hopefully, after a month or two, I'd have enough saved up to afford a place of my own, maybe in Duluth. It would be cheaper there than in St. Paul, but a little more urban than Runde.

      Just a couple of months, I promised myself as I locked the back door behind me and walked to my car. A couple of months to get my feet under me. That's all it would be.

      So why did I feel like I'd just sealed my fate?
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      It took longer than I thought it would at the realtor's office.

      Then I stopped by the diner where I had been waiting tables since I was sixteen to pick up my last paycheck. I guess I had always known that was going to take longer than I had planned for. There were cards and cake, and so many happy yet tearful hugs.

      By the time Mjolner and I hit the road, it was already long past lunchtime. And despite the bellyful of cake, I stopped at Tobies when I was passing through Hinckley to grab a turkey sandwich on a toasted cranberry English muffin. Because stopping at Tobies when you're heading up north is not optional.

      At least the Volkswagen wasn't making any funny noises beyond the rattle that was always there. I have no idea what is rattling or where, but I know I don't hear it when I turn up the radio. The Volkswagen had been my parents' car when they were first married, and they had driven it to Seattle and back more than once, but that had been decades ago. Lately, it was a rare day that it went as far as Minneapolis and mostly never ventured more than a few blocks from our house in St. Paul.

      It groaned a bit as we climbed the last hill before reaching Duluth, and I did start to worry that it couldn't handle it.

      But then we were over the top, and there was Duluth spread out before us. And beyond Duluth, nothing but Lake Superior for as far as the eye could see.

      It looked cold. It pretty much always looks cold. Even now, with the setting sun lighting it up in bands of silver and gold, it radiated a warning. Don't fall into me. I'll suck the breath from your lungs before your head even goes under. I will pull you down to my coldest depths, where the light never, ever reaches.

      So yeah, not exactly a friendly place. But I kind of loved it.

      I hit Duluth's evening rush hour traffic, and the map on my phone kept recalculating my travel time every time I stopped at a traffic light or waited behind someone who needed to make a left. But once I was north of the city, the road ahead opened up and the drive was more pleasant. To the left of me were trees, all in the full riot of autumn color. Back home, only a few maples had started turning, but just a few hours' drive north, and everything was scarlet and crimson and gold.

      To my right, I could nearly always see the lake. Sometimes there were trees between me and it, but usually, I had a clear view. My mind, that had been in a turmoil since saying goodbye to all my friends at the diner, quieted again, even when the sun slipped behind the hills, and the waters were once more that forbidding steely gray.

      I think I had gone out on it once as a kid. It must've been on a fishing vessel of some kind, but when I tried to bring up the memory, it kept getting twisted up with a drawing I had once done of Vikings on a ship. I've always loved to draw, and I loved to draw pictures that told epic stories, but I didn't remember having such a hard time telling fact from fiction. Even as a kid, I wasn't that imaginative.

      Maybe I could've sorted out just what I did remember, but the phone kept interrupting my thoughts, making corrections to the projected arrival time. I glanced down at its screen, but the route in green hadn't changed. Runde was on the shore of Lake Superior, and everything in Minnesota on the shore of Lake Superior was on highway 61. It was impossible to get lost, really. And yet even as I looked at it, the time changed again, from twenty minutes to forty-five.

      Was there some inexplicable snarl of traffic up ahead in Grand Marais or something?

      Was I even going as far north as Grand Marais?

      I actually didn't know. When I had put my grandmother's address in the search field back at the diner it had laid out a long green line that stretched from where I was in St. Paul to a spot somewhere north of Duluth, and I had looked no closer since that was clearly the right direction.

      I could back out of the directions and zoom out on the map to see where I was going, but I really hated doing that stuff when I was driving. The car wasn't the only thing that was only used to driving a few blocks away from home. Since my mother and I shared the car, I had walked or taken the bus half the time I needed to go somewhere. The highway had been less nerve-wracking than I had feared, but I could feel myself getting tired, my brain starting to fatigue from the monotonous yet not automatic activity of driving.

      Yep, definitely not the time to start messing about with my phone.

      But how far north was Runde? I tried to remember the ride up to it, or back from it, when I was a kid, but came up with nothing. Had I been there more than once? I thought I had. But I wasn't even sure if my parents had dropped me off or my grandmother had picked me up or what.

      Then I saw something in front of me: lots of signage and some flags, then a line of cars with the brake lights glowing red. I quickly hit the left turn signal and pulled off in a parking lot for some kind of tourist shop and general store wrapped into one.

      I turned off the engine and then looked at Mjolner, who was still sitting in the passenger seat on top of all of my old art projects, gazing fixedly ahead through the windshield.

      "That was the border," I told him. "I really don't think this place is in Canada."

      Mjolner ignored me.

      I took my phone out of its dashboard holder and realized the navigation had stopped. Great. How long had I been driving with no guidance? Had I bumped it when I was trying to look at it earlier? I went back to the search field and put the address in again, but this time it couldn't even tell me where this place was. It kept changing its mind, the map zooming in and out as the location dot changed position.

      I had never seen it do this before.

      Finally, I backed out of that app and scrolled through my contacts until I found my grandmother's name. I hesitated with my thumb hovering over the call button. I was pretty sure this number was hers. It had been written in blue ink in my mother's tattered old address book, but it's not like it would've changed. My grandmother hadn't moved, ever.

      Unless she had gotten a cellphone? But I didn't think so. When she had tried to reach me, she had called the landline. And I know I had sent her my cellphone number months ago when my mother first started taking a turn for the worse, so we could be in touch when the end came.

      But she hadn't given me a new number when she'd mailed the letter. This was all I had to try. I pushed the call button and crossed my fingers.

      It rang more than seven times before it was picked up. Or maybe knocked over; at first, all I could hear was the sound of a room full of people all talking and laughing and occasionally roaring in good cheer. If this was a landline, my grandmother had taken to hosting epic parties since the summer I had spent with her.

      "Hello?" I said when no one closer to the phone spoke. "Is anyone there?"

      "Yeah," someone said. A man, older by the sound of it. Even with that one word, I could tell he was a northern local and definitely not from the Twin Cities. It was a very unhurried syllable.

      "I'm looking for my grandmother?" I said, speaking louder since it seemed he might have a hard time hearing me over the cacophony around him.

      "Who?"

      "Mormor," I said, then winced. "I mean, Nora. Nora Torfa."

      "Oh, yeah," he said, then dropped the phone with a clatter that had me holding my own phone a little further away from my ear.

      Several minutes passed. I could still hear the sounds of a party, but one voice emerged from the general din. My grandmother, shouting orders it sounded like, but I couldn't make out the words. The phone receiver was picked up with another loud rattle of noise, but no one spoke into it. I was starting to worry that I was about to be hung up on when I heard the sound of a door closing, and the party sounds were finally muffled.

      "Ingrid?" my grandmother said.

      "Mormor," I said. "Are you having a party?"

      "What?" she asked.

      "Never mind," I said.

      "Where are you?" she asked.

      "Um," I said, looking around. "Grand Portage?"

      "Why are you in Grand Portage?" she asked.

      "Because if I go any further north, I'll need a passport," I said.

      "Why are you trying to get into Canada?"

      "I'm not," I said. "I'm trying to get to you, but I think my phone is going crazy."

      "Well, of course, your phone is going crazy," she said. I took a deep breath. This technophobic thing was going to be hard to work around.

      "Look, I didn't even see any road signs," I said, although that might have been because I had been spending so much time looking at the lake and trying to remember things. But I didn't say that part out loud.

      "Of course you didn't, letting your phone lead you around by the nose," she said. "I told you already; you have to use the map I sent you. Don't you still have it?"

      "Yes, I still have it," I said, looking around the packed interior of the car. "Somewhere in here with me."

      "Just follow the map, and you'll be fine," she said. "I have to get back out there, but I'll expect to see you within the hour. Follow the map. Then come find me in the meeting hall."

      Then I was just holding my phone, listening to a very rudely loud dial tone. I tapped the hang-up button.

      "Mjolner, do you know where I stuck mormor's letter?" I asked. Mjolner was washing his ears, but he paused in the motion to flick a paw against the glove compartment. I opened it up. The letter in its envelope was there, resting on top of the remains of my mother's meager cassette collection.

      Surely that was just a coincidence, his little paw flick. Although with Mjolner, it was a little hard to tell. I mean, I had given up doubting that he could walk through walls. "Thanks," I said.

      He gave me a little mew, took one last swipe over his left ear, then slipped down off the seat to get back inside the transport crate jammed in front of the passenger seat. Not that that was even possible; the crate door was closed and pressed tightly against the front of the seat. But, like I said, he could get in or out of anything by some kind of feline teleportation.

      Still, his wanting to be inside of something was weird. I mean, besides a room I went into and shut the door. Especially not his crate; he hated that thing.

      I started the car and put the phone back in its holder, although I left the screen off. I looked at my grandmother's map, and for a moment, I was transfixed.

      Neither of my parents could draw more than stick figures, and I had thought my skills an anomaly, but clearly, I had gotten them from my grandmother. The edge of the lake was shaded so that it looked like it came up out of the page in 3D, the waves so close to moving before my eyes. The trees were identifiably autumn trees, a neat trick to pull off when all you're working with is black ink. And I should know; that's my preferred medium as well.

      The road was clearly marked, and a few buildings were clustered around a crossroads. A restaurant on one corner, a gas station on the other, some undefined boxy building across from them, but nothing but tufts of grass on the fourth.

      No roads were labeled, but I was sure I would spot the crossroad if I kept my eyes open and not on the lake this time.

      Then I looked out the windshield and saw that not only was it full dark now, there was also so much fog blowing in it looked like I had decided to park on a Gothic horror movie set. One where the crew had gone to town with the dry ice.

      This was going to get tricky.

      I pulled out of the parking lot and started going back south. The lake was on my left now, but I couldn't see it through the fog. The hills of trees on my right were just as obscured. There was nothing but the road ahead of me, the stripes on the pavement reflecting my headlights back to me, the hypnotic swirls of cloudy fog parting to let my Volkswagen through.

      Then I passed through a little town, not the one on my grandmother's map, but it heartened me all the same. I had seen the buildings through the wisps of fog, enough to know they weren't the buildings I was looking for. So this mission wasn't impossible.

      But as minutes started becoming ever larger fractions of an hour, my heart sank again. I was driving more slowly south than I had going north, but still. I was going to end up back in Duluth, knowing I had missed Runde again. At that point, I would just have to dip into my savings and get a hotel room. There was no way I was going to try driving this road again. The fog was definitely getting thicker, and my mind was edging past exhaustion.

      I glanced down at the seat beside me where the letter was resting. I had left it open, but it had tipped away from me, and I could no longer see the map. But there had been other landmarks sketched out on it. I should at least be able to tell if it was south of Grand Marais or north of the Splitrock Lighthouse or something. Some clue if I had gone too far.

      I reached over to tip it back my way. I swear I only glanced away for a second, but in that second, everything changed.

      I mean, like, the entire world. The fog had pulled me out of my normal time, or pulled something from the past into my time, or something.

      Anyway, he was there, right in front of my car, larger than life. I don't think I even got a proper look at him before I pulled hard on the wheel to swerve out of the way.

      My brain wouldn't make sense of it. I had only one thought. Or more of a question.

      Was that really the Norse god Thor standing in the middle of Highway 61, his long red-gold hair and beard streaming wildly in a sudden wind, with a sword and an ax hanging from his belt, thrusting a spear out at me like a cross guard giving me a firm warning to give his wards the right of way?

      Or was it just some random red-haired Viking?

      Because seeing the Norse god Thor in the flesh in that moment somehow felt way crazier than just seeing a Viking not of the football-playing kind.

      But that question was just a flash of thought. The instant I tried to swerve, my only thought was that the fog had made the road slicker than it looked, and even the slow speed I had been driving through the fog was far too fast to dodge around this spear-wielding warrior in time.

      I jerked at the wheel, felt the tires hydroplaning over the pavement, and my back end started fishtailing. I went sideways for a moment, a long sickening moment where I feared I was going to start rolling end over end. From the widening of his eyes, I think the Viking thought so too, in that brief moment when I skidded past him.

      Then I caught a glimpse of something else: a woman's body sprawled across the highway's centerline. She looked like a rag doll dropped to the ground, her long blonde hair fanning out all around her face, covering it from view.

      Then I straightened the car back out and tried braking again. I saw the tree, far too late. I watched in slow motion as the front end of the trusty old Volkswagen crunching up like an accordion. There wasn't much front end to smash before everything reached me inside the car.

      But then everything just went black.
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      I was never entirely out of it, I don't think, but I wasn't entirely there, either. My memories of those first few minutes are like they were printed on glass and then shattered, just jagged fragments that were missing key details. You could try to put them back together, but they didn't quite fit.

      I remember brushing windshield glass out of my hair. It seemed important at the time, to get all of that out before I even tried to get out of the car. I don't know why. Already I could feel the growing goose egg on my left temple and was careful not to touch it in my glass-brushing efforts.

      I remember the tree branch that had speared its way through the windshield like a knight's lance, coming to a rest mid-thrust through the space between the two car seats.

      At first, I couldn't hear anything but the ringing of my own ears, muffled as if the cottony fog had penetrated my very skull.

      Then there were voices all around me, and hands reaching for me, but I couldn't get my eyes to focus on anything. I tried to slap the grabbing hands away, but they were persistent, tugging and pulling at me. Then there was a click as someone finally unbuckled my seatbelt, and I was pulled out of the car.

      And then I promptly fell to my knees on the wet grass. I didn't puke, but I really wanted to. All I could do was hold on with both hands to the crabgrass that grew on the side of the freeway, just holding on as the whole world kept spinning, and not in a fun way.

      Then I remembered my cat.

      "Mjolner?" I said and tried to crawl back to the car. This was complicated by the spinning and a complete lack of any idea about which way I should go to reach the car.

      "What did she say?" a man asked.

      "I think she means the cat," a woman said. "Look, there in the front seat."

      "I've got him," another woman said, and I heard a car door open.

      "Luke, help me," a different man than the first said as he slipped an arm around me and tried to hoist me to my feet. Whoever he was, he smelled really good. My mind wanted to linger in that fresh woodsy aroma, but my body kind of just wanted to melt back down into the ground. But then another arm was around me and between the two of them, they got me walking. I lifted my head to look around, but my eyes were still fighting any attempts to get them to focus.

      "Where?" I croaked. I couldn't get more than that one vague word out.

      "We've got you," the man not named Luke said.

      "Here," the second woman said, and I heard the sound of someone running over loose gravel. Then a door was squeaking open, and lights came on. I could see the doorway all lit up like a magic portal offering a way out of this world of fog and confusion and pain.

      Then I was inside, and it was too bright to see anything at all.

      "There's a couch in the café area over there," the second woman said. The two men walked me a little further along. They lowered me down, and I was sitting on firm cushions.

      An eyeblink later, I was lying down on them. I hadn't meant to fall over, it just sort of happened. I hoped I wasn't too dirty from falling down on the grass outside. The couch under me was so firm it must have been brand spanking new, and I didn't want to ruin some stranger's new furniture.

      "I brought the first aid kit from the restaurant," the first woman said, and I heard the door close behind her. "Here, take this little guy from me so I can use both my hands."

      "Mjolner?" I asked, trying to squint into the light. I couldn't find him, but he meowed back at me. If he was mad at me for crashing the car with both of us in it, he didn't act like it. He didn't sound particularly concerned about me either, but then that was probably asking too much from a cat.

      He had gotten into his transport crate when we'd left Grand Portage. Had he known this was going to happen?

      No, that was crazy talk.

      I mean, not crazier than hallucinating Vikings in the middle of the highway. Definitely not crazier than thinking I had almost hit a Norse god with my Volkswagen. But still. Crazy talk.

      "Your cat is just fine, don't you worry," the second woman said.

      "Wait, where did Todd go?" the man who wasn't Luke asked. "He was right here a minute ago."

      "I sent him to get Nora," Luke said.

      "Nora? Why?"

      "Because this is Nora's granddaughter," he said as if this were plainly obvious. I never thought I looked like her much.

      "Oh, right," the second woman said. "Red hair. Dead giveaway."

      I wanted to say something, starting with telling them my name, but I couldn't get the words out, and the lights were still too bright, especially when someone gently brushed away the hand I was using to shield them.

      "Okay, this might sting a little," the first woman said, and then a warm cloth was pressed over the goose egg on my temple. I hissed in a breath, but the pain actually wasn't too bad.

      I tried opening my eyes again and could, with great effort, focus on the faces around me so long as I did it one at a time. They all looked about my age, so mid-twenties. The woman squatting beside my head on the couch had honey-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and was wearing the sort of polyester uniform I had worn when I had waited tables back at the diner in St. Paul. Her name tag said MICHELLE.

      The woman leaning over her shoulder with Mjolner in her arms had blonde hair in braids that wrapped around her head like a crown. She was wearing overalls over a tank top and had tons of flecks of paint all over her clothes and skin, both. Once I saw it, I became instantly aware of the smell of fresh paint in my nostrils. Very fresh. Like the whole room around me had just gotten a coat, and it wasn't even dry yet.

      The two men were standing together at the other end of the couch, watching Michelle dabbing at my head with their arms crossed. The one in front had dark blond hair and was wearing a fisherman's sweater covered with little bits of sawdust and thin curls of wood. He was the one I had smelled before, then. The scrunch of his shoulders and the way his eyes kept wincing as Michelle wiped away the last of the blood on my head and gently laid a wad of gauze over it spoke of real empathy.

      But the guy behind him with hair in sinfully thick waves of chocolate brown? He was clearly crossing his arms in imitation of the first guy, scrunching his shoulders the same way. But his flinches were a fraction of a second later than the blond guy's, and he never stopped smirking. I realized he had been waiting for someone to notice him there, mimicking the other fellow's stance, and I quickly looked away. No need to reward that sort of childish behavior.

      But someone was missing. Someone who ought to be there. And I didn't think it was anyone named Todd.

      "Where's the Viking?" I asked. Michelle put a hand on my shoulder to discourage me from trying to sit up.

      "What Viking?" the blond man in the sweater asked, that worried line between his brows deepening.

      "I saw a Viking standing in the middle of the road," I said.

      "I think she has a concussion," he said with a frown.

      "You've barely started EMT classes, Andrew," the man behind him scoffed. If the blond one was Andrew, then the smirking one was Luke. Even with a head injury, I could deduce that much.

      "I think he's right, though," Michelle said. "Did someone call 911?"

      "I did," the woman with Mjolner in her arms said. "They're sending someone. But one of us should go out there and make sure they don't miss seeing us. Again."

      "I'll go," Andrew said and turned towards the door. Watching him cross the room, I noticed more of the space around me. The couch I was on was surrounded by other new-looking pieces of furniture: deep, comfortable chairs and loveseats with assorted sizes of tables scattered throughout. But beyond that were bare shelves, several rows of them. Like I was in a bookstore or library, but someone had stolen all the books.

      Then I smelled the paint again. Okay, a new bookstore that didn't have the books on display yet. That made more sense.

      Andrew opened the door, but rather than going outside, he backed up several steps to let someone else come in.

      My grandmother. I knew her at once. She looked exactly the same as I remembered her, with long white hair that hung down her back in a single thick braid. She was wearing a bulky gray sweater with faded jeans and what could only be described as work boots.

      These were her party clothes? I had the sudden urge to giggle, but the first few snickers that escaped me were met with several looks of alarm, and I quickly stifled the impulse.

      "After midnight," Luke said, glancing at his wrist. If that statement was strange, the fact that he had no watch only made it stranger.

      "What's happened?" my grandmother demanded. I thought she was talking to me, but it was Michelle that answered.

      "Her car went off the road," she said. "We all heard it when she hit the tree. This was the closest place to take her, although I think we should've gone to the restaurant instead. I didn't realize Jessica was in here painting."

      "It's nontoxic paint," Jessica said.

      "I see lights," Andrew said as he peered down the road from the doorway.

      "Go, Andrew," my grandmother said without turning to look. Then she noticed Luke still standing at the end of the couch. "Why are you here?"

      "I heard the crash," he said with a shrug. The smirk was gone, but merriment still danced in his dark eyes.

      "Let me see," my grandmother said, shooing Michelle out of her way. Then her face was close to mine as she examined the knot on my head.

      "Hello, mormor," I said. She ignored me.

      "She thinks she saw a Viking out in the road," Jessica said. I think it was meant to be a whisper, but in the empty bookshop, it carried loud and clear.

      "A Viking?" my grandmother said, looking up at Luke for some reason.

      "Don't look at me," he said, raising his hands as if in surrender. "You can see for yourself I'm dressed just like a normal person."

      "Andrew thinks it might be a concussion," Jessica said. I was starting to agree. Half of what was happening around me made no sense, and my head was throbbing.

      "I saw a man with red hair and a beard," I said, trying very hard to sound like I wasn't insane. "He was standing over a woman who was lying right in the middle of the road."

      "What woman?" my grandmother asked as she looked at the others, but everyone was open-mouthed in shock. "No one else saw a woman?"

      "We all ran straight to the car," Michelle said. "We didn't look for anything out on the road."

      "I'll go," Luke said.

      "Thank you, Luke," my grandmother said, then sat on the edge of the couch to lean over me. It was too aggressive of a movement for me, and I pulled away from her, pressing back against the cushions, not sure at first what she was doing. Then I realized she was looking at my pupils. "I think you're fine," she said. I didn't argue. My head hurt too much to try.

      The yellowish glow of the overhead lights was joined by the brighter strobing lights from emergency vehicles, and the three women around me all straightened up to look out the window. I sat up to rest my chin on the back of the couch and look out the window myself. There were a couple of police cars—from the county sheriff's office, I thought, although I couldn't read what was written on the doors—and a single ambulance. The fog was as thick as ever, anything on the other side of the two-lane road lost in that grayness, but when Andrew pointed something out to the officers and paramedics, we all followed his finger and saw it too.

      There was a woman lying in the middle of the road. I hadn't imagined that. But before I could feel too pleased with myself, I had to admit there weren't any Vikings or Norse gods out there.

      Then the officers waved for Andrew to get out of the way, and he came running back to the bookshop, hands buried in his pockets. He met Luke on the way, and they both came in the door together.

      "It's Lisa," Andrew said the minute they were inside.

      "Lisa Sorensen?" Jessica asked, and Andrew nodded gravely. Jessica hugged Mjolner tight as she half sat down on, half collapsed into one of the puffy chairs. Then she looked up with a desperate sort of hope on her face. "Is she⁠—?"

      Luke shook his head. "Dead," he said.

      "Did she... was she...?" Jessica stammered but always leaving her thoughts unfinished as she sent a nervous look my way.

      "She was like that when I got here," I said. "That's why I swerved. To not hit her."

      "I didn't see a mark on her," Andrew said. "No blood, not even any dirt. It's like she walked out there, laid down and went to sleep."

      "Only she's not breathing," Luke added.

      "Why would she do that?" Jessica asked. "Walk out onto the highway? She wouldn't even try to cross that road in this weather, let alone stop in the middle. What happened?"

      "I'm sure we'll know more in the morning," my grandmother said, putting a hand on the younger woman's shoulder. "I should get Ingrid down to the village. Michelle, can you stay with Jessica?"

      "Of course," Michelle said.

      "I'm okay," Jessica said, but she didn't sound okay. Not at all. She sounded like she was about to completely fall apart. Like the grief was about to overwhelm her in a tsunami of tears.

      I knew the feeling.

      "Tell the police I saw a man," I said, sitting up straighter on the couch.

      "A Viking?" Michelle said skeptically.

      "Maybe leave that out," I said. My head ached terribly, and without thinking, I pressed a hand to my forehead, then flinched when a fingertip brushed that swollen knot. "There was a man there. Maybe leave out what I thought he might be wearing. I must have been confused."

      "You're not confused," my grandmother said. Then she turned to shoot a glare at Luke, who was standing behind her with that big grin back on his face. Why was he so amused? And why did that irritate my grandmother so much?

      Actually, scratch that second question. I had been in his company for less than ten minutes, but I could already see that Luke was more of an acquired taste, personality-wise.

      "We should let the paramedics look at Ingrid," Andrew said as I took my grandmother's offered hand and let her pull me to my feet.

      "No, I'll see to her myself," my grandmother said.

      "Wait, all of my stuff is in my car," I said.

      "It's fine," Andrew said. "My father's garage is just across the street. We'll tow it inside when the police are done. Your stuff will be perfectly safe."

      "We'll come back for anything you need in the morning," my grandmother said. "For now, we should get you to bed."

      "Mjolner," I said. My grandmother's eyebrows went up in surprise, but then Jessica stood up and held out the cat.

      "This is Mjolner," she said, managing with some difficulty to unhook each of the cat's claws from her overalls and transfer him to my grandmother's arms. "Her cat."

      "Oh, I see," my grandmother said, looking over the cat's face as if she expected to find him familiar somehow. "I thought perhaps he was yours. Bookshops should have cats."

      "I'll keep that in mind," Jessica said, but the smile on her lips wasn't reaching her eyes.

      The minute I stepped out of the bookshop and back into that fog, it was like the fog was in my brain, too. My grandmother seemed to realize it. She tucked Mjolner under her left arm so she could keep her right hand close to my elbow as she led me alongside the highway towards a bridge I hadn't even noticed before, although I must have driven across it earlier in the evening.

      But we didn't cross it. Instead, we veered away from the highway and a little closer to the lake. It looked like an unbroken row of brambles in front of us, but then a path just sort of opened up before us.

      I followed my grandmother down that path, but I had to keep my eyes on the ground in front of me. It was all I could do to focus on taking one step after another as the path made a zig-zag pattern down the side of a steep hill.

      I could hear the rushing of a river pouring over rocks and into pools, the sound growing as we descended, but I never caught a glimpse of it. Then the path leveled out, and we were walking down a road, past some houses or buildings, their shapes only the roughest of outlines in the darkness. They had lights on them, but those lights only made glowing spheres in the fog that illuminated nothing.

      Then I was going in another door, but it was like I was bringing the fog in with me. My thoughts were muddled, and I couldn't make my deadened feet move without tripping over everything. My grandmother's hand on my elbow was my only guide up a flight of narrow, steep stairs and then into a room and then at last onto a bed covered in a fluffy warm duvet.

      I sank into that duvet and fell asleep at once, just sprawled face down on top of the bed like that. But my grandmother came back just a few minutes later and woke me up again.

      "Drink this," she said, pressing a warm mug into my hands. I took an eager sip, expecting the tea sweetened with fresh honey that I remembered from my childhood. The memories felt closer now, although my mind couldn't hold on to any of them. But this wasn't that tea at all, and I immediately tried to push it back to her.

      "Ick," I said. "Bitter." Crushed aspirin was less bitter. What was in that tea?

      "Drink. You need it," she said and tipped the cup to my lips like I was a small child. "I'm not leaving until it's gone."

      I sipped at the drink but couldn't manage more than small amounts at a time, with a lot of wrestling with my gag reflex between sips. While I worked at it, my grandmother took off my shoes and got the duvet out from under me.

      When at last the foul drink was gone, she let me fall back onto the pillows. I think I was mostly asleep before the duvet had even drifted down around me.

      Then, like he always did, Mjolner climbed up onto the pillow behind my head and turned around and around before settling down, his spine pressed against the back of my neck, and began to purr.

      After that, I knew no more.
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      I don't know what was in the tea my grandmother had given me, but never in my life have I woken up so clear-headed and wide awake. I was super alert, and I hadn't even had any coffee yet. I reached up and pulled the bandage off my head, then touched the normal contours of my temple.

      It was like nothing had ever happened at all.

      Except that someone named Lisa was probably still dead.

      Then I remembered telling a room full of people that I had seen a Viking. I felt my cheeks flush just at the memory. That couldn't possibly have happened. What was more likely was that I had seen someone there, some hipster lumberjack type, and thinking back on it later, I had tainted the memory with the latent Norse myth imagery my brain always soaked in.

      I mean, nearly everything I drew had a Viking in it somewhere. Even stuff for class assignments that wasn't supposed to. I would just slip a little Norse something hidden in a pattern like an Easter egg. It was a compulsion.

      Yes, that made the most sense. My imagination had run away with me. Now that my head was clearer, I could see that.

      I rolled over, but Mjolner was gone from my pillow. He usually was an earlier riser than I was. But then I looked past the indentation his body had left on the pillow, and I saw a little square window set in a deep window frame. And through that window, I could see the spindly tops of evergreen trees.

      And beyond that, Lake Superior.

      My secret window! Just looking through it was triggering another cascade of memories. I was back in the same built-in bed that had been mine all those years ago.

      I sat up, throwing back the duvet and swinging my bare feet down to the wide planks of the wood floor. It was chilly, and I missed the wool slippers child-me had always put on straight away in the morning.

      Mine was an attic room, the ceiling like an inverted V with no walls on two sides. The bed was built into the outer wall, the large rectangle that held the bed itself surrounded by cabinets of a dozen different sizes. The reddish-gold of the wood glowed in the morning light that cascaded down from the skylight that slanted above, and I ran my hand over the familiar shapes of all the different handles and pulls on the cabinets. They were wrought iron that twisted in a variety of braids or animal shapes.

      I peeked into a few, but they were all empty. Like they were waiting to be filled with everything I'd brought back from my other world. All of my stuff that was still in my car.

      Stuff like clean underwear and clothes that hadn't been in a car wreck.

      My grandmother had taken off my shoes and socks, but I was still wearing my jeans and sweater. I didn't seem to have any glass fragments on me, but I still felt very unclean. I wanted a shower, but I also wanted clean clothes to put on after that.

      I was going to have to find my grandmother.

      I stepped out of my room and out onto the balcony that overlooked the one room that was almost the entirety of my grandmother's cabin. From where I was standing, I could see the heavy timbers that supported the roof, row after row of beams carved in a twisting pattern of Nordic knotwork. I leaned over the railing to look down into the room below, but I didn't see my grandmother. The fireplace that dominated the far wall was devoid of fire, and the long table down the center of the room was bare, the benches on either side drawn neatly up beneath it.

      I went down the narrow stairs that ran along the wall to my bedroom, then took a left turn halfway down to hug the cabin wall. I took a turn back again, away from the main space, and into the kitchen tucked under my loft.

      She wasn't there either. I could see the teakettle sitting on the back burner, just like ours always did back home. We Torfa women like our tea. But when I touched a fingertip to its side, it was cold. So I hadn't just missed her.

      I turned to look towards the fireplace again. I could see the door beside it, the one that led to my grandmother's room. Suddenly I was eight years old again, so intense was my feeling that I absolutely, positively must never open that door. Ever.

      But I was a grownup now. Surely, if I needed something, I could at least knock on that door?

      I dithered, taking a few steps across the room but then a few steps back, not sure what to do. I had only made it halfway across the great room when the back door behind the kitchen opened with a bang, and I jumped.

      "Mormor!" I said, rushing back to the kitchen as if afraid to be caught even that close to her bedroom door. My grandmother was in the mudroom shutting the door behind her, but she didn't step up into the kitchen. She was dressed like the night before, but in a different sweater and with a navy blue wool cap covering her hair.

      "You're up," she said. "How's your head?"

      "I feel fine," I said, touching the spot where the lump had been. "What was in that tea?"

      "This and that," she said with a dismissive wave. "Your shoes and socks are right here. Put them on, and we'll go up to your car and see what you need that we can carry back down."

      "Great," I said, sitting on the step between the kitchen and the mudroom to pull on my socks and sneakers. I had another rush of muscle memory from all the times I had done just this when I was a kid. "You know, I thought I had forgotten all about this place, but now that I see it again, I know that I didn't. I can show you drawings I've done that are clearly of this house. At the time, I thought I was making it up. Especially that fireplace."

      My grandmother didn't answer, just glanced up at the fireplace that dominated the far side of her cabin, as if trying to puzzle out what was so special about it.

      "OK, ready," I said. She just nodded and stepped back outside.

      The fog had turned to rain while I slept. The morning sky was clear now, but the ground was still wet. A series of flat rocks marked out a path from my grandmother's back door to the unpaved road, but the space between the rocks was moss and mud. I stepped carefully, not wanting to mess up my one good pair of sneakers. To judge by all the mud clinging to my grandmother's boots, this was bound to be a losing battle.

      I expected us to turn back towards the path we had taken down the night before. I could see the bridge up there, although any sounds of traffic passing by were drowned out by the rush of the river just out of sight through a tangle of shrubs that ran alongside my grandmother's house. But she walked the other way instead, towards the lake, and I followed.

      It's called the town of Runde, but "town" doesn't really describe it. If you counted up every building that made up that town, the vast majority of them would be fish houses. And those were all built right on the lakeshore, out of sight from the road. Of course, those fishermen lived in homes, but these were largely built under the cover of trees, their exteriors painted in dark colors that had a camouflaging effect. My grandmother's house next to the river was a rarity, standing rather close to the road. The bulk of its walls were also painted a dark brown, but the white trim around the doors and windows and its shutters—which were both cute and functional—made it look downright friendly.

      There was only one building down here that wasn't a home or a fish house. That was the meeting hall, which was a little further up the river from my grandmother's cabin, just inland from the bridge high overhead. I remembered being there as a kid, but couldn't summon a specific image to my mind. But I had a hunch when I finally did see it, I would recognize it as yet more source material for my art.

      "Good morning, Andrew," my grandmother said, and I saw the young man in question coming out of the trees between us and the lake, following a line of paving stones. His home must be back that way somewhere, but all I could see were layers of evergreen trees dotted with the occasional birch. Any house lurking in those depths was lost in the shadows.

      "Good morning," Andrew said. He was wearing work coveralls like a mechanic would wear, with a tan corduroy jacket over it, and a red watchman's cap pulled down over his ears. He looked me over carefully before smiling. "Good morning. You look surprisingly good."

      "It's Ingrid," I said, thrusting out a hand. "I don't think I ever said last night."

      "We knew who you were," he said, shaking my hand. His hand was a little rough, but strong and warm. He smelled shower-fresh, but still woodsy. The dazed effect I experienced at that smell was back in full force. "So, you're feeling better?" He made a vague gesture around his own temple area.

      "I am," I said. I could feel my cheeks heating but couldn't make myself stop blushing. Had he noticed me zone out just then? At least he thought it was maybe still part of the head injury. I hoped. "How's my car?"

      "Truth?" he asked with a peremptory flinch, as if in sympathy for a blow I hadn't even felt yet.

      "Truth," I said and held my breath.

      "It might cost more than it's worth to fix it," he said, "and I doubt it will ever run like before."

      "I was afraid of that," I said. "I suppose it doesn't matter. Even if it were worth it to fix it, I couldn't afford it. I have no cash."

      "Luckily, you won't need it while you're here," my grandmother said. "We can negotiate a deal with Andrew's father Jens to store it for now. No need to rush any decisions."

      "Thanks," I said, but just the idea of being without a car was making me feel trapped. What if I needed something they didn't sell in the corner of Runde's meeting hall that functioned as a general store? What if I had an opportunity to do some work that required an in-person meeting?

      What if I just wanted to leave?

      My panic must have been showing on my face, because Andrew was watching me with growing concern. But when he opened his mouth to say something, we were interrupted.

      "Hey," Luke said as he walked up from behind me. "Ready, Andrew?"

      "Yeah," Andrew said.

      "Where are you two off to?" my grandmother asked, fixing them both with a stern look as if they were also her grandchildren.

      "Luke and I were going up to the café to help Jessica shelve her stock," Andrew said, then glanced at his watch. "We promised to be there by eight. We better run."

      "She promised us scones," Luke said.

      "You're taking quite an interest in this newest commercial venture," my grandmother said to Luke.

      "It could be interesting," he said with a careless shrug. "You know how I love meeting new people."

      "Behave," my grandmother said, wagging a finger at him, but he just smirked.

      "Always do," he said and made a swiping motion at Andrew's elbow.

      "Bye," Andrew said over his shoulder to me as he was dragged away.

      I had a lot of questions, but that stern look wasn't softening on my grandmother's face. It was probably safer to stay quiet and observe for a while. When I understood things better, I could start asking things. Like why everyone seemed to consider my grandmother some sort of boss around here. Was she the mayor or something?

      We continued on down the road past the half-hidden homes of fishermen who had surely gone out on the water long before I had gotten myself out of bed. We occasionally saw a wife working in her yard or children too young for school playing under the trees. They would return my grandmother's waves of greeting, but they never moved closer to talk.

      "I think I remember this," I said, and she gave me a quizzical look. "The aloofness."

      "They aren't unfriendly here," she said. "They're just busy. Always busy. They keep to themselves and are generally quiet types, but when anyone needs anything at all, the whole community pulls together. You'll see."

      "So, it doesn't bother them that the bridge is all the way up there?" I said, gesturing back over my shoulder at the bridge that was no longer in view. We had come further along the stony bluffs than I had realized. "It's up there, and the town is down here. Any hope for tourist dollars is just passing you by."

      "They're fishermen, not... whoever takes money from tourists," my grandmother said.

      "I didn't realize there were still independent fishermen working," I said. "I thought everything would be big corporations by now."

      My grandmother shrugged, then said too quickly, as if eager to steer the conversation another way, "some of the young people think like you do about making money off the highway. Jens Swanson's grandfather built the service station decades ago, of course, and Michelle Larsen's mother Anna opened the restaurant next to it in the 80s. They do all right, being right on the highway. But Michelle has big ideas for what she wants to do when the restaurant is fully hers. After her mother retires. Modern ideas, I guess. And then there's Jessica with her new bookstore café."

      "Things are changing, then?"

      My grandmother just shrugged.

      "Can I ask one more thing?" I asked.

      "Ask anything you like," she said.

      "You've been living here your whole life, right?" I asked. She nodded, but there was something guarded in her eyes. "So why do you call the people who live here 'they?' Shouldn't that be 'we?'"

      Her eyes narrowed at first, but then she laughed out loud and gave a little nod. "Good catch."

      "What's the answer?" I asked.

      She laughed again. "I said you could ask all you like. I didn't say I'd answer." I just gaped at her. But that was too much of an invitation for the swarms of little bugs that drifted in clouds over the shady parts of the road. I shut my mouth. "Come on," my grandmother said, waving for me to follow her off the dirt road. "We're taking this path up to your precious highway. It's a little steeper than the other path, so watch your step. And don't dawdle; I'm late to get to the meeting hall already."

      The minute she stepped off the road, she disappeared, as if the scarlet shrubbery had swallowed her up. Taking a deep breath, I plunged in after her.
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      Seeing my little yellow Volkswagen, all smashed up, just about broke my heart. Then I remembered that someone had actually died, so maybe I had gotten off easy with a quick-healing head injury and some property damage.

      Still. My parents had left Runde together in that Volkswagen, way back before they were even engaged. That little car had been witness to so much. Like my entire life.

      I would've liked to have taken a moment to process my feelings, but my grandmother's impatience was getting palpable. I dug through the trunk and the back seat, pulling out what I needed most of all, like my clothes. I had it down to bare necessities and was about to shut the car back up again when my grandmother made a tisking noise and quickly shoved half of it back in the car.

      "This will be enough for you to shower and change your clothes," she said, shoving one of the overly stuffed duffle bags into my arms. "I'll carry what your cat needs."

      "But—" I started to say, reaching for one of the other bags. She slammed the trunk before I could quite touch it.

      "You'll thank me later," she said. "I'll help with this load, but then I've got to get to the meeting hall. You'll have to fetch the rest on your own as you can."

      I was afraid we'd have to cross the highway again. I had hated it a minute ago when we'd done it while carrying nothing
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