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      In some parts of the world, March might be the beginning of spring, but on the shores of Lake Superior, it is still very much winter. The sun is higher in the sky, and the days are longer, but none of that seems to be enough to warm the bones.

      Take Frór's cabin, where my grandmother and I were staying as she recovered from overusing her magic. The cabin walls were of sturdy stone, the thick glass windows tight, and every room kept warm by its own fireplace.

      But that was because it had to be. Frór had built it on a promontory of rock that jutted out over the cold water. We were dozens of feet above lake level, but the chill Superior winds still whipped around us on three sides. If anything, they were stronger because of the height.

      You had to watch your hat on good days. On bad days, you had to watch for waves. Yes, even nearly a hundred feet up. It was too cold to mess with even a bit of spray wetting your clothes, but walls of water washing over the yard weren't unheard of either.

      Not that I had seen it. The weather hadn't been bad at all for as long as my grandmother and I had been there. It hadn't been warm or particularly sunny, but there had been no bad storms either. No drifts of snow taller than I was barricading the door or blinding winds making walking into town too risky because the road was so hard to keep in sight.

      But it was cold. Cold and gray. And not a lot of fun to draw.

      But even that was okay for me. I hadn't done a lot of drawing from my imagination since leaving St. Paul for Runde and the Viking-era village of Villmark that hid beyond Runde. There had been so much to see and sketch around me, I had just never gotten back to drawing my more customary illustrations of Norse myths and legends.

      Now I had a nice stack of finished work to add to my portfolio. And another stack of pen and ink drawings of the landscapes of the North Shore for my friend Jessica to sell for me in her café.

      All I needed to do was get them to her.

      But I had no idea when I'd be able to get back to Runde. It depended on my grandmother.

      I looked up from my work at my easel to where my grandmother sat in the window seat across the room from me. She was curled up in a woolen blanket, a mug of spiced cider in her hands, and a book spread open across her knees. My polydactyl black cat, Mjolner, was curled up sleeping on the window seat near her feet.

      But her eyes were, as they all too often were these days, staring out across the gray waters of the lake to the equally gray horizon beyond. Although they had an unfocused look, as if she wasn't really seeing any of that, anyway.

      Even her customary long braid of thick white hair was more loosely woven as it draped forward over her shoulder. Not untidy, just very relaxed. Which was weird for my grandmother. I was used to watching her run two towns in two different worlds, not chilling out with a good book.

      I sighed, filling my lungs with the fresh smell of wood smoke from the fireplace, a lovely smell that still never quite conquered the underlying mustiness of the old cabin. I picked up my mug and drained the last of my own measure of spiced cider. The apples used had been so tart that drinking the cider almost made me more thirsty than I had been before. But the sweetness combined with the spiciness of the cinnamon and ginger and cloves was warming.

      At least, when I remembered to drink it before it got chilled, like it had now.

      The pan of cider was still on the stove, gently simmering, but I opted not to get myself a second mug. The sun was dipping low in the sky, and it was nearly time for my evening walk.

      "Mormor, do you want a warm up?" I asked her. She took a long moment to tear her eyes away from the window before giving me a puzzled look. But then she glanced down at her nearly empty mug before holding it out for me.

      "Yes, thank you, Ingrid," she said. Then she looked down at the book on her lap as if its presence confused her as well.

      "I'll put what's left of last night's soup on the back burner before I go so we can eat when I get back," I said as I poured the last of the cider into her mug, then brought it back to her.

      It was a small cabin, one multifunction room below and three tiny bedrooms in a row across the loft above, but I didn't mind it. My grandmother was easy to spend a day with. She had a sixth sense for when I was in the flow with my work and shouldn't be disturbed, and when I was just going through the motions, or doing something fussy but not too mentally taxing when I could both draw and carry on a conversation at once.

      Maybe you'd have to be an artist yourself to understand how amazing and rare that ability is. But she had it in spades.

      My grandmother took the mug of cider from me and brought it close to her face to inhale the spices with a smile, but she didn't yet take a sip. "How is Andrew doing?" she asked me instead.

      "Everyone in Runde is doing great," I told her. "Of course they wonder when we'll be back, but they understand these things take time."

      I thought that was a pretty solid hint, but when my grandmother just hmmed and went back to staring out the window, I knew I had been too subtle.

      To my semitrained eyes, my grandmother seemed entirely recovered from where she had been after the spells on her mead hall had come crashing down. I couldn't imagine what more had to happen before we could go home.

      But my grandmother had been dodging even direct inquiries into how she was doing, so I had stopped asking. She would be ready when she was ready, and in the meantime, I had my studies in magic and my art to pass the time.

      But I couldn't shake the feeling that she was completely recovered. That she wasn't waiting to feel well again, because she already was well.

      That she was waiting for something else.

      But I didn't know what that might be.

      So I just took the container of leftover soup out of our rudimentary icebox and poured it into the cast-iron pot that always sat on the back burner of the gas stove. I left it on the lowest possible simmer, then headed to the mudroom to get all my wind-proof layers on before heading out into the fading day.

      Mjolner lifted his head to look at me briefly. Then he resumed his nap. I couldn't blame him. He looked really cozy there with my grandmother.

      The wind hit me at once, chapping the skin of my already reddened cheeks and nipping at my ears. I pulled my wool hat lower to cover my earlobes, then turned away from the road that led from town straight to our front door to follow a narrower track that worked its way down to the shore in a series of steep switch-backs.

      Since the promontory jutted out almost directly eastward, I was out of the rays of the setting sun the minute I started down the first leg of the path. But I was only getting the wind from two directions now and not three. Believe me, that made a difference. My hat stayed on, and my hood stayed up over it, with both my hands free in case I stumbled on the path.

      Which happened more than I'd like to admit. The rocks could get icy, but you'd never know it to look at them. It was a pretty treacherous walk to take every single afternoon.

      But the shore below was the only place my cellphone could catch a signal. And that was my only lifeline to my Runde friends.

      I could see ships on the horizon as I walked. Most were following the routes of cargo ships on Lake Superior, but others were of a different kind all together. Ocean-faring ships, and not modern ones.

      Not that I could see the details from so far out. But I could smell the salty tang of seawater and hear the calls of unfamiliar birds. The magic of this place connected a few different places. At least one had an ocean coast, but I had no idea which one. Not even my grandmother knew.

      Some months ago and quite a bit further inland, I had walked part of a road that led up into distant mountains and eventually to Old Norway, if only a very small part of that road. And I had watched my friend Thorbjorn and his four brothers fight trolls on a hillside that had felt like Icelandic volcanic ground to me. But I had no clue how to tell one body of water from another. Maybe if I caught a fish.

      I was distracted from my thoughts by the sudden buzzing of my phone in my back pocket. I didn't take it out. The closer I got to the shore, the icier the path became and the more I needed to stay alert with my hands at the ready. But I counted the buzzes. A lot of texts since I had been down here last the day before.

      I smiled. My friends missed me. Which was nice. Because I really missed them.

      At last I reached the shore. The waves were pretty calm at the moment, but even that was enough to leave a cold mist in the air. My windbreaker kept me dry until I found the nook in the cliff-side where my favorite sitting rock waited for me. Out of the wind, mostly out of the mist, and smooth enough to be comfortable if a bit cold.

      I settled in and finally took out my phone. All the texts were from Andrew, and I had a feeling I knew what they would be about before I even had my password typed in.

      Sure enough, the shadow box job he had agreed to do for Jessica had developed yet another wrinkle.

      I grinned as I scrolled through the texts. I had been in a similar place in a job I had done once for a friend, doing illustrations on spec for a children's book they had never actually published in the end. Jessica, like my writer friend, had given only a vague idea of what they were looking for, promising that whatever was delivered would surely be perfect, because Andrew, like me, was a talented artist.

      But with every conversation since it became more and more clear that Jessica, like my writer friend, had very specific ideas about what they wanted. They just weren't very good at communicating them.

      So I felt Andrew's pain. I had no idea that Jessica, who always seemed so laid back, was at the core a bit of a control freak. But I suppose you'd have to be to run your own business at twenty-four.

      He had included photos of the boxes he had made so far, and they were really lovely. Jessica wanted to put little knickknacks in them, antique souvenirs her mother had collected over the years from different places up and down the North Shore. What Andrew was doing—using found wood he sourced locally, each piece having a whole story behind it about where the wood came from and how it had been used before it had become a shadow box—was really quite cool.

      "If she makes you start from scratch, I'll buy those from you," I texted him. I didn't know what I'd do with them. They were far too small for art supplies to fit in them, but I could take up miniature painting or something. I even knew just where I'd hang them in my Villmark house.

      "I just might take you up on that," Andrew texted back, with an eye-roll emoji.

      "How's she doing otherwise?" I texted, then waited. I had a single bar here when I had any at all, and making an actual phone call had proven impossible the couple of times we had tried it. For his part, Andrew had to walk out to a particular stretch of shoreline near his house, so both of us were outside now, under the same darkening skies.

      "She's good. Michelle too. Loke says you're good when he sees you?" he answered.

      I chuckled, then typed. "You're wise to doubt him. It's been more than two weeks since he was last here. I have a stack of drawings for Jessica's café, but no way to get them to her."

      "Send me pics," he texted back at once.

      I scrolled through my photos. I hadn't taken pictures of them all, but I had one or two. I picked one I particularly liked of Freya in her chariot drawn by Norwegian forest cats.

      "Hope this works," I texted, because for whatever reason he had a better time sending pics my way than the other way around.

      And indeed, the text with the photo didn't go through. And that one bar disappeared entirely.

      I sighed and put my phone away. The stars were coming out already, but it felt like we'd barely spoken to each other. So much time was lost waiting for the messages to get across to each other. It was frustrating.

      But I reminded myself this was just one moment in time. Eventually, it would end.

      Even if it did feel like I'd pressed pause on my life just when it was getting interesting.

      Without the phone to distract me, the stone underneath me suddenly seemed much colder. I slid down off the rock, but my eyes were up on the sky. The stars shone brightly, the clouds that had been thick for days finally breaking apart and exposing large swaths of indigo skies.

      Somewhere to the south of me, Andrew was probably looking up at them, too. If only I could get them to carry messages for me.

      I snugged my jacket hood more tightly over my woolen hat, then started the long slog back up the promontory to the cabin above.
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      The next day was Wednesday, the day someone always brought us supplies from Villmark.

      That "someone" was supposed to be Loke and Roarr. They had volunteered for it. And for the first two weeks, they had come through.

      Then on week three, it was just Roarr on his own with a vague story about Loke being tied up with something else. I didn't mind the lie. I knew Loke's sister was often unwell, and I also knew that Loke didn't like to talk about his family with others. I figured he had told a tale that I would see the truth in, but wouldn't require him to let Roarr in on the secret.

      Then, on the fourth week, neither of them had turned up. Instead, two Villmarker young men had guided the ox cart up the track. I hadn't recognized either of them, and they hadn't offered their names.

      They weren't as openly unfriendly as Raggi and his friends who advocated for a Villmark that never interacted with Runde at all. Those guys resented my grandmother and me both, although more so me since I had grown up outside of Villmark and only recently returned. But they weren't exactly friendly either.

      They had a similarly vague story about Loke's absence, but neither of them knew anything about what was going on with Roarr. Perhaps he had just grown bored with a tiresome chore.

      So as I walked out to the crossroads at the head of the promontory for the fifth time, I had no idea who I was actually waiting for. If it were finally Loke again, or even just Roarr, I could give either of them my drawings to deliver to Jessica. But I didn't bother getting my hopes up.

      I left the wind and crash of waves behind me as I followed the road towards the mainland. As always, I felt an uneasiness in my stomach as I crossed the narrowest part of the promontory, where the rock was barely wider than the path. Eventually, all of this would give in to the wind and waves and fall away.  A big chunk of Pictured Rocks on the Michigan side had fallen into the lake just a few summers ago. As much as that was almost certainly centuries away from happening here, if not millennia, I still hated walking across that particular bit.

      Geological changes aside, it felt too much like a sudden burst of wind could carry me away. And it was a very long way down to a brutally rocky shore below. Long enough, I feared, time enough to regret tripping before meeting the rocks.

      But after that narrow point, I was out on solid ground. The meadows around me were still snow-covered, but the hardy birch trees that dotted the side of the road here and there had shaken off their own white mantles. Their grayish-white branches reached up to the clear blue sky, as if stretching out before getting to the real work of growing green buds.

      Soon. It would be spring soon.

      I reached the point where the road to the cabin branched off from the main road that hugged the coast from the meadow over Runde to unimaginably distant points to the north, where the magic was stronger.

      There was a stone marker set by the side of the road, although if it had ever had any writing on it, that had been worn smooth long ago. It wasn't large enough to sit on, but I stood beside it, leaning on the walking stick I had brought with me, and scanned the world around me for signs of life.

      I saw someone walking from one patch of woods to another, but the gentle rolling of a few hills between me and them obscured all but their bright green hat. But it didn't matter. I knew who I was looking at.

      It was Leifr, the boy who had been lost as a child and returned as a rather disturbed youth. He lived in the hidden village outside of Villmark, where the refugees who had returned from the modern world kept their own separate community. He lived with Signi, who had been a psychiatrist during her time in the modern world and still wrote articles from time to time.

      I had never actually met him, but I was sure it was him. Villmarkers seldom came this far north, and never alone. But from what I had heard from others, Leifr had no fear of what lurked in the north. He might have been trapped there, but he hadn't been helpless.

      Having a chat with him when I was back in Villmark was pretty high on my wishlist. But since coming out to the cabin, I had seen him from afar pretty much every time I had walked out to these meadows. The boy was restless, that was for sure.

      I raised a hand in greeting, but as usual, he didn't seem to notice me. Or he didn't want me to know he saw me. I didn't know if he was shy or people-averse or if Signi just felt it was best to keep him away from others while she treated him for the trauma of his misplaced childhood.

      I really wanted to talk to him.

      "He sees you. I guess he just doesn't like you," a voice said out of nowhere in strongly accented Villmarker Norse. I jumped and yelped, spinning to see an old man standing with feet spread wide as if guarding the path to the north behind me as I had gazed to the south. He had a long, twisted staff planted on the ground in front of him, and the wind from the lake was whipping at his long cloak and the equally long garments he wore beneath. His battered, wide-brimmed hat was pulled low against that wind, and his face was mostly in shadow. All I could discern was a silvery-gray beard so long he wore it tucked into his belt.

      More unsettling, he seemed to have only one eye. One eye that glinted too brightly out of the shadow under his hat brim.

      "Do I know you?" I asked, more rudely than I had intended.

      "I should hope so!" he said gruffly, but didn't go on to identify himself at all. If I had ever met him before in Villmark as an adult or during my childhood summer spent there, I couldn't recall him at all. And he looked like someone I would definitely remember.

      "Do you know me?" I asked.

      "Lost daughter of the oldest line. Scribbler of silliness. Dabbler in danger. Amateur wielder of paltry powers. Half-literate misinterpreter of runes. Or, if you will, Ingrid Torfudottir," he said, ending with a dismissive huff of breath.

      My blood burned. But there was nothing I could say that wasn't going to sound childishly defensive.

      I mean, he was actually pretty accurate. Cruel, but accurate.

      "As if your presence weren't ruination enough of this fine spring day, here come these two layabouts. Wastes of space. Dodgers of dangerous crimes," he grumbled, far too loud to be speaking to himself.

      I turned to look south again and saw the ox-cart of supplies just emerging from the wood on the far side of the meadow. A single ox plodded along at the yoke, head down as it worked. Walking on either side of it, minding the wheels as they tumbled in and out of the road's many ruts, were Loke and Roarr.

      I turned back to the strange old man, still nameless in my mind. "What crimes are these?" I asked.

      He just scoffed out another breath, as if the question was beneath his dignity to answer.

      I left him standing there to run to the cart. Loke was underdressed as usual, in shirtsleeves with no hat. The wind tousled the waves of his chocolate brown hair but brought not a hint of color to his pale cheeks. And, as always, he was dressed all in black.

      Roarr at least was dressed for the weather, if more like a Runde fisherman in modern work boots and a waterproof down jacket than the Villmarker he was.

      "It's about time you turned back up," I said to Loke as soon as I was close enough to be heard. "I have a stack of drawings for you to take back to Jessica. As you promised."

      "I know," he said. "Roarr and I are back on the job now."

      "For this week, anyway," I grumbled.

      "For as many weeks as it takes," Roarr swore dutifully.

      But Loke was grinning at me. "How many weeks, do you think?"

      "I have no idea," I admitted. "She seems better. And yet she never speaks of going home. Does someone from the council have to come out here and examine her first or something?"

      "Gah, I hope not," Loke said with a grimace. "No one could know better than Nora when she's recovered. And no one is less inclined to lie about the state of things than she is either."

      "She hid how poorly she was doing for a long time," Roarr pointed out, then gave me an apologetic look.

      "No, you're right," I said. I was about to say more when Loke finally noticed the old man still standing in the middle of the road south of the fork.

      "What's he doing here?" he asked in a harsh whisper.

      "Whatever he pleases, Loke Grímsson," the man said, his voice booming over the whistle of the wind.

      How had he even heard what Loke had said? It didn't seem possible over that distance. But I had seen stranger things since discovering Villmark.

      "Who is he?" I asked Loke.

      "His name is Odd Oddsen," Loke told me. "Some claim he was among the first settlers who came over from Norway with Torfa. And by 'some' I mean 'him'. He claims that."

      It wasn't hard to tell that Loke didn't believe this was true. It didn't mesh with anything I'd learned in my magical studies, either. If living such an extended life were possible, surely my ancestress Torfa would've done it herself.

      Unless it had taken all of her power just to protect Villmark. Although what she was protecting it from, I still didn't know.

      There was so much I still didn't know.

      Odd didn't speak to us again, but to my immediate displeasure he fell in step behind the ox-cart when we turned it towards the cabin. As annoying as the thought of him always guarding the northern road was, the idea of him being in the cozy cabin I shared amiably with my grandmother was even worse.

      But as we drew closer, I saw my grandmother dressed in her warmest coat standing outside the cabin door. She had a wool hat pulled low over her head, and she was casually sipping at a mug of coffee as she watched us approach. But her white braid was once more down the center of her back, and very tightly plaited.

      She wasn't waiting for us. I knew that in my bones. She was waiting for this Odd fellow. And she had braided her hair like a Valkyrie expecting battle.

      "Nora," Odd called, touching the brim of his hat as he approached.

      "Odd," she returned with the slightest of nods. "Ingrid is staying in your usual bedroom, but I'm sure you'll have no objection to the northern-most room." That last had a ring of command to it. She would brook no objections.

      Odd grumbled to himself, but just nodded and pushed his way inside the cabin.

      "He thinks I know him," I said to my grandmother. "I don't remember him at all."

      "Not all your memories of your childhood days here have returned," she reminded me. But then she frowned. "Even so, I don't recall the two of you ever meeting. Odd always comes back to Villmark, but years go by between visits. Your time here was in one of those gaps."

      "But he knows me," I said, and to my horror, heard how strangled those words sounded. My throat was too tight. But his assessment of me had really hurt.

      Which was weird. As an artist, I knew how to deal with rejection, even brutal rejection. But this felt different. Why?

      "He knows of you," she said. "Try not to let him disturb you too much. His visits are always short. Short, but troublesome."

      I looked over to where Roarr and Loke were working together, unloading crates of food from the back of the cart and stacking it by the door for me to bring inside later. I stepped closer to my grandmother to whisper, "Loke says he's one of the first settlers here. Like, from the time of Torfa?"

      "So people say," she said, more whimsically than I would've liked.

      "Is it true?" I asked.

      But she just smiled at me and shrugged, then went inside the cabin.

      "Someday you'll be like that," Loke said with a grin. "All maddeningly vague answers and knowing smiles."

      "You're one to talk," I shot back, then took the crate of milk bottles he held out to me to carry it inside the house.

      I hoped my grandmother was right, that this Odd fellow's visit would be short.

      But I was afraid her second prediction would prove right as well. That his visit would be troublesome. The mood inside the cabin was already inverting the world outside. While the sky had gone from stormy to clear, the homeyness of our snug little cabin had become downright claustrophobic.

      I could see a lot more walks in my future.
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      Luckily for me, getting the supplies wasn't the only task I had on my list for Wednesday. After putting everything away and sweeping all the clumps of snow we had dragged in back out of the mudroom, I put my jacket and hat back on and headed back out to the road.

      But this time I kept going, following the southern branch back towards Villmark.

      But not all the way to the town proper. No, my destination was my own second home, tucked away in the woods just north of town.

      Imagine, a starving artist with two gorgeous homes on the North Shore. I'm lucky, I know.

      This one was a cottage in a clearing left to me by an artist who had turned out to be a murderer. I had caught him with the help of Thorbjorn and his brothers. His trial on the hilltop with an audience of trolls had been my first act as my grandmother's eventual successor as volva of Villmark. A volva is a witch, adviser to the council, and in certain cases, judge over criminal cases.

      I could have brought the artist Solvi back to Villmark, or even to Runde, to face the justice of the modern world. But in the end I had elected to let him keep walking ever northward.

      Maybe he had reached Old Norway or was still on his way. But it was far more likely he had died not soon after I had lost sight of him.

      But for reasons I don't quite understand, he had left me his home. And what a home it was. Even this deep in winter where the snow is more gray and dirty than sparkling white and pure, the clearing around the cottage looked like a winter wonderland version of a sculpture garden. The bear carved from a tree trunk was the largest, but the many little trolls were my favorites.

      The exterior of the cabin, too, was a work of art. The patterns in the wood brought out by his skilled hand to suggest the motion of water of the lake now out of sight but never far out of my mind were gorgeous. Even more so was the central pillar of the cottage carved to resemble the World Tree Yggdrasil.

      No, not resemble. That's too small a word. He had carved it to tell its story, which was really every story, every nuance of every tale. I had yet to spend enough time in the cottage to find all the details I knew were there, snuggled among the carved leaves overhead.

      But I was there for a purpose, and it wasn't admiring the woodwork. It was too cold inside to take off my jacket or hat yet, but I quickly built a fire in the stone fireplace. I knew from experience that would warm the whole space faster than seemed possible.

      I had to break a sizable crust of ice off the water barrel outside my door before I was able to fill the kettle, but soon I had that settled over the now-roaring fire. While I waited for it to come to a boil, I opened my pack and took out the tea things I had brought with me from the cabin as well as a loaf of dark bread, a wheel of pale white cheese, and a couple of apples and pears. A nice little lunch for two.

      I was just hanging up my coat and hat when I glanced out the window and saw a stooped form making its way through the snow to my door.

      "Haraldr!" I said as I threw the door open. He looked up, pushing his woolen hood back until I could see his eyes.

      "Greetings, Ingrid Torfudottir. It has been an age!" he said as he continued his limping walk up to my door.

      "Are you all right?" I asked. He always walked with a limp and a stick, but the limp had never been so pronounced.

      "Quite fine, quite fine," he assured me. "This is a hard season for me, late winter. Every year is like this. The cold and my old joints. But every day is a little warmer than the last. Such is the way of things. Now, I know you said you'd bring everything for lunch, but I couldn't help bringing one of Ullr's famous elk sausages with me. I hope you don't mind."

      "No, that sounds lovely," I said as he pressed a paper-wrapped bundle into my hands. I peeled back the paper to see a long, dark sausage that smelled strongly of fennel and juniper. "And it smells divine," I quickly added. "Eat first or the lesson?" I asked.

      "Eat first, of course," Haraldr said with a laugh.

      Once we'd had three cups of tea apiece and as much food as we could stuff in, I had heard pretty much all the news of Villmark. Loke was never as forthcoming as Andrew, so my knowledge of how things were going in Runde was far more complete than that of Villmark despite the latter being so much closer to me.

      "I'm sorry to hear that Kara is still feeling down," I said. "I wish she could come and see us at the cabin. I think she'd enjoy a few days there with us."

      "I'm sure she would, but she and her sister are quite busy. They are, after all, trying to take the place of five Thors," Haraldr said. But then his tone grew even more serious. "I had hoped that keeping busy would keep her mind occupied, but now I fear guarding the ancestral flame leaves her too much time to brood and miss her man."

      I wondered if Kara thought of it like that, like Thorge was her man. Something had definitely changed between them while I was lost in the woods, fleeing the Wild Hunt. When I had left the hunting lodge where we had all been staying, the two of them had been just warmly friendly, no more.

      But when we had stood side by side watching the Thors march off to the north and she had squeezed my hand in hers so tightly? Something had definitely changed.

      But I could no more go to Villmark to talk to her about it than she could come out to the cabin to talk to me. I was meant to be watching over my grandmother. Being this close to Villmark now was an exception Haraldr had insisted on.

      It had been far too long since my last lesson. And I suspected that worsening limp of his was why he hadn't made the walk out to the cabin himself.

      "So," I said in a slow drawl, "before we get to the lesson, I did have something I wanted to ask you about. I asked my grandmother, but she didn't quite answer me."

      "I don't know what I could tell you that you grandmother could not, but I shall do my best," Haraldr said.

      "Well, I don't think it was so much that she couldn't as that she chose not to," I said. "It's about the man who turned up today. Odd Oddsen."

      "Oh, him," Haraldr said. He made no effort to hide how unthrilled he was to hear that name. "I suppose he told you he's been here since the beginning?"

      "No, it was Loke that mentioned that," I said. "But that wasn't even the most puzzling thing. I know I've never met him, but he seemed to know a lot about me. If he's been in the north since before I returned, how could he?"

      "He has his ways," Haraldr said.

      Loke was right. All the old ones with any knowledge of magic at all constantly fell back on the maddeningly vague.

      "It's not important at this time," he said, so I guessed some of what I was thinking had been showing on my face.

      "I also had a request," I said. Haraldr nodded as he used a fingertip to gather up crumbs from his plate. "I know this is a onetime arrangement, meeting here, but I was hoping if we could make it two, I would really like to meet that boy, Leifr."

      "Leifr?" Haraldr repeated, caught off guard.

      "I've seen him wandering everywhere north of Villmark. I'm curious to hear his story," I said.

      "I'm not sure he's ready for that," Haraldr said. "Most of what happened to him he still hasn't told even to Signi. And she is adamant that we must not press him. No one wants to lock him up or hold him against his will, but that means his fleeing all of us is always a risk."

      "Is he dangerous?" I asked.

      "Only possibly to himself," Haraldr said. "When he is ready to talk to others, I will ask Signi to let you speak with him. Is that satisfactory?"

      "Of course," I said.

      "And Nora?" Haraldr asked.

      I sighed. "I really wished one of you would come out to the cabin and see for yourself. Ask her for yourself. She won't tell me anything, so I can only tell you what I see and think. Which really isn't what anyone should be making decisions based on."

      "True, but the one making the decision is Nora herself. I am merely curious," he assured me.

      "Then I think she is quite recovered. I think she's so well she's growing bored. But for whatever reason, we are still there at the cabin. I almost wonder if she's waiting for something."

      "Perhaps," Haraldr said. "Don't fret too much. She will tell you in time. After so many years guiding so many souls in our village as well as the modern one, I'm sure these days with no one demanding anything of her, with only you for company, are a balm to her. Don't rush her to come back."

      "I won't. I haven't," I said, but I felt my cheeks flushing. I hadn't said a word to my grandmother about it, that was true. But I had been wishing she would get a move on for some time now.

      "Now, the lesson?" Haraldr asked. At my nod, he pushed his empty plate away and reached into his satchel to set a single charcoal drawing on a scrap of heavy paper on the crumb-strewn tabletop.

      Another rune, of course. This one looked like someone had turned a capital F into a sort of flag. The arms swooped downward from the flagpole, then briefly up again at the ends.

      "Ase," I said.

      "Correct," Haraldr said, sitting back and folding his hands over his full belly. "We have worked our way through all the chaos after creation. Here, finally, we reach the first rune that represents order."

      "I could've used a little order when I was dealing with that Mandy woman," I said with a shudder.

      "Perhaps," he allowed. "But I feel the timing is perfect now. You see, this rune also represents the knowledge that is passed down to us from our ancestors. Such as from your grandmother to you."

      "We haven't done any magic together since we got to the cabin," I admitted.

      "No, but as she recovers, she will surely ask you to," Haraldr said. "Delving into this rune now will make you better prepared."

      "Maybe," I said. I traced the shape with a fingertip over the charcoal. "Something about this feels familiar. I mean, I know the letter sounds for every rune from my drawing. But this is different."

      "Ah," Haraldr said, his eyes suddenly bright. "Perhaps because this is the rune of Odin, and particularly Odin in his guise as the leader of the Wild Hunt."

      "Please tell me I'm not in any danger of summoning that by mistake," I said. Just the words "Wild Hunt" had sent a cold shiver up my spine.

      "I can't promise any such thing," he said almost gleefully. "But I think it is more likely you will touch his other aspects as you study this. Odin is the lord of the dead in that Wild Hunt persona, but his other persona connects with magic and ecstasy, and knowledge gained by such means."

      "I'm not sure I like the sound of that any better," I admitted. "It sounds... out of control."

      "Perhaps," he said. Then he sat quietly, waiting for me to speak again.

      "It looks like a flag in the wind," I said. It sounded lame in my own ears, but he just gave me another of those happy smiles.

      "Air, wind, breath-itself," he said. "But not just that, the unseen. It is also sound. The sounds of nature, the sounds of communication of animals and humans. But above all, it is the language of symbols like the runes themselves. It is the rune of poetry."

      "That's a lot of stuff packed into one rune," I said. I wasn't sure how I was going to meditate on so much at once. Just the idea of it was overwhelming.

      Plus, the unseen movement of wind might be something I could draw by how it affected things like flags and cloaks. But poetry? Even the most image-intensive poetry was not really something I could reach for with my own visual arts.

      This was going to be tricky.

      "This sounds a little outside of my wheelhouse," I admitted.

      "Don't let it intimidate you. Believe me, no matter the guise he chooses, Odin loves to intimidate you. But he's just a god," Haraldr said.

      "Just a god?" I repeated.

      "Our gods are not like others. They strive higher and harder than mere mortals, but they are not omnipotent, and what they gain is not without cost."

      "Yeah, I can think of a few stories," I said. Specifically, I thought of Odin hanging for days from the World Tree before flying off in a raving madness, but with the knowledge of the runes now in his possession.

      If I turned my head, I could probably find a little carving of that moment in the roof of my cottage.

      "I think this is very much in your wheelhouse," Haraldr said, carefully repeating my own words back to me. I was pretty sure he knew what a wheelhouse was, but the expression was probably new to him. "This rune isn't Thurs, with all of its brute force. This is a rune of soft and cunning power. That sounds like your style."

      "Soft maybe," I mumbled. I wasn't sure I would describe myself as cunning. I wasn't even sure I wanted to.

      "It's about opening up your subconscious, to allow your mind to be a conduit for an artistic inspiration. Odin chose poetry. But your art is your conduit."

      "Perhaps when I try meditating on it, it will start to make more sense," I said. In the past, the other runes had eventually become clear in my mind. But what if I really was more comfortable in chaos than in order?

      That was a chilling thought. So chilling I didn't dare speak it aloud to Haraldr. As close as we'd become over the last few months, he was still a member of the council. And that council held my fate in their hands. Saying I felt more comfortable with chaos than order wasn't going to help improve their view of me as an outsider and meddler at all.

      "Just open up your mind," he said, spreading his hands out on either side of his head as if demonstrating this. Then he got up from the table and started wrapping up the last of the sausage we hadn't managed to eat. "I will speak to Signi about Leifr for you, and I'll let you know what she says. But no promises." Then a thought struck him as he was pulling up his hood and he let it drop again to give me a curious look. "Have you seen magic around him? When you see him walking near the cabin?"

      "It never occurred to me to even look," I admitted. "I don't generally carry my wand with me when I leave the cabin. Perhaps I should."

      "Of course you should," he said sternly. "And not so you can use it to look at Leifr. That was a gift given to protect you. How can it protect you if you don't have it on you when you need it?"

      I had never seen anything remotely threatening anywhere near the cabin except the lake itself and perhaps Odd, although he was more mentally taxing than physically threatening, I supposed.

      Still, he wasn't wrong.

      "I'll be safer," I promised him.

      "See that you are," he said.

      Then he helped me clean up the remains of lunch and quench the fire. The sun was past the halfway point from noon to sunset when we parted ways, and I hurried my steps back to the cabin.

      I had left Mjolner there with my grandmother, which normally would be protection enough. But Mjolner wasn't going to be much of a defense against Odd's too-sharp tongue.

      And even my mild-tempered grandmother had her limits.
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      By the time I reached Frór's cabin, the sun was already setting behind me. The wind was picking up, cold but also treacherous. The sky above was still largely cloud-free, but the air was filled with a chilly mist from the lake.

      I crossed the narrow part of the promontory slowly and with great care, grateful for my walking stick. I was wearing my winter hiking boots, their treads almost cleat-like with their ability to hold on to the ground beneath me. So far as I knew, no one had ever fallen from this road, not even in the harshest gale.

      But there was always a first time.

      After I reached the far side and the road once more had stretches of meadow grass on either side of it, I relaxed and picked up my pace. It was already too late to head down to the shore for my nightly texts with Andrew. I had spent too long ambling through the forest around my cottage instead of heading straight back to the cabin. I told myself I was taking a walking meditation, letting Haraldr's lesson sink into my mind in a more passive way before I started the real work of communing with the rune.

      But as my steps slowed more and more as I approached the cabin's door, I had to admit to myself that mostly I was just dreading being back in Odd's company.

      I opened the cabin door and was at once blasted by a wave of warm air and the smell of roasted meat and potatoes and baking bread. My grandmother and I had been keeping our meals pretty simple since we'd come out to the cabin, mostly a variety of soups we took turns concocting. But apparently the arrival of Odd had prompted my grandmother to go full out.

      Maybe there was an upside to his visit. My mouth was already watering, and I still had to get my jacket and boots off.

      Mjolner appeared at the edge of the step up out of the mudroom to the great room. He just blinked, but I knew what he meant. He didn't like the intruder.

      "I know," I told him, giving him a scritch around the ears. "Surely you can hide in my room?"

      Since he could walk through walls and apparently even teleport over great distances, he could escape to anywhere he liked. My bedroom in Villmark, or in Runde, or I suspected even to where Frór or the Thors were, somewhere out in the wilds of the north.

      But he just blinked again and gave me a small, indignant meow before turning away from me to dash up the steep stairs to the loft.

      "Has he been like that all day?" I asked my grandmother as I came into the kitchen area.

      "Hm? Oh, Mjolner? Yes, he's been letting me know he's not pleased," she said as she stirred at a pot of gravy. "Can you get the lingonberry jam out of the icebox? I think we're just about ready here."

      "Our guest must be quite the big eater," I said as I surveyed the array of dishes already crowding the surface of our little table. "Either that, or the Thors are stopping by. All five of them."

      "I had a craving," she said as she gently nudged the breadbasket to one side and the plate of roasted potatoes to the other to make room for the gravy.

      "For what?" I asked as I fetched the jam.

      "All of it?" she said and gave me an apologetic smile. "It's too much, I know. But neither of us will have to cook again for a week."

      "I haven't seen a spread like this in years," Odd said from behind me. I turned to get my first look at him without his hat and cloak on.

      He had two eyes, and neither of them were glowing. I didn't quite understand my own little stab of disappointment at that fact.

      He had bathed and changed out of his mud-spattered clothes. His long silver hair was still damp and looked a little odd after being aggressively combed. His beard was combed smooth as well, but he had tucked it back into his belt.

      It was a look.

      If I had to guess, I would say he was my grandmother's age. But in all honesty, I don't exactly know how old she is either. His face was weather-beaten, his skin obviously sunburnt and frost-nipped many times over to a dark, leathery texture. But as he rolled up his tunic sleeves to dig into his food, I saw his forearms were still as thickly muscled as any youth's.

      He filled up his plate with great heaping portions and ate with gusto. It was only after having seconds that he even started to chat with my grandmother.

      This conversation was all about people they had known years ago, people I didn't know at all, and it was in a version of Villmarker Norse that I had to work to understand.

      So I quietly excused myself and washed up my plate before heading to my easel in the far corner of the room. I clipped the rune card Haraldr had given to me to the top of the easel and dug out a stick of charcoal.

      I always seem to get into the flow faster with charcoal than with pencils. Maybe it was the way I got my whole hand into it, rubbing and blending with the heel of my hand or my fingertips.

      I had expected this new rune to be tricky for me to connect with, but I quickly found the opposite to be true. It was like I could feel a wind blowing through me, the breath of inspiration.

      Haraldr had been right. This did feel like it came from the same place as my own art.

      "What nonsense is this?" Odd asked from over my shoulder. I hadn't even sensed him approaching, and his voice so close to my ear made me jump. Again.

      And completely shattered my flow.

      "Nothing," I said, trying to cover my work with my hands. But I was using my largest size of paper, and I had filled the page already with overlapping Ases.

      "I know this," Odd said, snatching the card from where it was clipped to my easel. He frowned at it as if he found it difficult to see by the firelight. "Ase. Ansuz. Óss." Then he closed his eyes and hummed to himself for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was deeper than before, reverberating through the entire cabin. "Óss er algingautr ok ásgar∂s jöfurr, ok valhallar vísi."

      It took a moment for the last rumblings of his voice to finish echoing around the room. Then he opened first one eye and then the other to look at me. "I suppose you know that one?"

      "No," I admitted. I wasn't even sure I could tell what language he was speaking. It wasn't Norwegian, nor quite Villmarker Norse, either. But it was close. I knew he had said something about Asgard and Valhalla for sure, but the rest was lost to me.

      "What you're doing is of no use," he said, tossing the card back at me disdainfully. "How can anyone hope to master the runes if you don't even know the runic poems? Useless."

      "I have my own ways," I said. I realized I was crumbling the charcoal stick I was clenching too tightly in my fingers and deliberately set the remains aside.

      Odd just turned back to fix that eye on me. No, both eyes. I don't know why I kept thinking he was using only one. I could see them both looking at me now. Neither was glass or anything.

      The question of the number of his eyes aside, the meaning in that glare was clear.

      Half-literate misinterpreter of runes.

      Only now I suspected the "half-literate" was being downgraded to "illiterate."

      "Learn the poems. Learn the words. Their meanings are in their sounds. Sounds are controlled air. That is how they have meaning. This," he said, sweeping a hand over my easel and supplies and finished work stacked against the wall all, "this has no air. How can it? So it's nothing."

      Then he turned to where my grandmother was standing as if frozen in place, halfway through filling a storage container with the remains of the roast. "I'm going for a walk," he told her, then tromped into the mudroom and quickly out the door.

      I looked back at my page of charcoaled runes. A moment before, I had felt so connected, with that rune and through that rune to all the deeper things my magic was based on.

      Now? Now, they looked like childish scribbles. A child copying the shapes of letters she doesn't yet know how to read.

      "Ingrid. Come help me put this food away," my grandmother said.

      I went to the sink first to wash the dark dust from my hands, then took out another lidded container to transfer the peas and onions out of the serving dish.

      "It was a lovely dinner, mormor," I said, by force of will keeping my voice from shaking.

      "Wasted on bad company, I think," she said with a scowl.

      I looked up at her, startled. "Did he say something to you?" I asked. I had completely tuned out the end of their conversation, but I could see she was quite upset.

      "I heard what he said to you," she said, slamming mashed potatoes off her spoon with too much force.

      "Should I let it bother me?" I asked. "I mean, does he know what he's talking about? If he's as old as he says he is, he must know a lot of things. Like the rune poems, for instance."

      "Haraldr can give you as many books of poetry as you could ever wish to read," she said, still slamming spoonful after spoonful of potatoes into the container. Then she clapped the lid on top of it and forced it down. There were too many potatoes for that bowl. They squished out all over, but she didn't even seem to notice.

      "But he never gave me any," I said.

      "Perhaps because he knows best what you need to learn," she said. She stood with her hands on her hips, her breath seething in and out of her, and I could feel a prickling all over my skin. Like static electricity just waiting for me to touch something to give me one hell of a zap.

      "Mormor?" I said.

      She looked up at me and in an instant she was calm.

      Then she noticed the mess with the potatoes.

      "Every time," she said, shaking her head with a little laugh. "He does this to me every time."

      "And here I thought it was just Frór who rubbed you the wrong way," I said.

      "Yes, well. That's different," she said, then went to fetch a paper towel to clean up the sides of the potato container.

      "I think you should tell me more about this Odd fellow," I said, stacking the peas and onions container on top of the meat and the gravy containers and bringing them all to the icebox.

      "He'll be back soon," my grandmother said in a low voice, glancing over her shoulder towards the door. "Look, I don't know if he's as old as he says he is. He's older than me, and that's plenty old enough."

      "Surely there's some sort of record?" I said. Although I had never seen it, I knew the council kept something called the Book of the Settlement with all the names of all the Villmarkers recorded.

      "Well, that's just it," she said, licking a dollop of potato off her finger before handing me the container. "He says his name is Odd Oddsen, but that's clearly fake. We've had several Odds in Villmark over the centuries, but no Odd Oddsens. Not even among the first settlers."

      "So he's lying," I said. "Why doesn't anyone call him on it?"

      "He just spins more tales. He always has an answer, and when you find the answer doesn't quite fit the truth as we know it, he spins another. It's endless. And anyway, he never sticks around long enough for anyone to dig terribly deep into any of it."

      "But he's a troublemaker?" I guessed.

      "He stirs things up," she said. "If we're lucky, he'll only torment the two of us out here at the cabin and not go into town at all. If we're all very, very lucky."

      "Why? What are you afraid will happen?" I asked.

      She looked over her shoulder at the door again before stepping closer to me. "You know that Villmark has become divided, and those divisions are growing. Slowly, but growing."

      "The isolationists," I said.

      "Exactly," she said. "There have always been those who want closer relations with the outside world, and those who want nothing to do with it. But the more different the two worlds become, the harder it is for those two groups to get along. And every time Odd is in town, things get worse."

      "So he's a rabble-rouser?" I asked.

      "I've never heard him make a speech or anything like that," she said. "It's more like his mere presence makes people restless."

      "I'm not disagreeing with you at all, but I find it hard to reconcile," I said. "Every time I look at him, I'm put in mind of Odin."

      "Oh, he does that on purpose," my grandmother said with a laugh. "Always has. He has a magic I don't understand, but I can feel it. It's different from ours."

      "More powerful?" I asked.

      She just shrugged. But she didn't look happy.

      "In the myths, Odin liked to travel the world of humans and visit them without ever dwelling among them," I said slowly. "Is it possible he is Odin? Or a manifestation of his power or something? I mean, a year ago, I didn't even think magic was real. Where do I draw the line? Before or after 'the old gods are real'?"

      "I can't answer that question for you," she said. "I can tell you that I think it's all true in our minds. Not that it's make-believe. Nothing is true except for what's in our minds."

      "I don't follow that at all," I admitted.

      She gave me a tired smile. "It's the kind of thing you understand through experience, not through words. But let me try again. We all experience this world together, but we experience it individually, through our own minds. Sometimes our minds agree on something, and other times they don't. I look at Odd, and I don't see Odin. Not at all. But others in Villmark have before and surely will again. Am I right and they're wrong? How can I say? I can't see the world through their eyes. And such things can't be proven."

      "So if everyone who believes he's Odin does what he says, even if it's really bad stuff, we just allow it because we can't know or prove he isn't Odin?" I asked, shaking my head. What a dark world that would be.

      "No, not at all," she said cheerily. "Bad ideas are bad ideas. It doesn't matter where they come from. We can argue against those courses of actions on their merits."

      "I suppose so," I said. But I didn't find that very comforting.

      "Look," she said, taking my arms and looking me in the eye. "Odin, like all of our gods, is there to guide and inspire, not to be worshiped. That's not how our people do things. So even if you decide that Odd really is a living manifestation of the Odin power, that doesn't mean you have to agree to do anything he says. Defying the gods is what we humans do."

      I wanted to laugh. Her words had the cadence of a joke. But I couldn't do it. It was all just too overwhelming.

      "I hope you're right and he leaves soon and never goes into town," I said. "In the meantime, I think I'm heading to bed before he gets back from his little walk."

      "Keep Mjolner with you," she said. I gave her a quizzical look, but she just smiled at me. "Your first night after beginning with a new rune tends to give you powerful dreams, right? Keep Mjolner close. He'll guard your sleep."

      "I will. Good night, mormor," I said.

      "Good night," she said.

      I left her in the kitchen making herself one last cup of tea. I peeked into the open door of the guest room, but my half-formed hopes were quickly dashed when I saw the travel pack still sitting against the wall, its contents strewn about the room.

      It would've been nice if his walk after dinner had been a walk away, never to return. But surely he wouldn't linger more than a day or two.

      I climbed into bed, pushing Mjolner off to one side of my pillow so there was room for my own head, and quickly fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      If I dreamed about the Ase rune or anything else, I had no memory of it. I woke to the smell of bacon and the sound of pans rattling around in the kitchen louder than the murmur of voices.

      Voices. Plural. Odd was still with us.

      Mjolner stretched and yawned, pushing at the back of my head with his six-toed paws. Clearly, he wanted me out of his bed. I got up and got dressed, made a stab at brushing out my red curls, then gave up when the growing static electricity made that almost painful. I opted to smash a beanie over it instead and headed downstairs.

      My grandmother and Odd were both sitting at the breakfast table. Odd was alternating shoveling food in his mouth with pontificating on something. His ancient Villmarker Norse accent was so thick it was easy to tune him out as I ate scrambled eggs on toast at the kitchen counter, then took a cup of coffee to my easel.

      My grandmother looked up at me as I brushed past her, and she gave me an encouraging smile, as if I were the one stuck there listening to this man go on and on. I gave her shoulder a little squeeze of solidarity.

      I had never been so happy to have work to do.

      I tore away the page from the day before and started fresh, this time with graphite pencils. Sometimes the slow connection was the strongest connection. I wasn't so much writing the rune as a letter as using the suggestion of its shape to sketch out little scenes. Flags in the wind. Sails of a ship. Bloomers on a laundry line. I don't know where that last one came from, but it had me smiling.

      It felt like I had been sketching for hours, but it couldn't have been too long because when the sudden crash startled me back into the present, my grandmother and Odd were still in the kitchen with the remains of breakfast on the table between them.

      "What happened?" I asked, searching for any sign of what had just gotten smashed.

      "Nothing, dear. It's quite all right," my grandmother said. But the smile she was giving me was as tight as a high tension wire.

      "What made that crash?" I persisted, pushing away from the easel and getting to my feet.

      "It's fine, dear. Why don't you take a walk? That always helps you get into the flow, doesn't it?"

      Ironic. I had just been in the flow before their argument or whatever. I looked at Odd, but he was just gazing at me steadily. With one or two eyes; I don't know anymore. If he felt guilty for anything, or was stewing in anger, or had any feelings at all, I couldn't tell.

      "Bring your sketchbook with you." My grandmother's voice was still tight, but her eyes were pleading.

      "Mjolner is just upstairs," I said. I wondered if Odd had even met my cat yet. It seemed like Mjolner had made himself scarce since Odd had arrived, hanging mostly in my bedroom despite the better sunbathing being in the window-seats downstairs.

      "Thank you, Ingrid," my grandmother said, and bent to pick up the remains of a coffee mug from where they had fallen after being smashed against the wall behind Odd's head.

      She was so telling me later what that was all about. But she clearly wanted me out of the house for a while. I put on my boots and jacket, slung my art bag across my body, and reached for my trusty walking stick.

      The minute I stepped outside, I was lashed in the face by a freezing rain. How long had this been going on? No wonder Mjolner had opted for a day in bed. There was no sun to be seen anywhere in the sky.

      I pulled my hood down low over my eyes and trudged towards the main road. It was a drenching rain, but thankfully with no wind. The narrow stretch of road didn't scare me any more than usual, and soon enough I was walking south towards the woods.

      Most of the snow was already gone from the ground, washed away by the rain. That left nothing but the dead, brown grasses among the gray of trees and stone. But if it got much colder, this rain would turn to snow and cover everything back up again. Springtime on the North Shore.

      I was just debating heading towards my cottage, as even walking under the protective cover of the trees was wet and miserable, when I heard the snap of a branch and instantly froze.

      I expanded my magical senses even before I looked around with my normal eyes. And regretted that I had once again left my wand under my bed back at the cabin.

      I sensed something to the east of me through the trees, off the path but moving parallel to it. It wasn't a magical creature like a troll or the woodwives I had met before. It didn't glow like my grandmother or me either. It was more like something that had been a victim of magic than a user of it.

      "Who's there?" I called in Villmarker Norse.

      "It's just me," someone answered. Then a green-hatted head poked out from around a tree trunk, followed by an arm giving me a little wave.

      "Leifr?" I asked.

      He came entirely into view and gave me a nod as he made his way towards me, hands in the pockets of his coat. It was a modern world parka, brand-new, a more olive shade of green than his knit cap. He had modern boots as well, and wind-proof hiking pants.

      Despite everyone speaking about him as if he were a child, I knew he was about twenty. But to look at him, his age was hard to judge. He was shorter than average, and very thin. That stature made him seem childlike, and yet the hollowness to
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