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      I'm not sure whose idea it was to have my going away party after hours at Jessica's café. I don't remember ever even having a conversation about it. But when we found ourselves there after a long day of hiking along the area trails overlooking Lake Superior, it felt kind of perfect.

      It was, after all, the exact place where I had met them all for the first time.

      The lingering smells of coffee and pastries were very different from the beer and roasting meat aromas at my grandmother's meeting hall where we usually hung out.

      The windows were facing the wrong way for a lake view, and anyway they were frosted over within minutes of the four of us breathing inside the building. But the near-constant sound of trucks roaring by, their headlights filling up the café even more brightly than the overhead lights, was a comfort.

      This place, up by the freeway, was far more a part of the modern world than the fishing town of Runde in the river valley below us.

      And the odds of coming across a direct descendant of the Viking Age were slimmer here as well, unless you included me in that number.

      I wasn't sure if I should be counted as one of them yet. But that was part of why I was leaving my friends in the first place, and I buried those thoughts and feelings deep and summoned up a smile as we settled into the over-stuffed chairs that were grouped around the largest of the coffee tables.

      "I know this little gathering is about saying farewell to Ingrid, but I want to get everyone's opinion on some stuff," Jessica said as she peeled off her pink beanie and stuffed it with her mittens into the pockets of her already-hanging coat before disappearing into the back room behind the counter of the café part of her bookstore café.

      As hastily as she had ripped that hat off, her blonde braid-crown had been as perfect as when she'd first put that hat on hours before. I had no idea how she did that. My hair was in half-frozen snarls that would be knots even after the ice packed in it melted away.

      "Too late for coffee. Should I make some tea? Something herbal?" Andrew offered, half moving towards the kettle beside the coffee machine behind the counter.

      "No, I brought something better," Michelle said. She reached for a canvas bag she had left in the café that morning before our hike and pulled out a bottle of wine. "I thought a little change from mead and beer would be welcome."

      "Oh, perfect!" Jessica said as she came back into the room with a tray in her hands. "I wanted you all to help me try these savory tarts and cheese biscuits. They'll go great with red wine."

      "Did you bring glasses?" I asked, peeking into the top of the bag.

      Michelle's face fell. "No. Just the corkscrew. I knew I was forgetting something."

      "At least it wasn't the corkscrew," Andrew said as he opened the cupboard over the coffee machine and pulled out four mugs. "Cups we have."

      "And pretensions we don't," I said as Michelle poured the wine into the mugs. We clinked them all together, then each took a sip. "That's nice."

      "It's from a winery north of here," Michelle said.

      "Isn't a little cold for wine here?" I asked.

      "The grapes are from California, but they press the wine here," she told me.

      "Interesting," I said, taking another sip. "I'm no connoisseur, but this is quite good."

      "Try the food," Jessica said, even as she got back to her feet to run off again. But this time she didn't disappear in the back, rather she stopped at one of the computers, woke it up from sleep mode and started clicking through various windows.

      "What are you doing?" Andrew asked her as he reached for one of the cheese biscuits. I took a tartlet and gave it an experimental sniff. Vegetables and cheese, for sure. I thought maybe leek and a sharp cheddar? I took a bite and added potato to that list. It was the perfect size; any bigger and it would be too rich to finish.

      "I signed up for one of those music services so I can have something playing in the background, but I have like a zillion options and it's too overwhelming, so I've been putting off using it. Here," she said, clicking on something. Speakers I couldn't see filled the café with music. It was playing softly enough for a place of business, but the discordant sounds of guitars and drums were far too aggressive.

      "No," Michelle said firmly.

      "How about this?" Jessica said, clicking on something else. Now we had children singing a cover of a pop song. "No, never mind. This one?" she clicked again.

      "I know that song," Andrew said after we'd all listened in silence for half a verse. "That's from the 80s, right? I can't place the band."

      "It sounds Jazz Age to me," I said. "That torch song way of singing, you know what I mean?"

      "Maybe it's a cover?" he said with a shrug and reached for another cheese biscuit. "It's a strong 'yes' vote for the biscuits from me, by the way," he said, holding a hand in front of his full mouth as he spoke.

      "Oh, good," Jessica said, looking so relieved I only belatedly realized she had been nervous about what we were going to say.

      "These tartlets are fantastic as well," I said. "Where did you find the recipe?"

      "I combined a few different ones," she said. "I guess they're my own creation now. There's two kinds there, actually."

      I looked at the tray and realized there were subtle differences. The ones closer to Michelle were lighter in color, but with darker green flecks. Broccoli, with a white cheddar, maybe?

      "And the music?" she asked, hand still hovering over the mouse.

      "Let's stick with this for a while," Andrew said. "It's kind of nice. Familiar, and yet not too familiar."

      "Old stuff in a new way," Michelle said.

      "Old stuff in an even older way," I said. "And yet the concept feels new. I like it."

      Another lapse of silence fell over us. I told myself that the others were just focused on the wine and food, but I couldn't shake the feeling that my mentioning old and older things had just cast a pall over our little party.

      Andrew took out his phone to glance at the screen before tucking it back away again. I shot him a questioning look, but he just shrugged. "I thought Luke would be here. Or, I mean, Loke."

      "I'll be seeing plenty of him after today. Maybe he thought his presence would just remind us all of that," I said.

      As if his presence could bring the party further down than mine was doing.

      "It's not forever," Jessica reminded all of us. "Not that it will fly by or anything. But it's not forever. And any time you have something to add to your wall over there, you just have to send it to me through Loke."

      I looked back over my shoulder at where a few carefully chosen examples of my art hung on the wall nearest the register. I had yet to sell anything, but the winter skiing season hadn't quite gotten under swing yet.

      "I will," I said, although inside I was less sure I'd still have time for art. I was about to undertake a lot more responsibilities. And I only had the vaguest of ideas of what they would entail. If my grandmother knew what was being planned for my education, she wasn't sharing any of it with me.

      Michelle clapped her hands together, making us all jump. "No more of this gloomy brooding. Finish up what's in your mugs. I brought two other wines to try, and we're getting through all of them before we say good night."

      "And I have some homemade crackers for you all to try," Jessica said.

      The next few hours were companionable, if far from outright happy. The wine and cheese were delicious, and Jessica's seeded crackers were amazing. When had she even baked these? We'd just spent the whole day together, the four of us.

      But finally the last of the wine was gone, and we had gone from late night to very early morning.

      "I should get going," I said.

      "Yeah," Jessica said glumly. "You have that thing at dawn."

      "Well, and the rest of you have normal jobs as well," I said. "You already closed the café for an entire day. You can't do that again tomorrow."

      "No," she agreed. We all helped her clean up the mess we'd made, then pulled on hats and coats and mittens. The boots we'd left near the heater were dry and toasty-warm, although it didn't take more than a few steps out in the deep winter cold for that warmth to fade.

      We trudged together in silence down the path to the road that ran along the lake shore. The night was clear with a million stars overhead, the nearly full moon gleaming brightly over the waters of Lake Superior.

      "I guess this is where we part ways," Jessica said, pulling me into a tight hug. "Learn everything they have to teach you just as quick as you can."

      "I will," I promised.

      "Take care of you," Michelle said as she too gave me a hug so fierce I was grateful for the padding of my winter coat.

      "I'll see you as soon as I can," I promised them both. Then I watched the two of them walking along the road to the north, to their respective childhood homes.

      "Shall we?" Andrew said when their silhouettes were swallowed up by the shadows of the trees and the sounds of their boots over the snow lost under the rustling of waves on the shore.

      "I guess so," I said, turning to the south.

      It was only a few minutes' walk to his house. So short a way. Too short for everything I wanted to say.

      But also too long, because this wasn't the time to say any of it. Aside from my own feelings being a tangled mess of confusion, even if I had sorted any of it out, what was there to say now? Now, when I'd be gone in the morning for months or maybe even years?

      But Andrew didn't seem to mind my silence. We walked together beside the lake and looked up at the stars and said not a word. And it was kind of perfect.

      "This is you?" I said when we reached his driveway.

      "I'll walk the rest of the way with you," he said. "Have you set up your new place yet?"

      "No, I haven't been back up to the village since I spoke with the council," I admitted. "But it's already furnished and everything. My grandmother's parents lived there until they died, and nothing has been moved since."

      "No personal touches, then?" he asked.

      "Well, my grandmother and I will be bringing up as much of my stuff as we can carry tomorrow," I said. "Not that I have all that much. You helped me unload my car when I got here to Runde, if you remember."

      "Yeah, I remember," he said. He seemed to be thinking of something else, though.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Nothing," he said.

      "It isn't nothing," I said.

      "Okay, I just worry that you're not doing more to make the place really yours," he said.

      "I will," I said. "I just wanted to spend every possible minute I had left in Runde being in Runde. Surely you understand?"

      "I do," he said. "Perhaps it would be closer to the point if I just say that I worry. About you."

      "I won't be in any danger," I said. I deliberately didn't mention Thorbjorn, who with his brothers was the chief reason I would never, ever be in any danger. But even in dark of night I could see in Andrew's eyes that he was thinking of Thorbjorn anyway.

      "I know you'll be safe. I worry that you won't be happy," he said. "I know I don't know the first thing about what it means to be a volva, but I still worry you signed on to something much bigger than yourself."

      "You don't think I can do it?" I asked, surprised to find myself hurt at the thought. I had taken his support for granted, I guess.

      "No, that's not what I meant," he said with a frustrated sigh. "Just, maybe you're sacrificing too much and getting too little in return. That's what I meant."

      "Okay," I said, but then shook my head. "No, I still don't follow you. What are you trying to tell me?"

      "Never mind. It's probably not even my place to say. Just forget I said anything," he said.

      We had reached the gate to my grandmother's back garden, and I undid the latch but didn't step inside. I could hear something scratching about in the snow-encrusted dried remains of her hedges and suspected my cat Mjolner had let himself outside again. You'd think cats would hate the cold, but Mjolner practically thrived on it.

      "I don't want to forget," I told him. "Tell me what you're trying to say so I can hold on to the memory. Definitely don't leave me with this maddeningly awkward conversation as our last time together."

      He took a deep breath but still seemed reluctant to speak again. I caught the sleeve of his parka in my mittened hand and pulled him a little closer.

      "Tell me."

      "Okay," he said, looking straight into my eyes. My stomach flipped over. It must have been a bit too much for him as well, as he quickly dropped his gaze.

      "I like you," he said, speaking to my feet, or maybe even to his own. "I like you, who you are now. Not that I think you should never grow or change, of course. I just worry when you come back, maybe you won't be you anymore." He barked out a humorless laugh. "I know. Silly."

      "It's not silly," I said. "To be honest, I worry about that too. I mean, my grandmother handles it all great, but I don't know if she isn't some kind of exception. The only other woman I know who had learned anything like what I'm going to start learning, she was really twisted. Maybe she started out that way. I think maybe she did? But what if she didn't? I don't have all the answers either."

      He nodded, still looking down at the ground between us.

      "Hey," I said, tugging his sleeve again. "I'm not going to forget you. And thank you for telling me what was weighing on you. I won't forget this moment either."

      "And yourself," he said, finally looking at me again. "Don't forget yourself."

      "I think it will be easier not to forget you," I said. I meant to say it lightly, like a little joke to dispel the moment. But somehow it came out of my throat all choked with sincerity.

      And then his eyes were focused on my lips and he was leaning in, and my hand on his arm was gripping him way too tight.

      This was a bad idea. I had specifically told myself before this last night with my friends that I wouldn't do anything that implied a future I couldn't promise any of them.

      And now I was on the cusp of doing the very worst thing of all.

      Yet I couldn't seem to stop it.

      Then Andrew's face was moving away from mine so he could make eye contact, giving me a questioning look. But before I could answer, he cleared his throat and stepped away from me.

      I was suddenly icy cold and hugged my arms around myself.

      "Sorry," he said, clearing his throat again.

      "I'm sorry," I said. "I just can't-"

      But he held up a hand, cutting off the rest of my words. "I understand. I do. Best of luck to you. I mean it."

      "Andrew," I said, but he just turned away and thrust his hands deep into his parka pockets as he walked back up the road to his own home.

      I touched my mittened fingertips to my lips. I really wanted to chase him down, to turn him around and kiss him for all he was worth.

      But it was still a really bad idea.

      "Mew?" Mjolner chirped at me from somewhere inside the hedge.

      "Yes, I'm all right," I said to him as I stepped into the garden and latched the gate behind me. "Come on. Let's go finish that packing."

      I doubted very much I was ever going to get to sleep that night. Not with this heavy aching weight in my chest.
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      When my grandmother came to my door just before dawn, I was still wide awake, just staring up at the wood panels over my bed, tucked in its cubby among an array of cupboards. She didn't knock, just waited for me to turn my head and give her a nod. She returned my nod, then headed back downstairs to the kitchen and the coffee I could just catch a whiff of in the air.

      Mjolner wasn't there, hogging my pillow. I wondered if he had gone on ahead or was hunting in the garden.

      He was planning to move up to Villmark with me, right?

      I looked back up at the panels overhead. Just flat slats of oak, polished to a fine glow but otherwise unadorned. I was going to miss my little bed. And that feeling only intensified when I turned on my side to sneak one last look out at the view of Lake Superior framed by pine trees through the little window near my pillow.

      Then I got up and got dressed and shoved the rest of my clothes into my duffel bag. I already had my art things packed and downstairs waiting by the door, so I followed the scent of coffee and fresh waffles down the stairs to the kitchen.

      I set my things by the rack that held our walking sticks, then shuffled over to where my grandmother was holding out a large mug of coffee. But when I reached out for it, she moved it away, setting it on the table to pull me into a tight hug.

      "Mormor," I said, surprised. "I'm still going to see you. This isn't goodbye."

      "I know," she said, squeezing me all the tighter. "This is for you. You look a wreck."

      "Gee, thanks," I said.

      "I know you didn't sleep last night," she said. "Your poor heart."

      "It's all right," I said as cheerily as I could. "Coffee would help."

      "Of course," she said, finally letting me go. I reached for the mug and took a big swallow. The caffeine hit me at once in a rush. After a second swallow, I was ready to sit down at the table and turn my attention to the monster-sized waffle my grandmother had put in front of me. It was a savory waffle, filled with ham and cheese, and she drizzled a white sauce over the top of it before handing me a fork.

      "I knew it was going to be a big day, but I had no idea it was going to be carb-loading big," I said. Then I took a bite and any other words I might have wanted to say were lost in a long hum of pleasure. The salty tang of the ham, the sharpness of the cheese, and the richness of the white sauce were pure perfection. I always loved waffles, but this was waffles on a whole other level.

      "One last breakfast together," she said, chin on her hands as she sat across from me and watched me eat. "I'll be seeing you when I can, but probably not for breakfast. Not for quite some time."

      "Brunch works for me," I said between bites. "Or tea time."

      She just smiled.

      Although my back was to the eastern window, I could sense the sky there lightening by the minute. The sun would be up soon. I finished off my waffle and the last of my coffee, then went to get into my parka, hat, and mittens.

      I handed my grandmother the duffel that held my clothes since it was the lighter of the two bags, then hoisted my art bags onto my own back. I had both my usual one that I carried with me everywhere with my sketching implements in it and a larger one that held all of my other tools. Bottles of ink clacked together as I hefted it up into place. Then I picked up my easel, collapsed into its most portable form, and looped an arm through the carrying strap so that it rested on my back on top of my other two bags.

      It was a lot to carry. Luckily, we didn't have far to go.

      Unluckily, the bit we did have to go was mostly uphill, on a narrow rocky trail that was always slick and wet from the waterfall that cascaded just a few feet away.

      The sky overhead was immense and cloudless, but the sun about to rise behind us was winking out the stars one by one. No wind stirred the air, but it was so cold it hurt to breathe, and I kept the collar of my parka zipped up over my nose.

      No birds were out and the lack of wind made the lake itself unusually silent, but the rush of water in the river beside the path was joined by the faint hum of the occasional early morning truck crossing the bridge across the gorge far over our heads. But soon even that engine sound was drowned out by the roar of the waterfall.

      We climbed without speaking, although I could hear my grandmother's breath even through the layers of scarf she had wrapped around the bottom of her face. At last we reached the turn in the path from steeply climbing uphill to narrowly ducking behind the cascading water.

      Usually the cave behind the waterfall felt like a relief to reach, a shelter from the elements. It was a place to pause and unzip coats and pull off woolen hats and mittens before pressing on to the deeper chambers. But since the morning was windless, the air behind the waterfall was no warmer than out on the rocky bluff, and the droplets that always sprayed across the cavern were quite icy.

      My grandmother pulled the scarf down off her nose only long enough to call out, "Which Thor is guarding?"

      I was hoping to hear Thorbjorn's voice, but it was his younger brother who answered. "Well met, Nora Torfudottir. It is I, Thorge, who guards."

      Then we heard the sound of stone grinding on stone, and the light from the distant bonfire flickered down the turn of the cave that suddenly appeared before us.

      We hustled in to reach the warmth of the bonfire. I could smell its familiar smell, some type of wood I couldn't identify but was always the same. Like how my grandmother's kitchen always smelled like coffee and waffles, this place had a smell of its own that felt like a different kind of home to me.

      Thorge was waiting for us at the stone doorway, and after we passed through, he rolled it closed again behind us. I wasn't sure if this was about the cold or some new security measure, or if Thorge was just more cautious when he was on guard than some of his brothers.

      I gave him a questioning glance, but he just gave me a warm smile of welcome. "Well met, Ingrid Torfudottir," he said.

      "Well met, Thorge Valkisson," I said. His words to me had flowed naturally off his tongue, so why did my response sound so stilting and formal?

      We had only met once before, on the night that he and his brothers had fought the trolls that were aiding in a Villmarker's flight from justice. I glanced up at the elaborate knot work tattoos that arced over his ears. His long red hair was shaved on the sides to show them off, and I still longed to sketch them into one of my books, to really study the pattern. I didn't think they were actual magic, but they had some meaning, surely.

      But now was probably not the time. With a sigh, I followed my grandmother to stand by the bonfire.

      "Is there some kind of ritual?" I asked as I held my mittened hands out to the warmth of the fire.

      "No," my grandmother said, bemused, as if I had asked the oddest sort of question.

      "I was supposed to be here by sunrise," I said. "I thought there would be some sort of... reception?"

      "No, nothing like that," my grandmother said. She too had been warming her hands at the fire, but now she clapped her hands together as if declaring herself warm enough to continue. "Shall we?"

      "I suppose," I said. Thorge waved farewell to us, then settled onto one of the three-legged stools by the bonfire to continue his watch. "So the sunrise thing was just a deadline?" I asked my grandmother as we walked up the natural stone steps at the back of the cave and up to the meadow that overlooked the waterfall, the town of Runde, and the lake beyond.

      "Not everything is magic," she told me. "That doesn't make it less important to be on time."

      "No, I suppose not," I agreed. But it was disconcerting to yet again have to adjust my expectations. I wouldn't have to keep adjusting if people would just be straight with me about what was going on.

      We walked through the little forest to the village of Villmark. The streets were empty and silent, but there were lights on in some of the windows as people within began to stir. We continued straight on to the well that stood in the center of the square that was once the village commons.

      When the original settlers had built the first iteration of the village, they had built their homes around this central square to keep the few cows and goats they had brought with them safe from wolves. As the village had grown, the dairy herds had moved to the valley south of the village and the village itself had taken on more of a grid of roads type of layout. The commons, no longer needed for grazing animals, had shrunk to a mere square at the crossroads.

      The only thing that had persisted through all that time was the well which still stood at the center.

      Not that anyone used it for water anymore. Every house had indoor plumbing now. But the only thing in Villmark that was older than the well was the bonfire in the cave behind the waterfall.

      My grandmother and I turned left at the square. The house she had grown up in, our ancestral home, was only a few doors down on the right from that well. She led the way up the walk and inside the house, setting my duffel of clothes and her walking stick just inside the door and pulling off her boots before heading further inside to turn on light after light.

      I left my easel and art bags by my duffel of clothes but took off my parka, hat and mittens as well as my boots before stepping up out of the entranceway into the main part of the house.

      My house. My grandmother had made that clear on many occasions. She had grown up here, but it was no longer home to her now. Her heart's home was her cabin in Runde, and especially the mead hall she kept that stood where Runde and Villmark overlapped. This place was mine now.

      Only it didn't feel like it.

      I rubbed at my arms as I passed the cozy little kitchen tucked off the corridor, close to the front door, and stepped into the great room.

      The north and east sides of the house were divided into two stories, but the south and west half was all one room, this room. The north end rose up half a level, almost like a dais, which effectively set off about a third of the floor space closest to the stairs to the second level.

      The rising sun was not yet visible through the south-facing floor to ceiling windows, but its light was shining on the frost-covered trees of the hills.

      "Everything is in order," my grandmother said, and I looked up to see her coming out of one of the bedrooms on the second floor. "I had some things removed, but just little personal things. Every room is furnished, and you can take whichever one you like. Move the furniture where you want it, add or remove anything, don't feel like you have to ask permission from me."

      "Okay," I said. My voice sounded small, like that big empty room was just swallowing it up.

      "Well, your friends have already been here adding things, I see," she said. At first I didn't know what she meant, but when she came into the great room to stand beside me, I followed her gaze to take in a stack of wrapped packages left on the row of built-in benches along the eastern wall.

      "My friends?" I said as I crossed the room to look closely at the brown wrapping. There was no card, and nothing was written on the paper.

      "Loke dropped those off, unless I'm very much mistaken," my grandmother said. "Coffee?"

      Normally I didn't drink even as much coffee as I had had before we'd left her house less than an hour ago. But I hadn't slept, and I knew it was going to be a long day. "Do I have any?" I asked.

      "I brought some," she said, then disappeared into the kitchen.

      I turned my attention to the packages. They were flat and rectangular, but it was definitely not boxes inside, as nothing rattled when I shook them. I carefully unwrapped the paper.

      What I saw under the paper brought a well of emotion to my throat. They were my own pen and ink drawings of different places around Runde. My grandmother's cabin, the banks of the river, tree-lined views of the lake. Not mere sketches but finished drawings I had done, then tossed onto the pile of things I might someday put up for sale on Jessica's café wall.

      But someone had taken them and framed them. I ran my fingertips over the wood of the frames. Real wood, cut and finished by hand.

      Somehow, I just knew they were Andrew's work. It was like I could feel him there with me when I touched those frames. Like I could smell him standing just behind me.

      Which was silly. I could smell the frames, new as they were, but not specifically him. It was just a strong association. Andrew always smelled of wood and stain, and usually had bits of each clinging to the wool of his sweaters.

      And just as surely as I knew the frames were from Andrew, I knew that it was Loke who had brought these here. It was Loke who knew just what I needed to make this foreign-feeling place feel a little more like my home.

      My grandmother came back in and handed me one of the mugs of coffee she was carrying and I set the pictures aside to take it.

      "That's lovely," she said as she picked one up to look at it more closely. "Yes, I told him this was a good idea."

      "Loke," I guessed.

      "Hmm," she agreed as she sipped at her coffee. "Of course Andrew was involved as well. He picked out which drawings to pilfer from you, but I was sure you wouldn't mind."

      "Not in the least," I said.

      "I'm sure they'll look lovely wherever you decide to hang them," she said, looking around. Nothing changed on her face, and her tone was still cheery, but her next words were a bit chilling. "You know, I never quite liked this house."

      "Really?" I said. I thought the coldness was something only I felt, because this was all still new to me. But she had grown up in this house.

      "Oh, nothing tragic," she assured me. "I had a perfectly lovely childhood, and two parents who adored me. It just never felt like I belonged here. Well, lots of kids feel that way, don't they? And then..."

      But she trailed off, giving herself a little shake and then me a reassuring smile.

      "Never mind, dear," she said. "A story for another time."

      She was still smiling, but I knew that no matter how I begged, she wasn't going to finish what she had been about to say until she was good and ready.

      And as it turned out, she wouldn't have had time to anyway, as at that very minute there was a knock at the door.

      "That will be Nilda and Kara," my grandmother said as she waved me towards the door. "They promised to stock your pantry
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