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      The middle of December on the North Shore of Lake Superior is typically pretty cold, but this particular December was anything but typical.

      Not that having temps in the low forties was any kind of brutal heat wave, but it took a little getting used to. I kept putting on my winter coat when I went out just out of habit, only to find within a matter of steps out my door that not only was its wind-proof exterior not needed in the strangely still air, its thermal layers on top of my turtleneck and wool cardigan were entirely too much warmth.

      You'd think I'd remember this. Especially with the brown, dead grass completely free of any trace of snow or even frost, to remind me that conditions this winter were nothing remotely like normal.

      I was pretty distracted, I guess. But every time I realized I was too warmly dressed, it was only when it was too far to double back and ditch the parka. And so I found myself carrying it draped over my art bag everywhere I went, whether it was in the small fishing town of Runde, tucked out of sight from the main highway that ran along the shore of the lake from Duluth clear to Canada, or in the even more tucked out of sight town of Villmark.

      Powerful magic kept Villmark hidden from the rest of the world, and had done so for centuries. But that magic didn't keep the weather out. When a blizzard walloped Runde, it walloped Villmark too. And when the sky over Runde was relentlessly gray, the clouds hanging stubbornly low overhead with no wind to stir them about or get them moving out of the way, the air beneath trapped in a weird bubble of unseasonable warmth, the same conditions pressed down on Villmark as well.

      This weather pattern had been holding out for days, so the fact that I was still on day seven or eight not remembering that I didn't need my usual December coat when I went out really said something about how just how distracted I was.

      Well, in my defense, I had a lot on my mind. Studying the runes, working to master my magic skills as a volva, attending council meetings mostly to observe but occasionally to advise.

      But frankly, I was always at my most distracted when my boyfriend, Thorbjorn, was away. And he had gone north with two of his brothers shortly after joining me and my Runde friends for Thanksgiving. He had promised he would be back before Jule, the Villmarker holiday that fell on the winter solstice.

      But we both knew that sometimes, despite his strongest wishes or even his most heartfelt promises, duty would keep him away for longer than he had intended. Protecting Villmark and all the people in it from the threats that lurked in the deeper, more magical parts of the world further from Runde was too important.

      And as much as my skills might come in handy with some of the things he and his brothers faced out in the wilds, my calling kept me at home where the people were. I could no more leave for weeks at a time than Thorbjorn could stay in town. Especially not now, when my grandmother was slowly stepping down from her role as volva. She was still there if I needed her, but more and more of the duties of our shared office were becoming solely my responsibility. I couldn't let her down.

      But it was nearly Jule now, and council business was officially suspended until the new year, barring any major unforeseen circumstances. Which left me a little time to finish some art projects I had been picking away at for weeks now.

      Well, mainly an oversized pen and ink drawing of the interior of my grandmother's mead hall. I had taken care to include every single one of her regular customers gathered around on the long benches, carousing by the immense fireplace, dancing on the tops of the heavy wooden tables.

      She herself was the center of the piece, handing out mug after mug of her sweet homemade mead while the faintest hint of magical light glowed around her form, drawing the eye.

      I loved working in pen and ink, but even I had to admit this project was more than a little bit too ambitious, really. It was both large—in fact, large enough to dominate the wall behind her bar, which was where I secretly hoped she would choose to hang it—and highly detailed. I wanted every person who came to the mead hall to be able to instantly find and identify themselves among the crowds I had depicted.

      I had spent so many hours on it, many close to despair at the complexity of what I was attempting with such a tight deadline. But it was finally starting to seem like I would just be able to get it done in time.

      But only if I forgo most of the rest of the Juletide activity.

      Decorating was an easy one to get off my plate. Despite Thorbjorn being away, I still had two housemates who were more than willing to pick up the slack. Esja, the younger sister of my close friend Loke, who was increasing becoming a close friend to me herself, lived with me full-time now.

      And since I had helped her break away from the protective magics of her childhood home—the ones that had been trying to protect her from the world by keeping her too sick to go out into it most of the time—she was still thrilling at the vast reserves of energy she had all the time now. Ranging through the woods in search of the perfect tree and other greenery to decorate our home was the perfect addition to her strenuous daily workouts and sword and bow training.

      And even though she didn't really need it, she had plenty of help from our part-time roommate Roarr. He divided his time between his bedroom at my place and the one he still had in his parents' home. As an only child, he liked to be available to them as much as possible. But as much as the magical problems that had been plaguing Esja—the ones that sometimes Roarr could perceive even better than I did—seemed to be in the past now, he still felt a duty to watch over her, to make sure she was okay.

      Given I wasn't entirely sure if whatever had been happening to her truly was in the past, I couldn't find it in me to discourage him from watching over her. Although thankfully he kept that watching very low-key. He didn't smother her or hover when he wasn't wanted or attempt to control her in any way. After what happened with her house, she never would've stood for that. But he was always reasonably near, just in case something should happen and she needed his help.

      I think Esja appreciated it, too. Certainly, the two of them plus my six-toed black cat Mjolner made a party of it, decorating our entire house. The tree nearly touched the vaulted ceiling of our living room, set between my little art nook and the rest of the living room. This blocked my view through the windows, but given that what I was drawing wasn't the world outside, I didn't mind. In fact, tucking me away like that kept me near enough to hear the music and laughter to feel a part of it, and yet far enough away that I could work without interruption. It was nice.

      Alas, as much as I had hoped the two of them would take over the baking of treats as well—which, given how much Roarr loved to cook, had felt almost inevitable anyway—that was not to be.

      Because my Runde friends were all gathering together in my friend Jessica's bookshop café to use her kitchen equipment to bake together. And as much as I had been toying with the idea of merely sending my regrets, once I saw the excitement on Esja's face when I mentioned the invitation, I knew that I would be going.

      It would only be a few hours. And Esja and I would be coming home with a dozen varieties of cookies, more than enough for the two of us plus Roarr and even Thorbjorn if he made it back home early. It would be worth it.

      Not to mention my hand could do with the break. Detailed work with something as unforgiving as ink and a dip pen was going to leave me with a permanently cramped, curled-up witch's claw of a hand if I wasn't careful.

      It was a good thing I had brought Esja with me, and I was deeply grateful for it the minute I walked in the café's door. Because as overly warm as I would've gotten walking the entire way carrying the parka I didn't need, which Esja had deliberately taken out of my hands before I even opened the door to head out, she had also sent me upstairs to change out of my wool cardigan and turtleneck.

      The short-sleeve T-shirt had felt far too light for December when Esja had dug it out of the back of my drawer to thrust it at me, but underneath the warmer flannel shirt and autumn jacket I had put on over it, it was okay.

      But in the heat of the café's kitchen, sized more for efficiency for one or two workers than for a party of six all working together, I was instantly grateful for the loose cotton that didn't quite cling to the layer of sweat I was working up as I rolled out the dough for the sugar cookies.

      For her part, Esja had opted for a sleeveless number, her improbably bronzed arms bare as she helped Jessica work the ovens. Well, if I had her perfectly sculpted biceps and triceps, I'd be tempted to go sleeveless in December too.

      Not that she was showing off for any of us or anything like that. There were no single men in attendance in our cookie baking party, although there were two men there along with Jessica and her best friend since kindergarten, Michelle.

      Andrew, who had been dating Jessica pretty seriously for half a year now and was only keeping his tendency to gaze at her with goo-goo eyes on the down-low for my sake. Not that it would've bothered me at all. As much as we had once almost been an item ourselves, that relationship had died before ever quite starting. And I was just as happy with Thorbjorn as he was with Jessica.

      Michelle's boyfriend, Kristofer, on the other hand, felt no need to hide how much he liked watching Michelle do anything at all. He had been dating her nearly as long as Andrew and Jessica had been together, but he had the added intensity of spending most of high school with a deep, unrequited crush on Michelle, one he had only managed to act on since coming back to Runde after an injury ended his hockey career.

      And who could blame him for loving to watch Michelle move? She had been working in her family's restaurant since she was old enough to hold a tray, and she could spin around, reach for this or that on the highest shelf past someone else's head, then spin back without losing the momentum of whatever she had been mixing or jostling any of the rest of us in the least.

      Me, I was pretty much all elbows. Which was why I had been put on rolling duty on the far end of the table, as far as possible from the ovens and the more delicate decorating work that mainly Jessica was undertaking.

      "Whatever these are, Jess, they're amazing," Kristofer told her around a mouthful of too-hot cookie. He had to put a hand in front of his mouth as he breathed in a bit of cooler air, but the grin never left his eyes.

      "Which one?" Jessica asked, distracted.

      "The ones you're rolling up into tubes or scrolls or whatever," Michelle told her. "The oatmeal Florentine things."

      "Oh, those!" Jessica said with a laugh.

      "He's eating them faster than you can roll them," Andrew said.

      "That's fine, actually," Jessica said, pausing in her rolling to wipe her sleeve across her sweaty brow. As much as she had started to vary her hairstyle a little since she'd started dating Andrew, today her straight blonde mane was back in the no-nonsense braid crown that had been her daily look for as long as I had known her. It kept it tidily out of her way. "I made too big of a batch. I only have a few of the gold rings left, and I couldn't find the supplier to order more."

      "Oh, I remember these from last year," I said, noticing the box of rings of gold foil beside her. "You said you found those in the paper goods the last owner left behind. There wasn't a logo on the box?"

      "No, and the pattern stamped on the ring itself isn't distinctive enough for me to find another place that does it," Jessica said. "I can find some similar things, and I guess the important thing is the cookie itself, right? But I really like the pattern on these. But you're an artist. You know stuff. Can you tell what plant is on these?"

      I set the rolling pin aside, then carefully wended my way around Esja at the ovens and Andrew dipping coconut macaroons in melted chocolate to reach Jessica's side.

      I peered closely at one of the gold foil rings, turning it over and over in my hands, but had to shrug. "I think it's supposed to be holly. Like for Christmas. But I can't say for sure."

      "I'll just have to pick some other pattern for next year," Jessica said. "They were a hit at the counter last year, but this year I'm only making enough to share with my friends."

      She beamed a happy smile at all of us, and I didn't have the heart to lecture her on putting her business first.

      "You should've said something to me about it," Andrew said, setting the last of the dripping macaroons on the waxed paper to set up before taking the ring from my hands. "It shouldn't be that hard to replicate. I can make you a stamp that resembles this holly. Then you'd just need a bunch of blank foil rings to emboss with it."

      "Sounds like a perfect Christmas gift," I said as I headed back to my workstation.

      "Oh, I've already got one of those," he said with a flush to his cheeks that I suspected wasn't due to the heat from the oven Esja had just opened behind him.

      Michelle shot me a look, pure joy dancing in her blue eyes, and I knew she was thinking exactly what I was thinking. That this perfect Christmas gift he already had picked out for Jessica just might be ring-related too.

      I took another lump of cookie dough out of the refrigerator and slapped it down on my rolling mat.

      And tried not to miss Thorbjorn too much.
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      The weather might be unseasonably warm, but there was no doubt the solstice was almost upon us when Esja and I emerged from the café loaded down with boxes and boxes of fresh-baked cookies to find the sun had already gone down. It was already almost totally dark even though it was barely five o'clock. I knew somewhere the moon was a sliver past the new moon, but the oppressively low-hanging clouds obscured it entirely. They didn't even let a peep of starlight through.

      I really felt the lack of snow on the ground then. Usually, you could count on all that glittering white to reflect and amplify whatever light we got in the darkest time of the year. Without it, the only light was from Runde's few sparse streetlights and even more dimly from the occasional porch light left on to aid people going up the driveways like tunnels through the dense evergreens.

      Luckily, not only did Esja and I both know the way back to Villmark so well we could walk it blindfolded, I even knew a few shortcuts. Like the one that started near the stump of the tree I had smashed my car into when I'd first come to town the previous September.

      Crossing the highway while juggling all those boxes was tricky, but once we were across and up the steep hill that flanked the far side of the highway, we were quickly plunged into the silence of the northern woods.

      And then those woods became a very different sort of woods, one that existed between the protected community of Villmark and the wilds to the north that, legend said, ran all the way to Old Norway.

      The two of us tromped along the narrow path, easier to navigate now that the undergrowth was withered and dried but not yet covered in layers of heavy snow. We carried a plethora of smells with us from the cookies: browned butter and cinnamon, nutmeg and almonds, and always layer after layer of rich chocolate.

      My stomach growled, and I really hoped that Roarr had both chosen to spend the evening at my townhouse that night and had taken it upon himself to make something for dinner. Otherwise, the minute I was inside, I would be stuffing myself with cookies instead of waiting until I could fix myself something a little more sensible.

      "Ingrid, is it all right if I take off from here and catch up with you later?" Esja asked.

      "Sure," I said, but there was no hiding the bemused confusion in my voice. We weren't exactly in the middle of the wilds, but the path she was gesturing towards with one elbow led north. Towards my own little cabin in the woods, but one I had closed up for the season weeks ago.

      "I want to stop in at Signi's place in the hidden hamlet," Esja said.

      Which raised so many more questions. Because while, at this point, pretty much everyone in Villmark was aware of the existence of the once hidden hamlet inhabited by Villmarkers who had forged out into the greater world only to later return to our little magically protected pocket away from it all, I hadn't known that Esja had been going there at all.

      But if she had, the fact that Signi, whom Esja was going to see, was our resident psychiatrist filled me with a strange combination of worry and relief.

      Worry, because I hadn't realized that Esja had been feeling like she needed help with her mental health.

      Then relief, because she had found a way to get that help on her own, without me.

      Then worry again, because she hadn't felt she could come to me first?

      "It's not what you think," Esja said, apparently reading my expression pretty well, despite the fact that we were standing in near-total darkness. "I mean, I guess it kind of was at first. I was having a rough day a while back—like way before I even went with you to Duluth to help with that mess at Kara's place—and Roarr took me to Signi. And she was lovely, but after that first conversation, I didn't feel like I really needed to see her again. Not in any kind of formal arrangement, anyway."

      "That's… good?" I said. Very lamely. But I was feeling more than a little blindsided.

      "It is," Esja said with firm conviction. Then her jaw unclenched and her face softened as she dropped defenses I doubted she had even known she had raised. "But while I was there, I met Leifr. You know Leifr."

      "I do," I said. Leifr was a very odd fellow. He appeared to be a young man, closer to Esja's age than mine, an awkwardly shy type. Most people only saw him from a distance as he tramped on his endless solo walks all through the woods and along the lake shore north of Villmark.

      But he wasn't a young man. Although it was hard to say just what he was. He had disappeared from Villmark as a boy, but that had been centuries ago by the village records. Centuries in which he appeared only to have aged about a decade and a half.

      Which would be strange enough if it stopped there, but to hear Leifr tell it, he had wandered the wilds alone for more than that decade and a half, and even more than the centuries that passed in Villmark. No, although he had no way to prove it and had no exact count of days to point to, Leifr was convinced that the time he had spent alone in the woods was closer to millennia.

      However long it really was, it had been far too long for anyone to go without contact with other humans. And he wasn't exactly adjusting well to being back among other people now. Which was why he lived with Signi, and why he still preferred to spend his days alone.

      "He actually came to talk with me that day, as I was walking home from Signi's place," Esja said. "He knew I was Loke's sister."

      "Right," I said, remembering my interactions with Leifr in the past. He had a fascination with Loke that almost had vibes of hero worship. He certainly became more boy-like when he talked about Loke. Because Loke was also someone who occasionally found himself stuck in the northern wilds, although Loke always found his way back home again.

      Still, Leifr alone in the wilds had gotten hints of Loke's presence and had spent years obsessed with learning more about the man who could move freely when Leifr only ever got more and more lost.

      "I suppose it's a little weird, the two of us hitting it off," Esja said with a grin. "I mean, he barely talks. But he listens, especially when I talk about Loke. And it's been nice for me, to talk about Loke."

      "I understand," I said. Loke had been gone for months now. And those months had been pretty life-changing for Esja. She had gone from pale, sickly shut-in barely able to climb out of bed long enough to practice a little watercolor painting to the bronzed valkyrie I saw before me now, the one who got up long before dawn to run and exercise and endlessly train with her sword and her bow.

      And her brother had missed it all.

      "I just wanted to bring him some of these cookies, if that's all right," Esja said nervously.

      "Please, like we, even with Roarr's help, could possibly go through these all," I said with a laugh. Then I forced her to set all her boxes down beside mine so we could put together a sampling of a little bit of everything for Leifr.

      I ended up with a lot of chocolate smudges on my fingers, which I had to lick off. And that really got my stomach rumbling.

      "I'll be home before bedtime," Esja promised as she clutched the sampler box to her chest, then headed north on her own. She had left her weapons behind at my place, since we had been spending the afternoon in Runde where swords and bows raised eyebrows. But I didn't worry about her. I had seen her sparring with Skefill, one of the Villmark patrol volunteers. Skefill was nearly as tall and broad across the shoulders as one of the Thors. But Esja had still managed to dump him on his butt with a well-executed leg sweep.

      Skefill had tried to play it off like he'd let her do that to build her confidence. Like I hadn't seen the shocked surprise on his face as he'd toppled over.

      She would be just fine on her own.

      But I now had all the remaining cookie boxes to contend with. I stacked them up, then squatted low to get my hands under the bottom-most box. I felt like a cartoon character in a Christmas special, moving this way and that as the stack of boxes swayed precariously. But I soon had it steady enough to walk on, heading south towards Villmark proper. The boxes were bulky, but not heavy. And I didn't have far left to go.

      I heard a questioning meow beside me and glanced down to see Mjolner, my six-toed black cat, trotting beside me. Like he'd been worried when I hadn't been home when he thought I should have been.

      "I'm not late," I informed him. "Although if you were worried, you could've brought help. Not that I'm not happy to see you, of course. It's just, in this moment, I could use someone with arms and an upright posture."

      Mjolner meowed again, still admonishing me.

      He was also keeping his head on a constant swivel, gazing through the darkness under the trees all around us. He wasn't on high alert or anything, but he was definitely being extra watchful.

      I reached out with my magical senses, but nothing in the woods around us was triggering anything in my mind. I guessed Mjolner was just erring on the side of caution.

      Which, given how close to Jule it was, was sensible. The Wild Hunt was known to ride through these woods. Not generally this close to Villmark, but still. I would feel better once I was inside my warm house in the cheery light of my own fire.

      The low lights of Villmark's streetlamps were nice to see, if not as cheery as what I was looking forward to. They were all LED lights, shuttered to direct the light entirely down onto the cobblestone roads. This was necessary so that passing air traffic overhead wouldn't sense us down here, but their blue tone was the farthest thing from warm.

      I reached my own front door, then faced the conundrum of how to get that door open without setting everything down. I fumbled with the knob a few times, always having to abandon that motion before I had managed anything like a full turn because I needed both hands to get the box stack under control again. I was just about to make a third attempt when the door swung away from me.

      Warm firelight did indeed spill over me. And so did the smells of frying fish and roasting potatoes. I knew exactly how golden brown those potatoes were just from the smell.

      "Let me get those," I heard Roarr say. Then half the stack of cookie boxes just disappeared from my arms. He made quick work of setting those down on the shelving unit that marked the midpoint of my front hallway before returning to take the rest from me.

      "Thanks," I said. "And truly, thanks for making dinner. It smells divine, and I'm absolutely starving."

      "These don't smell so bad either," Roarr said, peeking under the partially opened lid of one of the boxes. "Where's Esja?"

      "She went to take some of these cookies to Leifr," I said as I unlaced my hiking boots before stepping out of them and into my soft fleece-lined house booties. "I gather you already know about her and Leifr?"

      "Yeah," he said. He packed a lot of meaning into that one syllable. I felt like a sommelier, tasting a wine for the first time and making a nuanced assessment as I picked apart what I heard in the tones of that single word.

      The strongest note was a desire to be happy for her. She had found someone to talk to about her brother. And given how most of Villmark felt about our self-appointed community jester, that had clearly been something she needed.

      There was also a distinct layer of worry, though. Well, we both felt that about Esja, even as we both wrestled with not putting her back into the box she hated to be in, where she was the delicate flower we all would die to protect.

      There was also a tart bite in there. I didn't think it was jealousy exactly, but I wasn't sure what else to call it. Esja spent a lot of her time with a lot of different men, but hadn't formed attachments to any of them. And Roarr didn't feel to me like he was looking for one with her either. But I did think he preferred to be the one she considered her closest confidant, and maybe Leifr was horning in on that territory.

      But I wasn't sure I was reading that note correctly. Jealousy was such a dark, angry
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TERMINATION
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