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      Every fall, tourists from all over the Midwest and beyond flock to the towns on the North Shore of Lake Superior, desperate to soak up the truly spectacular colors of the changing leaves. They flock to all the hiking trails, to the ski lifts that take them up to the hilltops for the full panoramic experience, and to the entire length of the Gunflint Trail as it winds through the forest teaming with wildlife from the shore of Lake Superior all the way to the Boundary Waters.

      But all of that really happens from mid-September to early October. Driving in my little Volkswagen now, two days before Halloween, all of those tourists had followed the peak colors to the south. Which made the drive a lot more relaxing, and even past their peak, the trees were still bringing a fine mix of bright colors this year.

      Or rather, the lack of traffic on the highway and the beauty of the natural world around us should have made the drive more relaxing. But the truth was, I could feel a great deal of nervousness emanating from the passengers in my car. And I was contributing to it myself.

      I glanced into the rearview mirror, just long enough to see that my friend Kara Mikkelsen was still chewing at her lip as she gazed out the window at the passing scenery. At least her hands had stopped twisting together in anxiety. But that was only because her husband, Thorge Valkisson, had taken one of her hands in his to stop their motion. Now she just clutched at his hand with both of hers, so tightly her knuckles had gone white.

      Not that I could blame her for being nervous. She—as well as Thorge and his brother Thorbjorn, who sat in the front beside me—had grown up in a hidden village, tucked away from the rest of the world by powerful magic. The village had been originally settled centuries before by Vikings who had found themselves quite suddenly very far from home with no way back.

      Which isn't to say that it exists in the past. Time has passed there the same as it has in the rest of the world. It's no less modern than where I had grown up in St. Paul, Minnesota.

      But time has passed differently there. Such a small community had very little need for cars, for instance. The people of Villmark knew of the existence of cars, and quite a few of the younger generations had spent time in one or two on occasion. So our drive today wasn't in and of itself what was making them nervous.

      No, it wasn't the modern technology that had everyone else in my admittedly decades-old Volkswagen on edge.

      It wasn't even the fact that this drive today was removing Kara and Thorge from the only home they'd ever known, to thrust them alone into a strange world far from the support of their families, where they would have to stay for at least the next four months.

      No, what had us all so nervous that day was the reason for that separation: Kara's high-risk pregnancy.

      Not that anything seemed wrong with her so far. She was five months along, just barely showing the first signs of a baby bump on her muscular frame.

      She looked like a valkyrie. She looked like the sturdy sort of woman who would find herself going into labor out in the farm fields and birth the baby on her own, then promptly get back to the work of her farm. Maybe you know the type. Or you've seen one in a movie.

      But we all had good reason to fear that might not actually be the case with Kara. Because, despite the hardy look of all the women in her family, there was a long history of difficult pregnancies, most of which had ended tragically.

      There were a couple of midwives back in Villmark, as well as a few doulas, all with years of experience with pregnancy, delivery, and babies in general. Kara had been tended to by all of them over the last couple of months, and none of them felt like there was any reason for alarm yet.

      Yet. They never forgot to add that word. Yet.

      Luckily for Kara and Thorge, though, we had options. For one, Thorge's father Valki was one of the council of three who governed the people of Villmark. So the usual rule about not allowing Villmarkers who went out into the greater world to return was suspended without any pushback from the other two on the council.

      Secondly, I happened to have two close friends who lived in Duluth. Jesús Rodríguez I had known from my days working as a server in a restaurant in St. Paul. He had come north when his sister Tlalli had started nursing school here, and our paths had crossed again quite coincidentally. Jesús had always been a good friend to me, and when I had asked for help finding an apartment close to any of the best hospitals and clinics of Duluth, he had gladly stepped up.

      Now, if anything did go wrong with Kara's pregnancy, she would be in a much better position to deal with it, living in Duluth.

      But the best part of all was Tlalli. Because, not only was she going to school to be a nurse and already had a ton of skills under her belt, she was also something else. Something more.

      She, like me and my grandmother before me, could work magic. It wasn't quite the same magic as I did. What my grandmother and I practiced had been passed down in a direct line from the days of our ancestor Torfa, the woman who had brought her people to the shores of Lake Superior centuries ago by magical means and had set up the protections that kept them all safe from harm. We were volvas, and our magic was thoroughly Viking.

      But Tlalli's magic came from her childhood in Mexico City, bits learned from her mother and grandmother that she only remembered in fragments. Since then, she had been learning more from a Celtic woman that my grandmother had hooked her up with in Duluth.

      Her traditions might be thoroughly different from mine, but her raw power was probably greater than mine. At least, I'd thought so the few times I had seen her wield it. At any rate, I felt so much better at the thought of leaving Kara and Thorge alone in a strange city that didn't function anything like what they were used to knowing that Tlalli would be there, looking out for them in any way they needed it.

      Beside me, Thorbjorn shifted slightly, trying to catch a glimpse of the map on my cellphone that was attached to a mount that was angled more to face me than him. It was a small movement, but impossible to miss. Being well over six feet tall, and what I'm sure only felt like as wide across his massive shoulders, he took up two-thirds of the front seat of my little Volkswagen.

      Not that he jostled me at all, not even the hand I kept resting on the stick shift even though I hadn't changed gears in miles.

      Not that I would've objected if he had.

      He had been gone in the north for months, and I hadn't known for all that time when I'd see him again, if ever. Having him back with me was still a new experience even after five weeks, one I was still relishing all over again whenever I was freshly aware of his presence.

      Like now. He wasn't touching me, but I could feel the warmth of him. I could smell that foresty smell of him, stronger even than the always faintly burnt smell that came out of my old car's heat vents.

      "We're nearly there," I told him, guessing why he'd wanted to look at my phone. He had spent the night before studying the map of where we were going thoroughly. Like a military leader of old, planning a sortie. While my cellphone worked in Villmark, and I could even charge it there using the modest power that ran through the town from the solar panels the council maintained, I didn't have a printer to make him a paper copy of our route. But I had sketched it out for him, and he had studied that sketch with great intensity. So I knew he knew that we were nearly there since we'd just passed a bunch of signs showing the way to get off the highway to see Gooseberry Falls.

      "Yes," was all he said, scratching at his trim strawberry-blond beard.

      I don't know how I knew, but I was sure I knew what he was thinking in that moment. Or, more specifically, who he was missing.

      Our mutual friend Loke Grímsson. Few in Villmark spent as much time in the greater world as Loke had. He even had an alter ego in that larger world, going by the less question-provoking name of Luke.

      He would've been the perfect addition to our little party. Not only was he comfortable everywhere he went, he also had a power I didn't quite understand the mechanics of: he could open a door anywhere in the world and step through it to emerge from some other door in some other place. He didn't always have perfect control for where he went on his own—something about how his magic worked tended to drag him away to where he felt like he was meant to do something no matter his own goals for opening the door in the first place—but with others, he had never failed to get to where he meant to go.

      But if Loke had been with us, there wouldn't have been any need to take the car at all. He could just bring us straight to Talli and Jesús' apartment, and then after seeing what was going to be Kara and Thorge's place, he could bring us straight home again. And once he'd seen it, he could get back to it directly anytime he wanted to.

      Alas, he wasn't with us. He wasn't even in Villmark. He had left one day months ago with Thorbjorn, heading to points unknown far to the north of Villmark. Thorbjorn had only recently returned, but Loke had yet to return at all.

      I missed him. Not his power, useful as that could be, and not his capacity to deal with the greater world. I missed him. My friend.

      My darkly sarcastic friend with the wide, mischievous grin.

      He had gone north seeking answers to more questions than he had been willing to share with me, I knew. And this hadn't just been north in the conventional sense of the term. Because everything north of Runde, the Minnesotan town that had grown up around the borders of the hidden settlement of Villmark, was more of Minnesota and then all of Canada.

      No, he had gone north of Villmark, north of the settlement Torfa had founded but still on that side of the veil of magic that hid it from the greater world.

      The people of Villmark always referred to everything north of them as the road to Old Norway. And certainly the mountains that could be seen in the distance looked like the peaks of the mountains of Norway, all ice and rock and snow-swept summits.

      But the further north you went, the more twisted space and time became. I didn't think it was possible to walk all the way to Norway, modern or old or any other version of it. And I didn't think that had been where Loke had been trying to go, anyway.

      But he was lost now, somewhere between Villmark and Old Norway. And while we had gotten a few hints at where he might be and what he might be up to, they were only the vaguest of hints. Not even Thorbjorn—who had journeyed with him until Loke had sent him away to carry on alone—knew where to find him now.

      He would come home on his own someday, I knew. But so far, no day had been that day. Although every morning when I got up I did what little magic I could to try to sense his presence. This morning, like all the others, he hadn't been near enough for me to feel.

      But he would be back.

      And in the meantime, I had people to care for. Very anxious people. I could only do my best to make them comfortable in their new, if temporary, home.

      And try not to think about how, if they ever needed me, I would be a two-hour drive away. Try not to think about how much could go wrong in two hours.
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      The map on my phone brought us straight to the apartment building easily enough. And on that perfect late October day, unseasonably warm but not excessively so, navigating the steep streets of Duluth wasn't a problem. And while parking on the street in my old Volkswagen with its manual transmission wasn't something I had done in the last year, muscle memory kicked in and I accomplished the task quite handily.

      But I admit there was already a nervous gnawing in my belly. Snow would fly, and I doubted that was even so much as a month away from now. Snow and ice were going to make both of the two steep roads that flanked the apartment building suddenly treacherous. And it wasn't just the street parking I was worried about. It was the mere act of driving. My tires were in reasonably good shape, but still, my car was a far cry from a four-wheel-drive behemoth in snow tires.

      If I started to skid, if I lost control on either of those roads, hitting another car or light post or something was actually the best-case scenario. Because worst case?

      Well, both of those roads carried on straight down the steep hill, ending at the lake itself. And that water was already cold enough to kill, even on a day as warm as today.

      "Ingrid?" Thorbjorn said, pulling me out of my thoughts. Kara and Thorge in the back seat were looking at me anxiously as well. It was like none of them wanted to move, not even to open one of the car doors, until I gave them the all clear.

      "It's nothing," I said, and pulled the keys out of the ignition.

      "You didn't… sense anything?" Kara asked.

      "No, nothing's wrong," I said. "I'm just thinking, when I drive here in the future, I might have to park a little further away. Not on this hill. But not today. We're fine here now, and no one wants to haul those boxes further than we have to, right?"

      "You're worried about ice," Thorbjorn said at last.

      "Oh, of course," Kara said with palpable relief.

      Then we all got out of the car, and I, for one, got my first good look at the building itself, not just its location on my phone navigation app. It was across the street from where I had parked, directly in Kara's line of sight on the passenger side of the car, and I could see why she was nervous I might have sensed something untoward about it.

      I mean, it was an impressive structure, to be sure. The three-story brick building was more than a century old, but well-maintained and built to last. The cornices and other details were stone, and the brick only gave hints of its past in a much smoggier city before clean air laws and just the passage of time had made smoke obsolete.

      It had once been a posh hotel, if not quite as posh as the Spaulding Hotel back when it had still been standing. But this hotel was a couple of blocks west of the heart of Duluth, halfway up the hillside, hence the steep streets.

      But even from the street level, I could see that any window in that building above the second floor was going to have an impressive view of either the harbor and lake to the east, or of the ridgeline to the west. Which was looking particularly picturesque at the moment, with all the leaves in their lush fall colors, only a little faded.

      I took out my phone and sent a quick text to Tlalli and Jesús, who were waiting in the apartment for our arrival. Then I tucked the phone in my back pocket and opened the hatch at the back of my car.

      There were six boxes and an equal number of oversized gym bags in the trunk area. Everything that Kara and Thorge were bringing with them from home, mostly clothes but also some personal items. Which was why Tlalli and Jesús were upstairs already.

      Because on top of finding us this rental in the first place, Tlalli had also gone all-out with thrifting to furnish the space. My grandmother had reimbursed her for every expense, but the cost to her in time, her with a full plate of nursing school on top of part-time work and continuing her magical training, was a true gift to Kara and Thorge. A couple she had met exactly twice, even if the second time had been at their wedding.

      "Let's take the boxes first," I said. "We can come back down for the bags, but I'm going to lock the car in the meantime. The neighborhood looks fine, but better safe than sorry."

      I felt like I was over-explaining, but random theft wasn't exactly an issue in Villmark, so maybe it really did need to be said out loud.

      Thorbjorn and Thorge both just nodded, and after a brief bit of kerfuffle when Kara refused to put down the box she had picked up or to let Thorge take it from her, we all crossed the street and headed west, uphill, towards the front lobby entrance of the building.

      A pair of figures was just coming down the stairs at the back of the lobby as we came in through the outer set of doors at the entrance. The inner doors were not only locked, but their glass was fogged with handprints, and the lobby interior beyond was too dark to see details. But the pair of figures approached the other side of the door, and one of them pushed the door open to let us in.

      It was, of course, Tlalli and Jesús, holding the door to let us all troop inside.

      Jesús was short and wiry with his dark brown hair pulled back into a short ponytail, his sister Tlalli a little taller and rounder with a much thicker and longer ponytail that sat higher on her head. But they shared the same crooked smile and sparkling warmth in their dark eyes.

      Jesús whisked the box out of my arms so that Tlalli could pull me into a quick hug. Then that box was thrust back at me so they could do the same with Kara.

      "How is it going?" Tlalli asked her, in her nurse voice that meant it wasn't just a gesture of politeness, that question.

      "I was a little woozy in the car, but I'm better now," Kara told her. Which was certainly news to me. If I had known she was getting carsick, I might've done something about it.

      Or tried to do something about it, even if there was little to be done. Which was probably why she hadn't mentioned it. Kara hated being fussed over.

      "It's three floors up with no elevator, but that's how we got it at such a steal," Jesús warned us as he, still carrying Kara's box, led the way back up the stairs he had just come down. "Well, that and the fact that it's a bit⁠—"

      "Cozy," Tlalli finished for him.

      The stairwell had once been a grand feature, I could tell, back in the hotel's heyday. Alas, the art déco carpet I could almost picture was long gone now, replaced by more utilitarian carpeting that had since faded so badly I could no longer guess at its original color. And it was worn through in places, permanently stained by spills of unknown origin in far more.

      The original hand-turned wood of the banisters was still there, though. If dinged and scarred now, the last coat of polish long since worn away leaving a sticky residue from the passage of countless human hands and the accumulation of decades-worth of dust.

      But enough details remained to paint me a picture of Gilded Age luxury. I almost wanted to set my box down, dig out my sketchbook, and make that mental picture a physical one. Alas, now wasn't the time.

      We reached the third and final floor, then followed Jesús and Tlalli to the left, to the very end of the corridor and the last door, again on the left. Tlalli unlocked the door and then held it for all of us with boxes to precede her inside.

      Cozy was definitely the first word that came to mind as we crowded into the apartment. And I'm not being sarcastic, either. Yes, it was a very small space. But Tlalli had truly gone all out with furnishing it. It was, in all honestly, a cozy little nest for two.

      The window that dominated the far wall of the room framed a glorious view of the autumn trees atop the ridge to the west. The couch that sat below the window was covered in a throw blanket in stripes of scarlet, gold, amber and topaz that subtly echoed that view. Weird how that made the space almost feel bigger? Like the outside world was part of it?

      The kitchen was tiny, but exceedingly efficiently organized, the shelves over the sink already filled with enough cups and dishes for not just Kara and Thorge alone, but for guests as well.

      And the coffeemaker was already brewing a pot of fresh coffee, filling the air with the welcome aroma of lightly roasted beans.

      There was no dining area or even a kitchen table, so meals would have to be eaten from the couch or from the two straight-backed wooden chairs that flanked it. But the coffee table all of those seats were gathered around was large and sturdy, a perfect square of solid wood that had recently been polished to a gorgeous shine.

      As I set my box down against the wall, I could just catch a glimpse of the bedroom on the north end of the room. It was a tight space, barely large enough to contain the double bed that was meant to go there. But it had windows to the west and north, and like the window in the main room, they were of very generous size and offered incredible views.

      Since moving to the North Shore more than a year before, I was now the owner of not one but two entire homes, one in the heart of Villmark and the other a cabin in a clearing completely surrounded by woods. And yet I couldn't help feeling a little pang for another, older dream I had had, of one day having my own place in the city.

      Granted, this was back when I was still going to school, and the city I had imagined living in had been St. Paul. Or if I was really dreaming big, Chicago. But still.

      "This is really nice," I said, finishing my thought out loud.

      "It is," Kara agreed. "Thank you so much for all you've done, Tlalli."

      "Don't mention it," Tlalli said with a flush to her cheeks. "But we're not quite done yet. Jesús and I were just trying to work out how that bed frame goes together. We got it secondhand, so there aren't any instructions."

      "We thought it would be obvious," Jesús said. "Alas."

      "We shall work something out," Thorbjorn said, with the same grim determination he brought to patrolling the borders of Villmark and keeping all his people safe from threats like trolls and giants.

      Thorge just nodded, then followed his brother into the bedroom to examine the various pieces of bed frame that Tlalli and Jesús had left strewn across the floor.

      "There's a mattress?" I asked, not seeing one.

      "It's in the closet," Jesús said. "It's the one thing we got brand new. Well, that and the pillows. But it comes vacuum-sealed inside a plastic bag. Once we open that up, it's going to make doing anything in that room very difficult."

      "Once the frame is assembled, we can open it up," Tlalli said. "But it has to expand for something like 24 hours before you sleep on it, so we also scrounged up some air mattresses and sleeping bags for tonight."

      She looked extremely anxious as she gave us that news, but before I could even summon a response, Kara—who seemed to recognize the source of Tlalli's worry at once—said, "After months sleeping in the back of a wagon, anything indoors is a luxury for me still."

      "I've heard of air mattresses," Thorge said from the bedroom, mere feet away. "I've always wanted to try one."

      "Prepare to be underwhelmed," Jesús said. Then he stepped into the bedroom to explain everything he and Tlalli had already tried in regard to that bed frame.

      "That coffee smells so good," Kara bemoaned as she sat down on what was now her couch. She settled back into the cushions and gave an approving nod, then shifted to look out the window behind her.

      "I made some decaf for you already," Tlalli said, producing a metal thermos from amongst a tidy gathering of canisters and pouring out a steaming cup for Kara. "Cream or sugar?"

      "We have those things already?" Kara asked.

      "I stocked your fridge with the basics, but you'll want to do your own shopping soon enough, I'm sure," Tlalli said. "Don't worry, I have tomorrow off too. I'll walk you around the neighborhood and show you the closest grocery store as well as the clinic you'll be going to for your appointments, although I fully intend to go to all of those with you too. But I want you to feel comfortable on your own if you have to."

      "You've really thought of everything," I said, giving Tlalli another quick hug. "The guys are busy, so I'm going to run back down to the car and fetch those last two bags."

      "I can help you," Kara and Tlalli both said at once, then laughed.

      "I'm fine," I assured them both, motioning for Kara not to get up from the couch. "It's just two bags. I'll be back in a jiffy."

      "Wait," Tlalli said before I had quite reached for the door back out into the corridor. She dug into her pocket and then produced a pair of keys on a single ring. "I made an extra set of keys for you, just in case. The one with the red dot on it opens the lobby door, and the one with the silver dot is for the apartment door. The red one also opens the door to the alley, and the silver one works on the laundry room door down in the basement, but I can go into all that later."

      "Got it," I said, stuffing the keys into the front pocket of my jeans. Then I went out the door, back towards the stairwell.

      I could just hear Kara saying, "Laundry room?" as the door clicked shut behind me.

      I was so grateful that Tlalli was going to be there. I hadn't thought of even half of the things that were going to strike Kara and Thorge as strange and new.

      But it was okay. They were going to be okay.

      I jogged down the steps to fetch those last two bags.
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      I went out through the lobby, but as I walked back to where I had parked the car, I realized that it would've been quicker to go out the back way. There was an alley behind the apartment building, but a large one. No lakes of ooze gathering under the single dumpster back there. No shadowy corners for malcontents to lurk. Perfectly safe.

      I opened the hatch of my Volkswagen and reached for the bags, but the minute I grasped their handles I realized they were far heavier than I had anticipated. Heavy and awkward both, each of them catching on a dozen unseen protrusions in the back of my car, fighting my efforts to wrestle them out. I finally got one out and slung it by its handles over my shoulder so I could use both hands to grasp the other.

      This didn't exactly work out. They were gym bags, but the long, adjustable straps I might have used to sling them across my body weren't attached. There were only the shorter hand-carry straps, which I could just squeeze my shoulder through if I wasn't super concerned about blood flow down to my hand.

      The straps bit painfully into my shoulder, but still always seemed precariously close to slipping back off again. I shifted my body 45 degrees to my right to keep the bag I had on my left shoulder secure, and that worked just long enough for me to get the other bag out. I set it at
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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