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      This was going to be the last halfway warm day of the year, I just knew it. I could feel it in my bones. So instead of heading straight inside the meeting hall to find my grandmother as I was supposed to, I veered instead off towards the bank of the river. It was the best place I'd found so far to sense the magic of the world around me, but soon it would be too cold to sit there for more than a minute or two.

      I was early to meet my grandmother anyway, and the sun was going to sink under the western hills soon enough. I could take a moment to bask.

      Not that it was warm enough for sunbathing or anything. I was wearing a windbreaker over my hoodie for a reason, and the brisk breeze that had nipped at my cheeks from the minute I had stepped out of my grandmother's cabin was even brisker when I approached the water. But any Minnesotan knows to make the most of Indian summer, because winter is never far behind.

      I found my favorite flat boulder, high enough over the river so I didn't catch any of the spray from the water churning over the rocks below, but not so high that I couldn't hear that churning water's song. I sat down, crossed my legs, and closed my eyes.

      The sun on my face felt warmer, although I could still feel the breeze twisting through my loose hair. It glowed redly through my eyelids, especially when I turned my face up to drink it in.

      The smell of dried leaves slowly turning to dust filled the air. They had all lost their color some time ago, and there had been no rain in weeks, so they just covered the ground in a dusty, dry blanket. There was something to the smell, like a longing for that rain. Was there an opposite to the word petrichor? Because that felt like what I was smelling.

      That, plus a hint of something else. Something like ozone after a lightning strike, but very faint, as if from long ago and far away. It eluded me when I tried to pinpoint it, but when I focused instead on the leaves around me it sneaked back into my perceptions.

      Rather like the sounds of trucks passing on the highway bridge overhead, barely discernible over the sounds of the river before me, very easily ignored. Most days it was easier to hear the lake from where I was sitting, but not today. The breeze playing through my hair had no interest in stirring up that still water. Only the smallest of waves marred its dark gray surface.

      But that wouldn't last. I could feel a pressure in the air, like something was building. Like a storm was brewing, although the skies were as calm as the water for as far as could be seen from the shore.

      I had mentioned this feeling to my grandmother just that morning, and she had laughed it off. Storms didn't brew over the lake and then blow ashore; they came in from the west, from over land.

      I supposed she was right. She had lived here all her life, after all. But still, there was a pressure against my eardrums that had been building all day. Something was about to happen. Something was about to change.

      Without consciously deciding this was the moment to do so, I sank into a deeper state. The cold of the stone beneath me faded away, as did the sounds from the river. The red of the sunlight against my eyelids became something else, a ghostly tracing of forms around me. The trees on the bank on the far side of the river. The fish darting between the rocks below me.

      After weeks and weeks of working so hard to master this skill, it was easy now, as automatic as smelling the leaves in the air. It was just there, this whole magical world. Once I had glimpsed it, it had become a part of me. Every living thing was something golden and beautiful, because every living thing had something of magic within it.

      The bridge above me and the cars and trucks it carried over our little lakeside village didn't show up, save for the little magical glow from the humans and occasional live cargo they contained. In this state, it was as if I were sitting on the riverbank as it had existed for all the centuries before people had settled here. Just me and life itself.

      But there was a brighter glow from behind me that bathed everything around me. This was entirely people-made and the strongest magic of all: the Runde meeting hall, soon to be transformed into the mead hall that served Runde and Villmark both. The only thing I had yet seen that held more magic was the sacred fire in the cave behind the waterfall. The fire that my ancestress Torfa had created centuries before.

      That fire generated its own magic now through a means even my grandmother didn't understand. But the meeting hall did not. That had to be renewed, the spells recast every day at sunset.

      I felt a shiver dance up my spine, and the wind in my hair had a decided chill to it now. I blinked away the magical tracings, found the more mundane red glow no longer shining through my eyelids, and opened my eyes to see the sun had gone down behind the hills.

      Time to help my grandmother recast those spells.

      I got up from the rock, dusted off the back of my jeans, and headed back up the narrow path from the river bank to the empty meeting hall parking lot.

      The meeting hall was a drab place during the day. The old tables were all off-balance, tipping under any weight at all, and every chair sported multiple duct tape repairs, holding the plastic seats together over the scant padding. Brown water stains of various sizes marred the ceiling tiles above, and the light fixtures were equipped with the most horrific of fluorescent bulbs, bathing everything in a sickly greenish-yellow light. I would be hard-pressed to imagine a less welcoming-looking place if I tried.

      Somehow, the Halloween decorations that Michelle and Jessica had helped me hang earlier that afternoon just made it all look sadder. Like the grinning Jack-o'-lanterns and bright bundles of multicolored cobs of corn were just trying too hard. This was no place to throw a warm and festive party.

      "Ready?" my grandmother asked me as I stepped up to her bar. She was sipping at a mug of what I guessed was hot cider. I could smell cinnamon and cloves.

      "I still feel that storm brewing," I said. "You're sure there's nothing going on?"

      "Weather has its own power," she said, then took one last sip before setting the mug aside. "It's not magic. Well, not usually. You're noticing it more because you're still new to this. Everything probably feels like it's shouting at you." She raised a questioning eyebrow, but I just shrugged. The only thing grabbing my attention lately was whatever was brewing just out of sight over the eastern horizon. "Definitely keep turning your attention to it when you're meditating. Knowing what you feel now and comparing that to what happens in the future, that's how you'll build the sort of experience I'm talking about."

      "Makes sense," I said. "Should I be keeping a journal or something?"

      My grandmother blinked at me in surprise. "Aren't you already?"

      "What?" I asked. "You never told me to."

      "No, I mean, you sketch in your book. I've seen you drawing multiple pages in a rush every time you go upstairs to your room after we meditate together," she said.

      "I do," I said. "I guess that is a journal of sorts."

      "For you, it's ideal. You are a more visual thinker. It suits you," she said.

      "And you?" I asked. "Do you keep a journal?"

      She gave me a sly grin, then tipped her head towards one of the cut-outs of a witch with HAPPY HALLOWEEN scrawled on a banner that rippled over her pointy boots. "A witch never tells all her secrets," she said. "Now, shall we?"

      I nodded and headed to the center of the room. My grandmother could cast these spells from anywhere, but I still liked to feel centered first. It didn't matter much in the drab meeting hall, with each of the water-stained tiles much like the others in an endless grid overhead. But in the mead hall I would be in the center of the space, between the two long tables with their benches, equidistant between the roaring fire on the hearth to the north and the mountainous pyramid of beer barrels stacked against the southern wall.

      The first spell changed the look of the space around us. It wasn't casting an illusion, though. Neither the meeting hall nor the mead hall was a mirage; they were both totally real and they both really existed in this spot where we were standing. I still couldn't quite wrap my head around that. The closest way to describe it is holding two overlapping film negatives up to the light. By focusing on one or the other, it was just possible to tune out the other one, but they were both always there. Our spell was really just a way to make everyone who entered the hall focus on the same image.

      Not everyone was affected the same. That had been the second mind-blowing thing my grandmother had dropped on me. The fact that some Villmarkers came down from their village to visit what looked to them like an ugly pre-fabbed pole barn several decades past its prime was hard enough to imagine. But as my grandmother said, they were looking for the exotic, and that was what their minds stubbornly insisted they see.

      But the residents of Runde who also saw only the drab hall they knew from the daytime? What was the draw for them?

      Just the beer and the company, my grandmother had said.

      Not that it mattered much what the people of Runde saw when they came after dark, because the second layer of spells we worked together were spells of forgetting. No one in the modern world could be allowed to walk around remembering that the night before they had been in a Viking long house drinking with actual Vikings. Not if we were going to keep Villmark safe.

      Keeping Villmark safe was the sworn duty of the volva. That was my grandmother's office currently, and someday it might be mine as well, so we put extra care into maintaining those spells. But still, it was a little sad. All of my Runde friends visited somewhere amazing on a regular basis, but aside from some vivid dreams, they never recalled it the next morning.

      There were more spells after the forgetting layer was in place, but they were smaller. Spells to keep the cold and wind out and the warmth in, spells to keep the beer fresh and the barrels never-emptying, spells to keep violence at bay. Patrons might get annoyed with each other, but no disagreement ever came to blows, not when my grandmother was in charge.

      At first my role in this casting had been more as an observer, but the last few nights my grandmother had passed more and more of the work over to me. I could feel her magic supporting me, like her hands over mine on the rolling pin when we had baked cookies together when I was a little girl.

      I felt that support again as I wove the spells together, but then all of a sudden it was just gone. I wanted to open my eyes and make sure my grandmother was okay, but in my magical sight I could see the spells starting to pull apart, unravelling like a scrap of knitting.

      I couldn't sense my grandmother, and that had never happened before. But I had to lunge for that spellwork first. We didn't cast spells anew in the evening. Everything we did built on what was already there. If I let it go now, years of work could be reduced to nothing. Decades, even. I had to hold it together, finish each spell off and ground it into the hall itself, before I could even think of turning my attention to my grandmother.

      But the back of my mind was still capable of worrying. Even as I traced patterns with my hands, moving in the physical and the magical worlds at once because I was still too new at this to do it all in my head, I worried.

      My grandmother was old, older than I knew. She was in amazing shape and looked like she could continue on until the end of time, but surely that wasn't really true. Someday even she would falter with age. But surely not today?

      I double-checked all my work before finally opening my eyes, sucking in a breath as if coming up from a deep dive far under water.

      And saw my grandmother standing there, as healthy as ever, grinning at me.

      "That was a test?" I asked.

      "That was a test," she agreed. She was looking around as if at the rafters that supported the thatched roof above us, but I knew she was really checking my spells.

      "Did I pass?" I asked.

      "Of course you passed," she said. "Look around you. Self-assess."

      "Well, obviously," I said. Everything looked like it should, and I could feel the warmth of the fire at my back even halfway across the room. The air smelled of the beer that never washed out of the wood of the tables and floors, and faintly of roasted meat, although nothing was currently cooking. "I know I didn't fail, but how well did I do?"

      My grandmother just tisked and turned to head back to her bar to check on her mead.

      I wasn't fishing for compliments; I swear. Just a little bit of feedback, that was all I wanted.

      But as usual with my grandmother, I had to get by without it. I hadn't failed. For now, that was good enough.
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      The Halloween decorations had made the transition from Runde meeting hall to Villmark mead hall. I wasn't sure they would. Nothing else did, after all. The rickety tables were now solid wood, the battered chairs long benches, the stained ceiling tiles nowhere in sight. But orange and black streamers twisted from rafter to rafter, and the pillars spaced down the length of the room were festooned with bundles of dried wheat and corn tied with colored ribbons. Even the cut-outs of witches and Jack-o'-lanterns were there, hanging on threads from the underside of the thatched roof lost in the shadows above.

      It was more than a little incongruous. The Villmarkers were aware of Halloween as a Runde holiday, but they had no version of it themselves. They had harvest festivals, but none on the last night of October. The grain harvest had been celebrated weeks before, and the festival connected to the fat cows and pigs and goats that weren't going to be kept over the winter was still a couple of weeks away. I wasn't sure what that would involve, aside from a lot of meat at the feast and, apparently, some sort of communal sausage-making.

      Some magical traditions say that the veil between the living and the dead is thinnest on Halloween night, that magic is more powerful then, especially magic that draws from your ancestors. But the Vikings considered that veil to be thinner all winter long.

      Which made sense. The island the original Villmarkers had hailed from was north of the Arctic Circle. There winter wasn't just cold, it was dark, one long night that went on for weeks. I imagined their first winter here on the North Shore had been a happy one. Sure, it was colder here, without the Gulf Stream bringing warm air up from the south, but at least the sun was always there. It might be impossible to see behind steely gray clouds for days and days, but you knew it was there, trying to reach you.

      I was still admiring the decorations, sipping at a mug of mulled cider my grandmother had pressed into my hands, when the front door opened and Michelle and Jessica came inside. Jessica, wearing a gorgeous red hooded cloak and carrying a basket full of apples and bread rolls, was clearly Little Red Riding Hood. She usually kept her long blonde hair in a braided crown, a fancy way of keeping it out of her way while she worked in the café, but today she had left it in two braids that hung like pigtails, peeking out of the front of her hood.

      I took a little longer to work out who Michelle was supposed to be. Her gown was all princess, sapphire blue with long, draping sleeves, but there were a lot of princesses. Then she turned to look back towards the door, and I saw the blonde wig she wore was so long it dragged on the ground behind her. Rapunzel, for sure.

      Then Andrew came in behind them. He was wearing his usual jeans and fisherman's sweater, but a green Robin Hood cap with a long red feather tucked into its brim covered all but one forelock of his dark blond hair. Then he too turned to look back, and I saw he had a little bow and quiver of arrows strung across his back. A little incongruous with the sweater, maybe, but the bow looked like he'd carved it himself. And, knowing Andrew, he probably had.

      And finally appearing in the doorway, in normal modern clothes, was Loke. I couldn't decide if this meant he never wore a costume, or if he always did. Just black pants and a black shirt with equally black shoes; it was a little hard to tell.

      Perhaps I shouldn't have been surprised at his nondescript look. Loke divided his time between the two worlds far more than I did. He was as likely to come in through the front door under his Runde guise called Luke as he was to come in through the back as Loke.

      But I hadn't seen him much lately. He had promised me a visit to his house, to meet his sister, but I had stopped pressing him on setting a date and time for that event.

      Something was on his mind, something he didn't want to share with me. I hoped if I didn't press that he would come around more, maybe decide to share what was bothering him with me, but so far that hadn't happened.

      "Hey, Ingrid!" Michelle said. "Wow, this looks great!"

      "I don't think I've ever seen it so festive," Andrew said.

      "It's just a few decorations," I said, "and you guys did as much of that as I did."

      "Really?" Jessica asked, looking up at a witch twisting in a current of warm air from the fire over her head. "I guess we did some of it, but there's something different, something more. You did something after we left here, didn't you?"

      "Not much," I said, but I was distracted by Loke smothering a chuckle and looking away innocently when Andrew shot him a puzzled glance. At least Loke seemed to be in a better mood.

      "Is there a bonfire out back?" Michelle asked.

      "Of course," I said. I had paid particular attention to that area when weaving the cold-repelling spells so that the fire and the electric heaters that ringed the patio would have a chance against the cold October wind.

      "Apple bobbing?" Jessica asked eagerly, and not for the first time. She was really into apple bobbing, apparently.

      "You wanted to start with that?" I asked.

      "It's not going to get any warmer," Andrew said and pretended to shiver. "Does anyone else feel like it's just about to snow? I swear we're going to have flakes before the weekend."

      "Not according to the app on my phone," Michelle said, glancing at its screen before tucking it away in a pocket hidden inside her voluminous sleeve. "But yeah, let's get the 'plunging our faces into icy water' part of the evening out of the way first."

      "Out of the way?" Jessica said. "Come on, you love bobbing for apples."

      "I think you're remembering a much younger Michelle," her friend said. But she grabbed Jessica's hand to lead the way out the back door to the patio.

      And I found myself momentarily alone with Andrew, whose dark blue eyes quickly darted away when I looked over at him. Had he just been staring at me?

      "I didn't even think to wear a costume," I said, looking down at my jeans and sweater. There was still mud on my hiking boots from the river bank. Great.

      "You look fantastic," Andrew said, perhaps a bit too forcefully. He flushed, then spoke in a more neutral tone. "I mean, I suppose you put a lot of time into all this." He waved his hands at the room around us, and I saw Loke behind him hiding another grin behind his hand. I narrowed my eyes at Loke, only for a split second but I knew he got the message. Then I looked back at Andrew.

      "It's not much, really," I said.

      He looked like he had no idea what to say to that. And that being tongue-tied was causing him real agony. But I didn't know what to say either. Why was this so suddenly awkward, talking to him?

      "I was going to grab a beer. Did you want a beer?" he asked at last.

      "No, I've got cider already," I said, although in truth my mug was nearly empty. "Meet you out back?"

      "Sure thing," he said, then made his way to the beer barrels, already surrounded by a milling group of Villmarkers who had come in while my attention was on my Runde friends.

      "You stop laughing," I hissed at Loke.

      "Who, me?" he asked with feigned surprise. Then he gave me a conspiratorial look. "Come on, you have to see the humor. I mean, how much of this do they even really see?"

      "All of it," I said, surprised that he didn't know that. "They just don't remember it."

      "Really?" he said, looking around with his eyes slightly unfocused. "Oh. Yes, I see."

      "Do you?" I asked.

      "Would I lie to you?" he asked. "Everyone else, sure, if the situation called for it. Or if it seemed fun. But you?"

      "I have no idea," I admitted. "You're in a strange mood."

      He just shrugged, then nodded towards the back door. I walked with him out onto the patio. The wind immediately tossed my hair into my eyes, but it wasn't a cold wind. The warmth-containing spells had worked.

      Jessica, her blindfold tied around her hooded head, was already bent over face-first into the barrel full of water and floating apples. The ends of both of her braids were getting soaked. Michelle was cheering her on, and so were Nilda and Kara, my closest Villmarker friends.

      They were wearing their full armor, helms and all. They had dressed like this in the mead hall before, after our day out on the lake in the ship when everyone had worn their traditional garb, but unlike that time, the others seemed to notice it today. Two Runde fishermen standing by the bonfire were clearly impressed, trying to sneak closer glances at their swords.

      "I think those are real," one whispered to the other.

      "Hey, Ingrid!" Michelle said when I approached. "Aren't Nilda’s and Kara's costumes amazing?"

      "Indeed," I agreed, then to the two Villmarkers, "Happy Halloween."

      "Happy Halloween," Nilda said. There was a slightly stilted quality to how she said it, like she was pronouncing a foreign word, although her English was otherwise flawless.

      "Nilda," Kara said, nudging her sister's elbow, "let's grab some mead and come back out."

      "Yeah," Nilda agreed, then smiled at me. "Be right back."

      "Sure thing," I said. She had only made eye contact with me, and I realized Loke was no longer at my side. Where had he gone off to?

      Michelle shrieked and danced back as a wave of water sloshed out of the barrel. Then Jessica straightened up, an apple grasped firmly in her teeth. It was a huge apple, but Jessica's smile was bigger. She pulled off the blindfold, then took the apple out of her mouth.

      "Not exactly record time," she said, "but now it's your turn."

      Michelle bit at her lip, clearly hoping to find the words to beg off, when another voice came to her rescue.

      "May I have a try?"

      Another Villmarker woman in full Viking armor had stepped out of the shadows beyond the end of the patio.

      "Gullveig!" I said, recognizing Nilda’s and Kara's friend. We had only met a few times before, and then only briefly, but she was impossible to mistake for any other. Tall even by Villmarker standards and basically made of supermodel material, she didn't need the sword at her hip to catch the attention of the Runde fishermen watching from the bonfire.

      Michelle stepped back as Jessica tied the blindfold over Gullveig's eyes.

      "You could just take an apple from that basket over there if you want," I said to Michelle as we watched Jessica guide the Villmarker closer to the barrel. "There's salted caramel in that fondue pot for dipping the slices in."

      "That sounds divine," Michelle said and followed me to the picnic table under the eaves.

      "How is Jessica doing?" I asked, pitching my voice a little lower, although I doubted Jessica could hear me over her own shrieks. Gullveig had thrust her head into the water so exuberantly the patio for feet around was soaked.

      "She's good," Michelle said, but there was a false note to her voice. I raised my eyebrows at her. "Better than before," she amended. "She doesn't talk about Lisa as much as before, but I think she's still always thinking of her. Wondering what really happened to her."

      "I guess that's to be expected," I said. "It's only been a few months." Still, it made my heart sank. I would give almost anything to be able to tell Jessica that her friend's murder had been solved, if not by the police. That the murderer had been caught and would never harm another again.

      Almost anything, but not the one thing I would have to give up in order to tell her the truth. Because telling her that would mean telling her about Villmark, and that I could not do.

      "Oh, dear," Michelle said with a tisk. "They're both soaked. I'm going to herd them closer to the fire before they catch their death of cold."

      "I'll fetch some more hot cider," I said.

      The longhouse had filled up while I had been out on the patio. A crowd of bodies, filling the space with a more humid heat than the fire managed, bodies that came with boisterous, loud voices and a plethora of elbows that seemed to thrust out of nowhere to catch me in the ribs as I made my way to the bar to fetch a tray and fill mug after mug with hot spiced cider.

      I wasn't much use with magic on the fly, not yet. But I could catch hold of the protection spells that were already woven all around the mead hall and pull them closer around me as I hoisted that tray up on one shoulder and headed back through the crowd towards the patio.

      Not that I was a novice with carting trays of food and drink around. But the diner I had worked at in my late teens and early twenties had never been as crowded as this mead hall.

      Somehow, whether through magic or through the muscle memory of my time as a server, I made it back out to the patio without spilling a drop.

      The others were standing around the bonfire now. Jessica and Gullveig were both shivering, but also grinning from ear to ear. Jessica was admiring Nilda's sword by the light of the fire, calling Michelle's attention to this detail or that as she examined the hilt and scabbard as well as the blade.

      But as odd as that tableau struck me - did she really think Nilda had put that level of work into a Halloween costume? - it was nothing compared to the other side of the bonfire. Gullveig was holding her hands out to the flames, but she was also looking at the man next to her as he spoke with her.

      I wasn't sure what was stranger, the fact that she was chatting with Roarr, who nearly always kept to himself, or the fact that he appeared to be explaining s'mores to her.

      "I'm sure it's all perfectly innocent," Loke said, appearing suddenly just over my shoulder. "It's just about the chocolate, really."

      "What are you talking about?" I asked. "And where did you go just now?"

      "I was here," he said with a vague gesture that might have meant the patio area, or all of Runde, depending. "And I was just putting your mind at ease. You were staring at Roarr like you were debating taking him down with a running tackle."

      "I was not," I said. "Actually, what I was thinking is that he looks in very fine spirits. He's interacting with others and almost looks happy. Granted, I didn't know him before his fiancée died, but that's got to be a good change, right?"

      "I suppose," Loke said as if he found the question boring. "Time goes on and all that."

      "You are in a mood," I said. "Is something wrong?"

      "Nothing at all," he said, with too bright of a smile.

      "Are you sure?" I asked.

      "I'm sorry. Am I bringing your party down?"

      "No," I said. But then I looked back at the others gathered around the bonfire. "No, you're not bringing anyone down. But you are the only one who's not enjoying themselves this evening. Is there anything I can do?"

      "Don't trouble yourself about it, Ingy," he said. "Everyone has low days. It's not necessarily a problem that has to be solved."

      I knew the look on my face had to be deeply skeptical, or at least he sensed my intent to continue trying to draw him out, because something changed in his eyes. The warm brown became something flinty, and then he was giving me a sidelong look again.

      "But I can see what you're enjoying here. It's like both your worlds are here at once, reflecting each other."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Don't you see?" he asked, taking the tray out of my hands and setting it aside on the picnic table before turning me back to face the others at the bonfire. He leaned close behind me to whisper in my ear. "You have two lives, two worlds, and everything that exists in one has a reflection in the other. Look, there's Michelle and Jessica, your closest friends in Runde. But in Villmark, it's Nilda and Kara."

      "They don't look like mirror images," I said.

      "I wasn't talking about looks," he said. "I'm talking about their roles in your life."

      "Well, there's Andrew," I said, pointing to where he was standing next to Roarr. They were both chatting eagerly with Gullveig. "I suppose his mirror image is you, then?"

      "Ingy, you disappoint me," he said. "Loke and Luke reflect each other. And trust me, you don't want to see another version of me out in the world. No, Andrew is your Runde Thorbjorn."

      "He is not," I said. But mostly I was just suddenly sad. I never saw Thorbjorn enough. His responsibilities had him away from Villmark more than he was there, and his trips down the hill to the mead hall were rarer even than that.

      "He is," Loke said confidently. "What I wonder is, when is that going to be a problem? Having two of them? I suppose if they never meet..."

      "You're just stirring up trouble," I said, turning to face him. "You told me once you didn't do that, unlike your namesake. I believed you when you said it. Was I wrong?"

      "I'm not stirring up trouble," he said, but he wouldn't meet my eyes.

      "You're upset about something," I said.

      "It's nothing. Really," he said, putting one hand over his heart and the other up in the air as if swearing an oath. Then he dropped his hands and spoke in a more normal tone. "My sister hasn't been well. Nothing serious," he quickly added, "but when she's down, I'm down. That's why I haven't taken you to see her yet. I'd rather wait for a better day."

      "Of course," I said.

      "You should hand out those ciders before they get cold," he said, reaching for the tray of drinks and handing it back to me. Then he stepped backwards, off the patio and into the darkness. He raised a single hand in a melancholy farewell before I lost sight of him entirely.

      I looked down at the mugs on the tray. They were still steaming, if just barely. But it was as if Loke's down mood had been contagious, and I had been infected. I took a deep breath and put a smile back on my face before turning to head towards the bonfire.

      Nilda, Kara, Jessica and Michelle gathered around me, fairly lunging for the warm mugs of cider. Andrew had moved closer to Gullveig, and whatever he was saying to her, she was listening to intently. I could scarcely blame him for not noticing my arrival. Gullveig was like a black hole of attention; she pulled it all into herself without really trying to.

      Roarr was still caught in that gravitational pull himself, although much like Loke had just done, he appeared to have taken a step back from the warmth of the fire and was in the process of fading into the shadows that closed in all around the patio.

      But his eyes were still on Gullveig. The opening up he had been doing just moments before was over now; he was once more quiet and reclusive, there but not engaging with the people around him. But the look in his eyes as he watched Gullveig listening to Andrew, that was new.

      Inscrutable, but new. I worried about what it meant.
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      It was midmorning about a week later, and I was sitting in the dried remains of my grandmother's herb garden. My cat Mjolner was stalking something, moving with slow deliberation, setting down one silent paw before picking up the other, his green eyes intent on something I couldn't see. Maybe it was something in his imagination, but if you told me my cat was hunting extradimensional beings that my mortal mind couldn't perceive, I wouldn't exactly disbelieve you.

      I sketched him as quickly as I could in the frozen moments between his steps. The angle of his ears as he listened, the glint of the little hammer that hung from his collar as it caught the morning light.

      Then finally he pounced into what was a little hedgerow of bristly thyme in the summer months. His tail whipped back and forth excitedly, and then he pounced again, deeper into the back of the garden and out of sight.

      I looked down at the last sketch, little more than a scrawling of charcoal that just suggested a cat butt-up in a hedge. Then I flipped back, looking at my earlier sketches.

      They might have all technically been depictions of Mjolner on his hunt, but as was usual for me, my hand without my knowledge had traced in a lot of extra details in the background. Not details of the garden, but cross-hatches that suggested runes to my mind.

      That pressure was still building. Still! It was almost painful against my eardrums now, but I had no idea when it was going to finally break. I hoped it would end up being anti-climatic, maybe just a gentle snow or something. But my fear that it would be something far greater was drowning out that hope.

      I was startled by a loud bang and turned to see my grandmother coming down the back steps from the kitchen. She had her coffee in one hand and a rolled up buttered lefse in the other, but the look on her face wasn't one of someone who just thought they'd look out on the morning sun and the lake while enjoying their breakfast. She was waiting for something, waiting with a little worry line between her brows.

      "What's going on?" I asked, closing up my sketchbook and putting the charcoal away in my bag. "Mormor?"

      "Here he is," my grandmother said. She raised a hand to point, but then seemed startled to find she was holding a coffee mug.

      "Who?" I asked. I got to my feet and climbed the steps to where she stood, following her gaze to see Andrew walking up the road towards our cabin. His head was down and his watchman's cap and wool coat were too typically Runde to be distinctive, but I knew his walk well. His gait didn't look hurried, but I knew from experience how much work it could be keeping up with the stride of those long legs.

      He stopped at our garden gate and reached over it for the latch, but then saw us both standing there watching him. "Ingrid. Nora. You have to come. There's been an accident."

      "What sort of accident?" my grandmother asked as she opened the door to the kitchen and reached inside for her sturdy boots.

      "Michelle and Jessica found a body," he said. "It looks like it washed ashore. We already called the police, but Jessica is really upset."

      "I understand," my grandmother said solemnly as she tied up her boots.

      "Was it a fisherman?" I asked. "Someone local?" Someone Jessica knew personally, again?

      "No. Well, I don't know if she's local or not," he admitted. "I've seen her at the meeting hall a few times. I even talked to her on Halloween. She had an unusual name. I think it was Swedish?"

      My grandmother looked to me. "Gullveig," I said to her.

      "Yes, that's it," Andrew said.

      My grandmother reached inside the cabin again to grab her walking stick and then pulled the door shut, waving for me to go down the steps first. I hoisted my bag up higher on my shoulder, then went to join Andrew on the road. If he wondered why I was bringing art supplies to go look at a dead body, it didn't show on his face.

      "Are you okay?" I asked.

      "What? Yeah," he said distractedly, then started walking back the way he'd come. I fell into step beside him.

      "You were talking with Gullveig on Halloween," I said. "It looked like
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