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      August has never been my favorite month of the year. Maybe that's because I've always been more of a fan of autumn than of summer. Refreshingly cool September, crisp and colorful October, November when it brings the first chill of winter but not the full arctic blast yet. Those are my favorite months.

      August just feels like summer outstaying its welcome, and in the most brutal way ever.

      This year was certainly no exception. The temperature had been soaring for the last nine days, a stifling heat without the slightest stirring of the air. It was cooler in my cabin in the woods than in my home inside Villmark, so I stayed there as much as I could.

      But still. It might not be the only thing I missed about the modern world, but air conditioning was definitely the top one in my mind at the moment. Even a fan would be something. My rustic cabin life had neither. All I could do was pile all my red hair on top of my head and take lots of cool splashes in the water I pulled up from my well.

      The hot stillness was particularly irritating to me for three main reasons.

      The first, it felt cosmically unfair for the air to be so miserably humid when we were technically in a drought. The entire north shore of Lake Superior was one tinder-dry mix of wilting trees and already dead grasses and wildflowers. So why was the air itself so soaked in moisture? It was a bad distribution of resources.

      The second, the oppressive stillness of the air matched my whole mood way too closely. I spent all day everyday staying as busy as I could. And given my growing responsibilities as the resident volva—the Norse variant of being a witch—to Villmark—a hidden community of descendants of a lost tribe of Norse folk from the Viking Age—staying busy wasn't even hard.

      But I never managed to convince myself I was doing anything much besides waiting for Thorbjorn to return.

      Thorbjorn. The tall Villmarker as comfortable in flannel and jeans as in more Viking-looking garb. With his strawberry blond hair that always got too long while he was away on patrol. With his beard that, even when traveling, he always kept neatly trimmed.

      I should really ask him how he managed that sometime.

      Anyway, I guess you could call him my boyfriend now, if that didn't sound so incredibly weird to say out loud. We'd been best friends when we were kids. Then I had moved away and literally forgotten ever knowing him.

      Magic affects everything in my life, and not always in good ways.

      I remembered all of that now, but it took a while after meeting him again for me to realize why he had always felt so familiar to me, even from the minute I thought we had first met.

      In the year we'd known each other as adults, we'd spent more time apart than we had together. But I never got used to it, that being apart. In fact, it seemed to get worse every time I had to watch him head north to patrol Villmark's farthest borders, never knowing when he'd be back again.

      And it was definitely worse now, when he was, I guess, kind of my boyfriend.

      That just seems to be too small a word for the two of us. And yet I don't think the world has come up with a better one yet.

      But anyway, the third reason the weather was bugging me was that the stifling heat was interfering with my most important duty. I was meant to be mastering all the Norse runes, one by one, in order to better understand the magic I needed to tap into as a volva.

      But my current rune was Hagall. The rune of ice, among other things. My personal method for understanding the runes was to use my art to form a personal relationship with each one.

      I had never felt less in touch with the spirit of ice and cold than I did that hot August.

      Although, to be fair, I knew I had another hangup with this rune. It was connected in a lot of ways with the other ice rune Ur. While studying Ur, I had been staying with friends at a hunting lodge out in the forest. It had actually been cold then, back in January.

      But it had also been the time of the Wild Hunt, and two sisters—Thorbjorn's cousins—had died one after another while I struggled to master Ur and use it to figure out what was going on and how to stop it.

      I figured it out in the end. And justice was served.

      But in my heart, I always felt like it had been one of my biggest failures since coming to Villmark. I had been so slow to fix things that time. And I had nearly lost my good friend Kara, who had been the intended third victim. I had nearly been caught by the Wild Hunt myself.

      That was all hard to forget. In fact, I had been suffering a recurrence of the old nightmares the last few nights.

      So I was more than a little afraid of what Hagall had in store for me.

      Not that I was going to let that stop me.

      But the weather wasn't helping.

      The ninth day of still, hot air under hazy but not quite cloudy skies found me at my cabin in the woods with my six-toed black cat Mjolner, totally working on connecting with the Hagall rune and in no way just sitting in the yard watching the path to the north for any sign of Thorbjorn's return.

      He had gone with our friend Loke as far to the north as it was possible to go. They had left a month ago. And yet, there was still no way he could be there and back so soon.

      Or so I kept telling myself. Even as I kept watching that path.

      The rune Hagall looks like a capital I with an X drawn on top of it. Like the most basic drawing of a snowflake, six points coming off a center.

      If you connected the points with more lines to enclose the whole thing in a pentagon, you made a powerful shape that contained every other rune in one way or another.

      Basically, it was an important rune with many crucial uses.

      So it was almost disrespectful, the way I found myself with my sketchbook propped up on my knees just drawing snowflake after snowflake in charcoal.

      I was using my thinnest willow stick. The marks it made were the finest, lightest marks I could make with charcoal.

      But all I was really doing was filling a page with dark gray dust. It wasn't artful. And it wasn't making me feel any connection at all.

      Waiting was one thing. But this was just wasting time.

      I had filled three pages like this and was just thinking about heading inside to see if I had any iced tea left in my icebox—even though I knew the answer to that question was no; I had been too lazy to refill the pitcher when I had finished it off the night before—when Mjolner interrupted me with a single meow.

      I was sitting on one of the benches around my fire pit, although it was far too hot for a fire even after dark lately. Mjolner was sitting across from me, sitting primly as he tended to do, tail wrapped neatly around his over-sized paws.

      He was looking at me intently with his yellow-green eyes, and when he saw me looking back, he gave me a slow wink.

      "Hello to you, too," I said, not sure if I was irritated by the interruption or not. It was a little out of character for him to meow at me when I was working.

      But, to be honest, I hadn't really been working.

      He meowed again, that same toneless meow that I didn't understand. I knew the particular meow he used that meant he was hungry, or the meow that meant he needed me to move over so he could sit beside me, or the shriller meow that meant someone in Villmark or outside of it needed my help. But this was none of those.

      Even as I puzzled over it, I was putting my charcoal and sketchbook away.

      Something was different, more than just his meow. The air felt different.

      I looked up at the sky. My cabin was in a clearing in the woods, and while I couldn't really get a glimpse of any horizon around me, I had an unimpeded view of straight up.

      Nothing was different there, though. The sun was still shining white hot through the hazy layer of gray that covered the entire sky. As an artist, I didn't like the palette at all. Where was the indigo? The golden yellow? The fluffy white?

      Nowhere. Not this August.

      The sky was the same as it had been for the last nine days, but still I felt unsettled.

      Nothing had changed, I realized. But something was about to.

      "Come on, Mjolner," I said, snatching up my art bag and headed back inside my cabin. "We're going to head back into town."

      Mjolner meowed again, but this time I understood him perfectly. He agreed with my plan wholeheartedly, although there was an undercurrent that said he wished I would hurry.

      I didn't need to pack much, just the few clothes I had wanted to take back to town to wash where there was proper plumbing with hot water and everything. It only took a few seconds. Then I pulled the cabin door shut behind me, slung my duffel bag of clothes and my art bag both over my shoulder, and headed towards the path I hadn't been watching every day since coming to the cabin.

      The one that headed south and east, back to Villmark.

      It was cooler in the trees than it had been in the clearing around my cabin, but not by much. The insects were droning, but even they sounded irritated by the unrelenting heat. The path underfoot was more covered in dried leaves than usual for the summertime, and my every step crunched loudly.

      Luckily, it had been quite some time since I'd had any reason to fear walking through these woods. I knew how to hide my inherent magic from the eyes of those who stalk such things. And I had senses of my own now. Anyone or anything that meant me harm couldn't possibly catch me unaware.

      Not that I wasn't being alert as I walked. I paid attention to everything in the woods around me, identifying the rustle of a rabbit scurrying away from me and the snap when a deer stepped on a fallen branch.

      The woods held no danger for me. Not that day.

      And yet that feeling of something about to happen kept growing stronger in my mind.

      Apparently in Mjolner's, too. He walked ahead of me, keeping a brisk pace that he clearly expected me to match.

      I happily obliged.

      The path from my cabin led to the far northern end of Villmark, at the top of a hill where a circle of trees ringed by benches stood as if marking the highest elevation of the town.

      The trees' leaves were wilted, but still more green than brown. I supposed that was something.

      But enough leaves had fallen from its branches that my footsteps were still punctuated with constant crunching sounds as I walked.

      Then I realized the reason that crunching sounded so loud in my ears was because Villmark itself was almost entirely silent.

      It was the middle of the afternoon. And yet I had never heard the place so quiet. Even in the middle of the night, there was always a dog here or there barking over something. A stray Villmarker whistling to themselves as they made their way home. A crying infant in a house with its windows opened. Something.

      I stopped outside the gate that led into the garden of Valki and Gunna's house. Their five sons—collectively called the Thors by everyone save their own father—all lived in that house with their parents, although they were seldom all home at once. In fact, in the entire time I'd been in Villmark, the only time I had seen them all at home together was at the wedding for the second youngest Thor, Thorge.

      Their middle son Thorbjorn was in the north with Loke, as I well knew. But where was everyone else?

      Most of the others would be out on other patrols. It had been a while since I had checked in with the council, but they would be able to tell me where each had headed off to the last time they had left town, and when they had predicted they would be back.

      Still, Valki had told me he preferred to keep one son home at all times, for Gunna's sake. I wasn't sure which son it was at the moment.

      But the house was completely quiet. There was no sign of anyone at home.

      Not that I could see much over their garden fence.

      Mjolner meowed at me again, as if he sensed me debating knocking on the door to see who was home. It was an urgent sort of meow.

      "What's up?" I asked him, but he just turned away from me and continued leading the way down the south slope of the hill, down to the center of Villmark. Down to my other home just off the square of the village commons.

      I hoisted the straps of my two bags higher on my shoulder, then looked up at the sky again. I had a clearer view of it here than I had back at my cabin, and definitely clearer than at any point during my walk through the woods.

      The gray haze was still there. But I could see the horizon now.

      A storm was blowing in. I could see the darker blue-gray to steel-gray of clouds piling up on the horizon. Like that storm was pausing for a moment, staying in one place to build power before it would advance on us.

      As unnerving as the sight of an approaching storm was, this one had an added twist.

      Storms in Villmark nearly always come from the west, from over the hills.

      But this storm was brewing to the east, over the heart of Lake Superior.

      And even as I was gaping at it, I saw the exact instant where the storm unpaused. When those clouds stopped roiling in place and started galloping towards Villmark.

      Towards me, standing exposed near the peak of the highest hill.

      I didn't need Mjolner to tell me to hurry again. I was already jogging.

      This storm was going to be a doozy. I knew that even before the first blast of wind struck me like a wall of ice, nearly knocking me off of my feet.

      No wonder the town was so quiet. Every thinking person had seen those clouds forming and had gotten safely home well in time to batten down the hatches, so to speak.

      Everyone but me.

      I ran down the cobblestoned road, skirting the commons with its central public well, although I could hear the creaking of its bucket mechanism as it blew in the fierce wind.

      I could hear the sound of rain behind me, to the east, closer to the lake. It was like hearing the steps of an advancing army, drawing in a line ever closer to where I was fumbling with the latch.

      I was inside my garden when I realized what I was hearing closing in on me wasn't rain. It was hail.

      Then I saw a hailstone fall right at my feet. It was somewhere between the size of a baseball and the size of a softball. Not that the distinction mattered. It was well past the size where getting hit on the head with one was going to really ruin my day.

      Mjolner was yowling now, standing in what little protection the doorway of my house offered. Stupidly, but on autopilot I guess, I took the time to be sure the gate was latched behind me.

      Then I ran to the door, throwing it open and spilling into the entryway with Mjolner zipping past me just before the skies really opened up.

      I dropped both my bags, but that was the most movement I was capable of at that moment. I just stood there, staring at the enormous balls of hoary frost that plummeted from the sky, bouncing off the paving stones of my front garden.

      This was going to cause a lot of damage. I could see a few of those paving stones cracking under the impact of the hailstones. They would need to be replaced when this storm had passed.

      But I had no idea what the storm was doing to my roof. It sounded so loud, it couldn't be good.

      Those clouds had been across the entire horizon. There was no way that any part of Villmark was avoiding this. Or Runde either, closer to the lake in the modern world.

      There was going to be so much mess to clean up.

      But the one thought I couldn't shake no matter how hard I tried was the feeling like maybe this hailstorm had been my fault. I had messed up forming the connection.

      Either I had just failed to stop a bad thing again, or—the thought that really turned my blood cold—trying to connect with the rune had actually summoned this storm.

      I hoped I was wrong.

      But either way, I just didn't have any luck with ice runes.
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      The hail part of the storm only lasted for about ten minutes. But ten minutes was enough.

      Especially when it was followed up by an entire night of torrential rain. The wind mostly held off, but the hot, humid air was now a cold, damp air, which was really no improvement at all.

      I closed my front door when the hail stopped, but then spent more than an hour standing at the floor to ceiling windows in my living room, watching the rain fall over the expanse of Villmark I could see downhill to the south of my house.

      Or as much as I could see of it. It was raining so hard that even before the sun set, it was impossible to see very far through the shimmering gray curtains of wet.

      In the end, when it was too dark to see past the glass itself, I just climbed under the covers of my bed with Mjolner curled up on my pillow, his spine pressed tight against the back of my neck, and got what sleep I could.

      The pounding of the rain on the roof overhead was loud, but monotonous. Once I was asleep, I slept hard.

      And woke with a start when the rain stopped just as suddenly as it had started.

      I got out of bed, ignoring Mjolner's usual meow of protest. That cat never wanted me to get up in the morning. But I had to take a look around. I had to see how bad the damage was.

      I went back downstairs to my living room and looked out those windows again. I had an unimpeded view now, all the way to the horizon.

      The sky had finally returned to its best summer indigo. The few clouds that lingered across its expanse were of the white and fluffy variety, but even those were small and well spaced from each other.

      And the rising sun was a happy shade of yellow.

      I could just see the lake to my left, sparkling in a thousand silver lights where the morning sun hit the always moving water. But that lake looked the same as it always did to me: cold and more than a little deadly.

      To the west, the hills were shining in their own way as the drops of rain that still clung to their less than lush leaves and branches caught the rising sun. It wasn't exactly pretty, but it called to the artist in me. I knew just how I would render it in a really wet watercolor. Lots of intentional drips and washouts for effect. I almost wanted to turn away from the window and head to my easel right that moment.

      But then I finally directed my attention to the village itself, and I knew I would have no time for art that day.

      I could see downed tree branches and even entire trees everywhere. A lot of the rooflines were showing damage, and I saw more than a few windows that had been cracked or smashed entirely.

      But I could also see Villmarkers emerging from doorways. I wasn't the only one who had been awoken by the alarm clock of no more rain. Some were already heading towards tool sheds to retrieve what would be needed to deal with the fallen trees. Others were picking up smaller branches, or sweeping detritus from the road.

      But some were standing in mute shock. And those were the ones that might need my help first.

      It's what my mormor—my grandmother—would do, if she were here in Villmark. I didn't have her way with people, but I had to at least try. I had to do my part.

      I ran back upstairs and dressed not in my formal volva gown but in my more modern clothes: jeans and a T-shirt with a lightweight flannel shirt over it, as I suspected the cold air the storm had blown in was likely still lingering. I doubted I would be asked to do any manual labor, but I didn't want to look like I wasn't prepared for it if it was needed.

      Even so, I still took my art bag with me. I never left home without it. Aside from using sketching to channel my magic, I also kept my bronze wand in its box buried deep inside that bag. I never knew when I might need one or the other.

      "Are you coming?" I asked Mjolner as I perched on the end of my bed to pull on my sneakers. He opened a single eye and gave me a very baleful look, like I should've known better than to ask him such a question. "Just checking," I told him. "Do you know where I should go first?"

      He meowed noncommittally then closed his eyes and resumed his nap. Clearly, he didn't think I needed any guidance from him.

      As it turned out, he was right. All I had to do was step outside. The minute the first Villmarker saw me emerge from my garden gate, the word got around that I was back in town.

      And everyone knew where to find me when I was in town.

      In fact, a crowd was already gathering around me. All talking at once. I did my best to follow every disparate thread of speech coming my way. And honestly, I did a pretty good job considering most of them were speaking Villmarker Norse. For a language I hadn't understood a word of just a year before, I was very nearly fluent in it now.

      And all the Villmarkers knew it. Although many of them spoke modern English, none of them jumped to speaking it with me without failing to get their point across in their own tongue first anymore. I took more than a little pride in that fact.

      But I still felt a little out of sorts.

      It always felt odd when I tried dealing with Villmarkers without either my mormor or Thorbjorn at my side. But my grandmother lived in the modern town of Runde full-time now. And Thorbjorn was, of course, still in the north.

      My other most constant companion, Loke, had gone with him. And even as I bit back a laugh at the idea of antisocial Loke—Villmark's most notorious outsider—helping me deal with the needs of the community at large, I still really wished he was there.

      He and I shared a common feeling that trouble was coming for Villmark. But we didn't know what form that trouble would take, or how we could protect Villmark from it. Those questions were part of why Loke had felt he had to go to the north. He was searching for a lot of answers, but those were some of the big ones.

      Had this storm been the first of many troubles coming Villmark's way? Or was it just what it appeared to be, freakish but in no way supernatural weather?

      I really wished Loke was there so we could argue over it.

      But I had no idea when he'd be back, only that it would be long after Thorbjorn was back. And those both felt like points in the woefully distant future.

      I looked around for the Mikkelsen sisters, Nilda and Kara. They would be hard to miss in a crowd, even a Villmarker crowd, looking like mythical Valkyries as they did. They had long been the first two to step up when the Thors were too busy to deal with a problem, and they had been my first teachers in the world of Villmark and its people.

      Their current absence was the most puzzling, because I knew they were both in town. Kara had traveled with her new husband Thorge while he patrolled for the first month after their wedding, but she was in town without him now, home with her sister and her parents.

      I had no reason to expect the two sisters to always come to me when I needed them, but still. It was weird that they hadn't. They always just seemed to know when I needed their native Villmarker point of view. And yet they weren't here now, when I needed just that.

      I hoped they were all right.

      I was still looking in the direction of their house, completely out of view across the many blocks between it and where I was standing, when a familiar face finally appeared at my side.

      Roarr Egilsen.

      And I tried really hard not to pull away from him. Because as much as Roarr had done questionable things in the first month I had known him, in the ten months since that time, he had never done anything less than strive to be helpful to me.

      "Ingrid," he said with a nod as he approached me. It was not the world's most confident nod. It was almost like I could feel him bracing for me to rebuff him.

      Which just made me feel worse that I had been pondering it, if only for a second.

      Not that his body language ever spoke of confidence. He was tall, even for a Villmarker, nearly as tall as the Thors. But he always walked with his shoulders hunched, head down and hands in his pockets. Like he was desperately hoping not to be noticed.

      So him stepping up to me now meant something. I knew it didn't come naturally to him.

      And more than that, honestly, in that moment, he really could help me.

      To start with, the minute he stepped up to speak with me, the other Villmarkers fell back, then wandered away. Like whatever Roarr needed me for, they already knew it was more important than what they had been clamoring for me to do.

      But when they stepped back, it wasn't in a resentful way. They just broke off into groups to sort out how they were going to fix what they could without magic. There wouldn't be any sore feelings to be soothed later.

      So I turned my full attention to Roarr.

      "Roarr," I said and gave him a smile. "I hope all is well at your house?"

      "Yes, we came through all right," he said, glancing back over his shoulder as if to be sure that hadn't changed in the last minute. Then he looked back at me again. "I assume you're heading down to the farms to the south. I wanted to volunteer to accompany you. Only because I know Thorbjorn and Loke are still in the north, of course."

      He was blushing furiously by the time he was done speaking those words. And my puzzled frown didn't exactly put him at ease.

      "The farms to the south?" I asked.

      "Oh, sure," he said, nodding again. "The hail wiped out most of the crops. The council is on top of that already, planning for the shortfall this harvest. But the storm took out some of the older structures on the farms, too. But even the farms that were untouched, after a storm like that, they're going to want you to buff up their protective runes just to be on the safe side."

      "Oh," I said. "Right."

      That was the other side of the Hagall coin. As much as it was the rune of hail, it was also a rune of protection. Because in its enclosed hexagon form, it contained all the power of all the runes.

      I had seen that form of the rune painted on all the barns and farmhouses scattered over the hills south of Villmark. I just hadn't given any thought to who had put those marks there.

      But it made perfect sense the farmers hadn't done it themselves. Not when Villmark had its own volva to do such things for them.

      "Mormor usually does this, right?" I said to Roarr in a whisper. Even as I said it, I knew it was a stupid question.

      But he didn't seem bothered by it. He just nodded again and said, "Of course she doesn't come into town much anymore. I know they're all expecting you to do it this time."

      "Every farm is waiting for me?" I asked.

      "Well, yeah," he said. "Every farm."

      "Every farm," I said again.

      I didn't have an exact number in my head, but even an approximation told me I now knew what I'd be doing all day.

      "I put myself in your hands, then," I said to him. He seemed startled at first, but then managed a crooked grin. Pleased, as always, to be of some help. "Guide me. Where to first?" I asked.

      "Magna in the marketplace has the best paints," he said.

      "Magna that sells wood sculptures?" I asked. I had met her once before while investigating a murder. She hadn't been a suspect, just a lead, and she'd been helpful enough. But I hadn't been back to her shop since. The cabin in the woods I had been gifted contained all the wood sculptures I could ever need.

      "She works with a lot of local artists, not just wood carvers," Roarr said. "I'm surprised you two haven't mixed together more."

      "I don't get out socially as much as I ought to," I admitted.

      "Yeah. I hear that," he said with a whimsical sounding sigh. Like he never got out enough either. But then he was all business again. "Your grandmother always used Magna's paints when she had to retouch the protective runes. I suppose there must have been a reason."

      "Then that's where we should go," I said.

      We fell into step together, following the road south towards the cross street where all the markets and shops were located.

      But I couldn't help sneaking glances at Roarr's face. He wasn't like Loke. He didn't have strange powers or magical insights. Or at least, not that I knew of.

      But he had been in the thrall of Halldis, a woman who had never been volva but had definitely been some kind of witch. She had used him to bad ends, and to this day I still didn't know just how much he had been rigidly controlled and how much he had been just not fighting her very much.

      It was a question that always plagued me. Every time I thought I knew how I felt about it, something would unsettle my mind all over again. It was a constant puzzle, whether or not I could trust him.

      But it wasn't the question on my mind in that moment.

      "Ingrid," he said, not looking over at me, but clearly aware that I kept looking at him.

      "Sorry. I was just wondering what you thought of the storm," I said.

      "What do you mean?" he asked.

      "Well, you know a little about magic. Not how to use it, but what it feels like when it's… in use," I said lamely.

      Halldis, as much as she had or hadn't done with Roarr himself, had briefly treated me like her own personal puppet. Under the influence of one of her spells, I had walked straight into her cottage and put myself in her power. And there hadn't been a thing I could do to fight it.

      Then, I reminded myself. She had done that when I hadn't even known what I was yet. She could never do it now.

      But I hated the memory of how that had felt, being entirely in her power.

      "Yes. I know that feeling," Roarr said softly. "But what does that have to do with the storm?"

      "It didn't feel magical to you at all?" I asked.

      "Did it to you? I think that would be the more important question," he said.

      "I don't know. Not for sure. That's why I'm curious about your perceptions," I said.

      We walked in silence for the last stretch of block to the door of Magna's shop, but Roarr stopped there without going inside. I could see he was still in thought, so I patiently waited.

      "Halldis never tried to control the weather," he said at length, his voice quieter than ever. It was almost a strain to catch his words. "Still, this didn't feel like magic to me. It just felt like a storm. But, you know, for the last nine days, it felt like it was on its way. You know?"

      "I do know," I said.

      Roarr just nodded as if to himself, then opened the door and disappeared into Magna's shop.

      I cast one last glance up at the sky, clear and blue and completely unthreatening now
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