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There was one thing, and one thing only, that could coax me into striped red tights, a fur vest, and an elf cap: Jack Snjosson. Make that Jack Snjosson in a Santa suit. Our high-school paper’s for-charity lunchtime food drive offered an up-close-and-personal with the old fellow in exchange for a nonperishable. Jack, as the paper’s editor in chief, was the unanimous choice for the red suit. Never the look-at-me type, he resisted, digging in deep the heels of his old work boots until he devised a scheme requiring company in his misery. My current ensemble was the result. As the paper’s fashion editor, I found playing elf more than a little embarrassing, but at least I got first crack at Kris Kringle.

“Uh, Santa,” I said, “aren’t you going to ask me what I want for Christmas?” I scooched my striped limbs into the velvety folds of his lap.

“Tell me, what is it you want from old Saint Nick?”

“Santa”— I buried my face into his beard and whispered into his ear —“all I want for Christmas is . . .”

I couldn’t help drawing out the moment. It was just too much fun and too surreal, even if my definition of surreal had all-new meaning since September. It was still hard to believe everything that had happened in just three short months. I really thought I was losing it when, shortly after the move from LA to Minnesota, I discovered that I was a Stork: a member of an ancient flock of soul deliverers. Things only got more complicated when I met Jack. Turned out he had a pretty nifty talent of his own. As a modern-day descendant of Jack Frost — uh-huh, that Jack Frost — he had the ability to control the weather. All the same, had you told me three months ago that I would ask Santa — and not even the real thing, instead my seventeen-year-old, bony-kneed, mahogany-haired, gem-eyed boyfriend — for what was possibly the only thing you couldn’t get at the Beverly Hills Neiman Marcus, I’d have said you were cracked.

“A white Christmas,” I said.

“And have you been good?” fake-Santa asked.

“Mostly.”

He groaned. Because of his special ancestry, heat was Jack’s kryptonite. The heavy costume was uncomfortable to him; my proximity made it worse. Not to mention he wasn’t really the PDA type and there was a line of at least twenty can-donating do-gooders — all girls — waiting their turn.

“Thanks, Santa,” I said, kissing him briefly on the cheek and springing from his lap.

His face went candy-apple red. It was, as always, our combustible combination that tested his abilities. He made it through the rest of the lunch hour without incident, while I, his elfin helper, handed candy canes to both the naughty and the nice. When his lap was finally girl-free, he stretched, peeled off the press-on whiskers, and headed in my direction.

“Were you trying to kill me?” A much younger Jack seized me by the shoulders.

“What?” I asked, all innocence. “I was your helper.” I shook my satchel of goodies as proof.

“You were no help at all.”

“Ungrateful,” I said.

“Unthinking.”

“Unworthy,” I countered.

“Unbelievable,” he said, though his tone had softened considerably.

“Ahem.” I looked up to see Penny standing behind us. “I just wanted to thank you guys for all your help. We collected ten boxes of food.”

“That’s great,” I said.

“Are you two still gonna help us load the van after school?” Penny asked.

“We’ll be there,” I answered for both of us. In the three months since our fateful Homecoming adventures, Jack and I had become a unit. Nothing like almost getting sucked through a portal to another dimension by an evil soul-snatching Raven to fast-track a relationship.

I watched Penny walk away with a Prancer-like lope. She deserved the bounce in her step. She’d worked hard to promote and organize the food drive. I was glad it had been successful and was happy to have assisted by printing up flyers and plastering signs throughout the school.

Jack took advantage of my diverted attention and coiled a thick swath of my hair around his fist. “And what’s this about wanting a white Christmas?”

“I do. Now that I’ve embraced living a stone’s throw from the North Pole, I actually do.”

“You? The California Girl? Not liking this mild winter?”

“It’s wimpy,” I said, laughing. It was true. Now that I lived in Minnesota, the recent start-of-winter warm temps and lack of snow seemed pathetic.

He arched his eyebrows. I loved the way it flared the blue of his eyes. “Wimpy, huh?”
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The truck’s radio crooned Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas.” The song worked on two levels: not only was it Christmas Eve, but the drive to Jack’s family farm felt like going back in time. I always knew when we were close, because my watch began to spin counterclockwise. The numerals even changed to Roman. At the road, stone pillars fronted the entrance with a carved wooden SNJOSSON FARMS sign strung between them. We pulled down a long gravel driveway. Apple trees dotted both sides of the narrow lane. They were barren, but I remembered them leafy and heavy with fruit. Even now, with their silvery bark set against the hard frosty ground, they were an impressive sight.

Jack parked in front of the house, and we got out. I filled my arms with wrapped packages, gifts for his family. I took a deep breath, lingering by the passenger side of the truck. I had been to his house many times and shared many meals with his parents. I had, however, never been for a holiday dinner. Reluctantly, my mom had agreed to a trade-off. I got to spend tonight at Jack’s; in exchange, she got us both for Christmas dinner. A win-win, I’d thought, until, standing there, my nervous system lived up to its name.

Jack walked around to me and pulled my suddenly cement-bottomed feet toward the house. “Come on,” he said.

I was mostly freaked about meeting Jack’s grandmother, who was visiting for Christmas. The few things I knew about her hinted at an unusual woman. For starters, she had been the one to suspect and then advise Jack of my rightful membership in the Icelandic Stork Society. This, years before even I knew of my soul-delivery-service future. And she had recognized Jack’s immunity to the cold as something extraordinary, even for one of the Veturfolk, the Winter People, a Norse race of arctic descent. Moreover, she had intuited our unique connection, the heightening of powers created by our predestined combination.

“We’re here!” Jack called out.

“Finally.” Jack’s mom, Alda, met us in the small foyer, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. She had Jack’s sky-blue eyes and dark hair, though hers was streaked with gray.

We stamped our boots on the mat inside the front door. The house had old wooden floorboards throughout, even upstairs. They were scuffed and more warped than the Coen brothers, but I liked the colorful rag and braided rugs that cozied up each individual room and that no one was ever expected to remove their shoes. Besides, they kept the thermostat at, like, forty — below. Footwear, at its most basic design, was protection against the elements, one of which was cold. I’d come a long way from the girl who had once thought that shoes needed to match the outfit, not the season. You still wouldn’t catch me sliding my polished toes into a pair of Birkenstocks, but I’d made serious progress. I was currently wearing the Timberland boots Jack had once broken in with a rock. With pink-and-brown argyle laces tied ankle-to-toe, they were both stylish and comfortable.

Jack’s mom was joined by Jack’s dad, Lars, a tall man with dull blond hair that thinned on top and was cropped neatly above his ears and through the sideburns. Alda hugged me and took the packages, while Lars, a man of few words, took my coat.

“Your amma’s waiting to meet Kat,” Alda said to Jack.

I swallowed what felt like a golf ball — with an accompanying divot of turf.

Jack took my hand and led me through the kitchen and into the family room. His grandmother was seated on a chair near the Christmas tree with a needle and thread in one hand and a large bowl of popcorn on her lap. As Jack and I crossed the room, she set her things on the floor and stood to greet us. She was small and thin and wiry. Her eyes darted quickly to me, and though she wasn’t one of the Storks, she was definitely cut of the same homespun cloth. I immediately brushed my hair off my face and straightened my shoulders.

“Amma,” Jack said, “this is Kat.”

“I’d have known her for one of Olaf’s clan,” she said, approaching me with a shuffle.

I extended my right hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

She took my hand but didn’t shake. Instead she ran her right index finger along my palm and then, curiously, into the groove separating my thumb from my fingers. Seemingly confused with what she found, or didn’t find, there, she released me. “The power of three,” she said with surprise. She scrunched her face into an impressive network of worry lines and stared at me hard and long. Then she turned and headed for the kitchen. “I think I’ll make some tea.”

When she was gone, Jack pressed his fingers to his forehead. “Sorry about that. She’s a little unpredictable.”

I was still holding my hand out in front of me, staring at it, as if any sense could be made of what had transpired. I’d heard of palm reading but didn’t know the opposable thumb factored into the road map of one’s life lines. “No worries.” I shook it off. Hulda, our wise-woman leader of the Storks, had hacked a trail for me through what I would have once considered weird and wacky. “Does she drink the tea, or just read the leaves?”

“She may eat the leaves for all I know,” Jack said. “And then the cup.”

I relaxed. It was cool that we were able to show each other vulnerabilities, a synonym for family as far as I was concerned. Tomorrow was my turn. After Christmas morning apart at our respective home bases, we’d spend Christmas dinner with my pregnant mom, her boyfriend, Stanley, and my afi, my grandfather. And this without even my dad to factor in. He was still in California finalizing his plans to move to Norse Falls and open a wind turbine factory.

I sat back from the Snjossons’ dining-room table, so stuffed even my ears were clogged. I had been wary of a forewarned menu of mutton stew with rutabaga. Mutton, insofar as I could tell, just meant old lamb. And as much as I appreciated my meal having had a full life before ending up on my plate, old meat meant tough. As for the rutabaga, anything that was classified as a tuber was not fit for consumption. The lamb, a term I definitely preferred to mutton, hadn’t been half bad, after all. Jack’s mom had used parsnips instead of rutabaga, a kinder and gentler member of the underground veggie world. And, though I routinely avoided words with the confusing Icelandic d that sounded more like a th, the laufabrauð, the leaf bread, with its intricate design was almost too pretty to eat and as complicated to say as it probably was to make.

“Gifts now,” Jack’s grandmother said, clapping her hands with authority. Her economy of words hinted at her being biologically related to Jack’s dad, as would the matching bristled eyebrows.

We gathered around the tinseled tree.

Alda handed out rectangular packages wrapped in hunter-green paper and tied with raffia. “Kat first,” she said.

I slid the soft-sided gift from under its ribbon, gently tearing the wrapping. Inside lay a hand-knit sweater of crimson red with a motif of snowflakes trimming its yoke.

“Thank you. It’s beautiful,” I said, holding it to my chest. “Did you make it?”

“I did,” Alda said. “It’s been so many years since Jack would wear one of my creations.” I looked at Jack. His holiday attire consisted of a white button-down and Levi’s, only a slight upgrade from his usual — faded T-shirts and Lee jeans. Despite temperatures tumbling daily, I’d yet to see him in a jacket. A Nordic sweater clinging to his ropy shoulders? I just couldn’t picture it.

“I’m very flattered,” I said. “It looks like a lot of work.”

“It will keep the Jolakottur away,” Jack’s grandmother said.

“I beg your pardon?” I asked, pushing my arms into the sleeves of the sweater.

“The Jolakottur, the Yule Cat,” Alda replied. “An old character from Icelandic folklore. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it.”

Families didn’t get much more Icelandic than mine, so I was surprised, too. I could, of course, name all thirteen of the Yule Lads: Spoon Licker and Door Slammer tying as favorites, and Meat Hook had headlined as the bogey in a few of my childhood nightmares.

“The Yule Cat belongs to the child-eating ogress Grýla. At Christmas, everyone in the family must be gifted an article of clothing, or else the Yule Cat will attack,” Jack’s amma said, wagging her index finger.

“Attack?” I asked, poking my head through the neck and shrugging the sweater down over my torso. It was beginning to feel more like a warning than an old wives’ tale.

“In the olden days,” Alda said in a gentler tone than her mother-in-law, “people hurried to finish all autumn’s wool work before the holiday season. Children were pressed into service with stories of a gigantic black cat that made a Christmas Day meal of anyone without a new piece of clothing.”

Finally, a legend I could wrap my mind around. A vicious fashion-frenzied feline prowling the streets and tearing into the poorly attired.

The rest of the gifts were exchanged. I gave everyone, except Jack, a selection of California-themed items: Ghirardelli chocolates, La Brea Bakery granola, Napa Valley dipping oils, Palm Springs dates, Kern County pistachios, all of which my mom had thought of and assembled. In addition to the sweater, I received apple butter, an All Apple All the Time cookbook, and, from Jack’s grandmother, a bag of rocks. Literally.

“They’re moonstones,” she said.

“They’re very pretty.” I shook a few from the small black velvet pouch onto my palm. They were of various colors from light browns to grays and engraved with symbols. I ran the tip of my finger atop one of the gold-painted engravings. It looked like a pitchfork.

“That one’s Mannaz,” Jack’s grandmother said. “The rune symbol for man. The runes are the Norse pre-Christian alphabet.”

“Oh. I get it.” I didn’t. I already had an alphabet. It was working fine; I didn’t think I needed another, not an ancient one, anyway. Besides, language seemed the kind of thing that moved forward or progressed, like science or medicine, or synthetic and blended textiles. “Thank you,” I said. “They’re very interesting.”

It became painfully obvious that Jack and I hadn’t exchanged our gifts. Alda raised her eyebrows. “Is that it for gifts?”

“I think I’m going to take Kat on a little sleigh ride,” Jack said, standing up. “Is that OK? The horses could use the exercise.”

“Sure,” Alda said. “Don’t be too long, though. You still have to drive Kat home.”

“Watch out for the Yule Cat,” Jack’s grandmother said.

“I’m not worried,” I said, accepting Jack’s hand as he led me out of the room.

While bundling up, I was grateful for the new sweater; it was beautifully crafted, warm, and another layer in my connection to Jack’s family. Bring on the Yule Cat, the child-eating ogress, and all thirteen Yule Lads — Meat Hook included — I mused to myself. I had complete confidence in my companion. The buddy system: now that was something I believed in.
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Jack drove the sleigh down a path that headed to the back of the property, one that had been frequented by trucks and tractors during harvest season. A few scant inches of white powder covered the ground, but, by all accounts, the winter was off to a slow start, with snowfall well below average. The weak light of the winter sun was no match for the advancing dusk. There was less than an hour left in the day. I noticed that Jack had packed several very large battery-operated lanterns.

If passing through the road-front gate felt like time travel, dashing through the snow in an open sleigh felt like waking up on the front of a Hallmark card. I was sure that Season’s Greetings was scrawled at our feet in calligraphy.

Finally, Jack pulled up along the edge of a small creek that gurgled with brackish water.

“Are you warm enough?”

I was bundled in both of the thick lap blankets that Lars had swung over the seat. “Yep.”

He pulled me close to him. I tucked into the nook created by his outstretched arm. “Gifts now,” he said, clapping his hands as his grandmother had.

I laughed. “I went first last time. Your turn.” From inside my parka, I pulled a wrapped gift and placed it in Jack’s hands.

He turned it over several times, shook it, knocked on it, and even sniffed it.

“It’s a gift, not a melon,” I said.

He took his time, lifting the tape gingerly, folding the paper back carefully. I finally reached over, dug my nails in, and ripped.

“There’s always that way,” he said.

Inside was a folded navy-blue LA Dodgers cap. He shook it out. “What’s this?” he asked.

“A new hat.”

With a puzzled look, he held it up to the fading light, turning it one way and then another. OK, so maybe the Dodgers were an acquired taste. “I already have a hat, a lucky one,” he said teasingly.

The cap in question was, indeed, lucky, having once skittered and drawn me away from an out-of-control truck. Still, it wasn’t the most stylish of things. “It’s always nice to have options,” I said.

“So, am I supposed to wear this thing?” He dropped it on his lap.

“Let me show you,” I said, cramming it over his shaggy bangs.

“It makes a statement, I suppose,” he said.

“The statement being: I’m with Kat Leblanc, California Girl, Dodgers fan.”

“You think I need a reminder?” he said, lifting my chin with his forefinger. “You’re not exactly the kind of girl one forgets.”

“I’m sure you say that to all the girls you’ve saved from being dragged into another realm.” Hard to believe I could be so flip about that horrible night and Wade’s evil plan. I supposed making light of it was a way to deal. Jack had almost died. I shivered to think of it.

“Only the ones with whom I’ve survived drowning incidents and bear encounters.”

It was comforting to know that he, too, could joke about our brushes with death, especially as neither one of us thought our ordeals were behind us. He kissed my eyelid. It fluttered as if about to take flight.

“But about the cap,” he said.

“What about it?”

“Does it come in another color?”

“Dodger blue, buddy. No other color.”

He adjusted its fit. It was a definite improvement over the mesh John Deere cap.

“Your turn,” he said, pulling a small round-shaped package from under the sled’s front seat.

Unlike Jack, I knew how to open a gift properly. Within moments the shredded paper lay at my feet and I held a beautiful snow globe on a squat black base. The domed scene depicted a dark-haired boy and a blond girl in a red coat skating on a tree-lined rink.

“How did you . . . ?” I asked with a catch in my voice. It was so eerily reminiscent of our fateful encounter: the winter day, five years ago, when Jack and I miraculously survived a skating accident. Even the red coat with white trim was accurate. “Did you have this made?”

Jack shook his head no. “I found it in a box of my grandmother’s old Christmas decorations.”

“But . . . it looks so much like . . .”

“Turn it over,” he said.

I upended the glass. A stamp on the bottom read “Gleðileg Jól 1946.”

“Merry Christmas 1946,” I said.

“Yep.”

Before even our parents were born, our likenesses were entrapped in a snow globe.

“Weird. Isn’t it?” I asked.

“I don’t ask anymore. I just accept.”

He had the right attitude. Certain aspects of our lives were almost too much to contemplate. I shook the globe. Snow fell, powdering the girl’s hair and shoulders and dusting the pine trees. “I did ask for a white Christmas. It’s perfect.”

“That’s just part one of your gift,” he said, stretching out his arms.

A light snow began to fall.

“Hooray,” I said, cupping flakes in my joined palms. “My white Christmas.”

It began to snow a little harder.

I looked around, awestruck. “But how? Before, it only happened when you were mad, or jealous, or out of control in some way.”

“I’ve been practicing,” he said.

The flakes grew large and feathery. They clung to the horses’ hides and tails, and my lap blanket was soon coated with a thick band of white.

“I can see that.” I scooted in for a kiss, something we’d been practicing together. It struck me that, like the proverbial snowflake, no two kisses were ever the same. This one was all the more special, given the holiday setting. And it had a delicious contrast between the cold air and the heat we were generating. The tips of our noses were chilly, but our hot breath and lips were smoldering. I shrugged my hands out of my gloves and walked them under his shirt and up his ribs. For one of the Winter People, his skin was always thermal. Nor would he ever have occasion to complain about my icy fingers. I sat on his lap. His groan, though not a complaint, was raw. Forget the Hallmark greeting card; we were now rifling through the pages of a Harlequin romance.

I pulled away and leaned my head back. The snow was falling like confetti now; giant crystalline flakes clung to my eyelashes and wet my face. I was startled to see Jack with a cap of white hair, as if the intensity of our kiss had prematurely aged him. Looking around at the cloaked landscape and night falling as fast as the snow, I knew it was time to bring things down a notch.

“Uh, Jack?”

“Yes.”

“This seems like an awful lot of snow.”

“Huh?”

“Maybe you should turn it off now.”

“Crap!”

“What?”

“I’m trying.”

“And?”

“It’s not working.”

I jumped off his lap. “Quit fooling around.”

“I’m not.” His voice was tight.

I could barely see my hand outstretched in front of my face. The wind howled like a wolf, hungry and irritable. We’d jumped books to Little House on the Prairie: the blizzard scene where Pa had to tie a rope to his waist so as not to get lost between the house and the barn.

“We gotta go now,” Jack said. “Before it gets worse.”

“It’s going to get worse?”

“It could,” he said.

“How are we going to see our way back?”

Jack lightly switched the horses with the reins. “These girls know the way.”

That didn’t help. Our welfare was in the hands of a couple of nags: one called Moonbeam and the other called Bubbles. Neither name, if you asked me, inspired much confidence. I’d have preferred a Saint Bernard named Hero.

It was slow going. Even the horses shied their heads to the side with the winds whipping the snow every which way. Jack was quiet, which made me nervous. Every few minutes I could hear him muttering — cursing, technically — under his breath. And he was going to bust a lobe if he concentrated any harder on whatever it was he did to harness the weather.

My cell phone was at Jack’s, in my purse, next to the front door, my “Stayin’ Alive” ringtone probably not sounding so cute and retro anymore.

I could still see the outlines of trees on either side of the path, but barely. I wondered how the horses kept to the trail. As if sensing my concern, they came to an abrupt stop.

“Shit,” Jack said with a lash of the reins. “Giddyap.”

Nothing.

He tried again. Bubbles, or at least I think it was Bubbles, neighed in complaint. A headwind barreled into me. My face hurt from the cold, and I burrowed farther into my collar. Though I, better than anyone, knew of his resistance to cold, I still shuddered with sympathy for Jack.

“Hold the reins,” Jack finally said. “I’m going to have to guide them.”

He jumped down from the sled, carrying one lantern with him and leaving the other next to me on the seat.

The horses were in no mood and dug in their hooves obstinately. I could just make out Jack’s form through the squalling snow at first coaxing, and then pulling, until he was finally engaged in an all-out tug-of-war with the animals. He may have had determination, but they had brute strength and were not about to be led into an abyss through which they had no guideposts, no point of reference, nothing but a wall of swirling white. And then it came to me. They needed a corner. Not literally, of course, as that could put us into a ditch or thicket of trees. They needed what my mother had always given me when we did jigsaw puzzles together: a small, manageable start, an achievable goal.

As cold as I was, I shrugged out of my white parka and then hastily took off my new red sweater. How, of all days, had both Jack and I managed to dress in white? And dang, it was cold. My teeth chattered uncontrollably. They formed words of their own volition. They even got a little mouthy and crass. Good thing Jack was out of hearing range. They cursed us both: me for coming up with the stupid idea, and him for listening.

Coat back on and lantern and sweater in hand, I scrambled out of the sled. Fighting the driving snow, I made my way to where Jack struggled with the horses. I held the lantern and red sweater mere inches in front of one horse and then the other. I noticed they both lifted their heads slightly. Jack caught on and urged them forward toward the wagging sweater that, inch by inch, I pulled away from them. It was working. Evolution moved quicker, but at least it was progress, and who knows, maybe by the time we got back I’d have adapted for frostbite resistance, a mutation I supposed Jack already possessed. As things stood, I couldn’t feel my toes or the tip of my nose. As if sensing our clearheadedness, even the snow and winds relaxed a little.

“It won’t let up for long,” Jack said. “But I think we can get back in the sleigh.”

We settled back onto the wooden seat. I tucked a blanket around my frozen toes.

“Is it over?” I asked, lifting my mitted glove to catch flakes.

“Not even close,” he said, switching Bubbles lightly. “We better hurry.”
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When we finally pulled into the barn, Jack’s parents rushed out with flashlights in hand.

“Thank God you’re OK,” Alda said.

“We’re fine.” Jack unhitched Moonbeam.

Lars stepped in and tended to Bubbles. “You had us worried,” he said gruffly.

“Kat’s mom called three times,” Alda said.

“The storm just blew up so quickly.” Jack’s head dropped as he led Moonbeam into her stall. “We had a hard time with the team.”

A howl of wind rattled the rafters of the old wooden structure. Jack’s parents were aware of his special immunity to the cold, but they were not aware of his weather-wielding abilities. His grandmother had thought it best to keep quiet about it, even to his parents. “For their protection,” had been her cryptic warning to Jack. And as much as I, too, kept my abilities from my parents, owing to a Stork oath, I, at least, had Hulda and my sister Storks for guidance and advice. Jack had no one except his grandmother and me. And neither of us was exactly a bucket of know-how. She had vague centuries-old legends of the special among the Veturfolk to offer. I had only a profound belief in our combined fates to comfort him.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Alda said. “It looks like it’s picking up again. We better get inside.”

Eerily backlit by the fireplace, Jack’s amma sat at the family room’s picture window, entranced by the falling flakes. She had pulled up a straight-back chair and was munching from the popcorn bowl; a string of abandoned garland sat at her feet.

“Powers are out. Powers are out,” she repeated.

“Yes, Mom,” Lars said. “The phones are, too.”

As much as I wanted to believe that she was talking about gas and electricity, she had said “powers”— plural. After the whole palm-reading thing, it had me wondering.

It took several minutes, but Lars was finally able to coax her away from the window. We set up in front of the fireplace, where it had been decided we’d sleep. We listened to the radio until well after midnight. With the exception of Jack, we huddled in blankets and crowded the fire. Jack’s amma had the occasional outburst, but she soon settled. I hadn’t been able to get hold of my mom, and I was worried. Though I knew she was with Stanley and Afi, her fireplace was gas with an electric starter. Also, I doubted she had a crank or battery-operated radio like the Snjossons’.

I watched Jack get up frequently, pace up and down the room, and stare out the window at the drifting snow, which continued to fall. By the sounds of their rhythmic breathing, I knew his family was asleep. Finally I got up, drew a blanket around me, and joined Jack at the window.

“What exactly happened tonight?” I asked.

“A big mistake.”

“Was that all you?” I whispered.

He nodded his head reluctantly. “Once I got it started, I couldn’t turn it off.”

“I thought you’d been practicing.”

“I thought I had, too. It’s just . . . There’s so many variables to consider. I practiced in the fall, when the preexisting air temperature wasn’t as cold. I didn’t factor in how quickly winter air masses would grab. I was always alone, too. You . . . I didn’t factor in you.” He was so gloomy it was material, gathering at his feet in a cloud of gray matter like Pig-Pen, Charlie Brown’s sidekick. I wanted to absolve him of his self-reproach, remind him that it had been my idea. By the set of his shoulders, I knew that now was not the time.

On Christmas morning we woke to a ghostly white landscape. Snow lay in stiff peaks like a meringue topping. Tree trunks were buried, drifts crept up the side of the house and barns, and not a path or driveway was visible. The radio news made a big deal out of the fact that it was a snowstorm the likes of which hadn’t been seen in almost two hundred years. Over thirty-eight inches of snow were recorded in Duluth, topping the charts and breaking all records since 1819, the date Fort Snelling was settled and weather events first measured. Our local snowfall was even higher, with estimates coming in at over forty inches. The phone and power lines were still down, and flights in and out of Duluth and International Falls were grounded. Motorists were stranded, as were rescue crews. Plows had to dig out plows. The governor had declared a state of emergency, with damages expected to exceed fifty million dollars.

But worse than all that — far, far worse — was the report of an accident. A car, carrying a family of three, had gone off a steep embankment, and a five-year-old boy had died. Hearing that was like a bullet to the chest.

After that news, Jack retreated to his room, skulking off without looking at me. I knew why. Though he’d been too kind to say it out loud, it was all my fault.

I went to the bathroom to cry in private. I collapsed onto the toilet, burying my face in my hands. I couldn’t believe how arrogant and irresponsible I’d been. I had a gift: the ability to deliver souls. I’d found my match: another being of special abilities. And what had been my reaction to such fortune? I’d coaxed Jack into using his powers recklessly. There, in the Snjossons’ half bath, wiping snot from my nose, I vowed somehow, some way, to make amends.
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On the morning of the twenty-sixth, once the roads were cleared, Jack drove me to Afi’s. Luckily, my mom and Stanley had been there when the storm hit. With my grandfather’s wood-burning fireplace and a big pile of wool blankets, they’d toughed it out much the same way we had.

It was a quiet drive. Since the storm, something had come between us. We continued to hold hands and share kisses, but our guilt was there: the crowd-making third.

We pulled up in front of the house and let ourselves in through the front door.

My mom met us in the foyer and pulled me into a hug. “What a relief. So many reports are coming in about the storm — stranded motorists, accidents, and that poor little boy.”

Jack exhaled a ragged breath. I noticed he turned away from me. Who could blame him?

We moved into the kitchen, where Stanley joined us, taking my mom’s hand in his. “Glad to see you kids are OK. What a night. One we’ll never forget.” He turned to my mom. “Have you told them yet?”

“Told us what?” My voice was tight. It had been a long two days.

Stanley held up my mom’s left hand. Like me, she got rocks for Christmas. Only I’m sure hers didn’t come in a bag.

“We’re engaged,” my mom said, wiggling the fingers of her left hand. The ring was a pear-shaped diamond.

I hugged and congratulated them both, as did Jack.

“We’re thinking of a Valentine’s wedding,” my mom said. “Just family and a few friends.”

I nodded and listened to their plans, but couldn’t help feeling a hard smack of shame that we were talking weddings while another family was making funeral arrangements.

Afi rattled into the kitchen with a blanket around his shoulders and a mug in his hand. He didn’t look so great.

“Are you OK, Afi?” I asked.

“Been better,” he said. His eyes were glassy, and his skin was bone-white and hung like a rumpled sheet around his eyes and over his cheekbones.

My mom took the mug from him. “More tea, Dad?”

He nodded a yes.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Old,” he said.

“Older than the last time I saw you?”

Afi gave me a complete loop of his watery eyes. OK, so it wasn’t the smartest question ever. We all were — technically — but my point was it had only been a couple days, yet he had aged years.

“We were cold at night, weren’t we, Dad?” My mom clicked a fire to life under the kettle. “But at least the gas and electricity are on now. You’ll sleep well tonight. Not everyone’s so lucky. Plenty of areas are still without power. Our place and Stanley’s, for instance.”

Just as Stanley was about to comment, his cell phone rang. He stepped into the living room to take the call.

“What about the store?” I asked. “It should be open, shouldn’t it?”

“It would have been closed yesterday, anyway,” my mom said. “I suppose people might be disappointed this morning. They’ll understand, though. The governor did declare a state of emergency.”

“I’ll open it up,” I said. “People will need supplies.”

“Aw, hon,” my mom said. “They could drive into Walden. The plows have been out.”

“I want to,” I said.

Stanley appeared under the arched doorway. “I just had the most extraordinary call. From Greenland, of all places.”

“Greenland?” my mom said.

“The Klarksberg Research Station. It’s famous for its studies in global warming.” Stanley paced back and forth, shaking his head like a wet dog, and holding his phone out like he next expected a call from the president or the pope. “The storm drew attention to the area. They found that research paper I wrote about our September microclimate of cold temperatures. That, and now this record snowfall, has them interested.”

Uh-oh.

“They’re sending someone here immediately to do fieldwork. They want me to collaborate.”

“That’s good news, right?” my mom asked.

Jack and I exchanged looks.

“Fantastic news,” Stanley countered. “It’s international recognition of my work and Walden’s Climate Studies program.”

“What exactly is it you study?” Jack asked Stanley.

“There are billions of tons of methane, the byproduct of decaying ancient arctic plant life, trapped below the permafrost. Based on the rate of climate change, I’ve created a model to predict the compound effect this methane will have on global warming.”

As much as I knew Stanley was into his work, I still got the yawns every time he went all pocket-protector on us.

“It sounds fascinating,” Jack said.

Huh?

“It is,” Stanley said. “You know, there’ll be plenty to do with the researcher coming so soon. And with everyone gone on break, I could use some help. If you wanted to come by the lab, you’d be more than welcome.”

“I think I will,” Jack said, nodding his head.

I gave him an are-you-kidding look, but he was too lost in thought to notice.

“I better get home,” Jack said, snapping to. “There’s still more snow to clear.”

A few minutes later, watching from the front porch as his truck pulled away, I thought that I should have been at least a little cheered up. My mom and Stanley were over-the-rainbow happy. And Jack seemed genuinely gung ho about visiting Stanley’s lab. So why did I feel like another cold front was moving in?
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On New Year’s Eve, as I Windexed and wiped display cases, Afi limped out of the back room. He was pale, with frosty white whiskers growing high on his gaunt cheeks.

“Good God, Kat, what do you have on?”

I stood and looked down. Afi never got my outfits. It was a running joke between us. This one, I supposed, was especially hard to comprehend.

“It’s the grunge look.” I posed for him, tapping the toe of my Doc Martens out to the side and displaying the full length of slash marks down the front of my baggy jeans. My chunky knit sweater with old leather buttons and its thumb holes at the base of the too-long sleeves hung mid-thigh.

“The what?”

“Grunge look.”

“You look like that on purpose?”

“Yep.”

Afi shook his head, but I suspected that it was more than fashion trends on his mind.

“Are you feeling OK, Afi? Why don’t you go home?”

He looked around, as if unsure of his bearings. “You think I should?”

“Yes. Definitely.”

He brought a blue-veined hand to his temple and rubbed. “I miss it, you know.”

Uh-oh. He’d only been at the store for an hour, tops. Hardly enough time to work up a hankering for his couch. He’d been sick since the storm, and all he did the whole time was bellyache about being housebound. He wasn’t making sense.

“Are you OK to walk?” I asked him.

“God, no,” he said. “I’ll have to fly.”

I waited for him to explain. He said nothing. I tucked my chin in. I was the bird in the family, but you didn’t hear me preparing for takeoff. Maybe Afi wasn’t over the flu? Maybe he was sicker than we thought?

“Should I drive you?” I asked.

“Drive me? To Iceland? Don’t be silly.”

“Who said anything about Iceland?” I said.

“It’s my home,” he said, pulling his anorak from a hook by the door. “And you’re right I should go.”

Afi clomped to the door and was trudging down the snow-banked sidewalk before I could respond. I had no idea where he was headed.

I called my mom and gave her a heads-up on his strange behavior. She promised to check on him before going out for the evening.

As I scrambled to close up early, with New Year’s plans for a party at Tina’s boyfriend Matthew’s house, my head started to itch.

Shoot. A scalp rash was the archaic means by which we Storks communicated a nine p.m., same-day meeting. As always, I exhaled a huff of steam at our prehistoric ways. Even courier pigeon would be more technologically advanced and would at least keep with our bird theme.

I punched Jack’s number into my cell phone. We hadn’t seen each other since the day after Christmas, when he dropped me at Afi’s house. In the space of five days, he and Stanley had become the new couple — as two-ply as Charmin Ultra — poring over Stanley’s research notes, running around the county collecting data, and preparing for the researcher’s arrival. And I was still running my own personal shopgirl marathon.

“Hey. It’s me,” I said.

“What’s up, buttercup?” It was a corny line, and he overused it, but it made my insides melt. It did. I heard the slosh.

“A little wrench in the evening.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Stork duty.”

“But you’ll be done by what? Nine-o-two?”

It was true that our Stork meetings — though always long, drawn-out affairs whose rules and regulations probably predated the Roman Republic — accounted for mere minutes of real time, but it was a little rattling that the guy knew me well enough to punch a hole in my busy-delivering-souls alibi.

“Except that Hulda always keeps me after.” Now I sounded like a whining schoolgirl. “I think I should meet you at Matthew’s.”

“OK. See you there, then.”

I hung up, sensing my stomach gurgle. There was an awkwardness between Jack and me. We talked daily by phone and both had legitimate distractions; still, there was a muck-filled puddle in the road we were both politely stepping around.

The only good news of the day was that the normally wicked boiling and bubbling and prickling of my scalp wasn’t nearly as bad as in the past. About time.

Though I had another itch, and that was to shake things up a bit.
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Our flock was in urgent need of a new meeting place. Now that Starbucks had bought Hulda’s store and was “opening soon,” our usual gathering spot — Hulda’s dungeon — was about to get more foot traffic than was good for an ages-old clandestine organization. We’d already discussed the issue at three meetings with the unanimous-but-one consensus that — drumroll — the topic should be discussed further — cymbals crash. I was, for the record, the but-one. If you asked me, we should assign a couple of location scouts: they’d go out with maps and cameras, return with suggestions, and the group would put it to a vote. Problem was, no one asked me. Hulda had tabled the discussion with her customary, “We wait for a sign.”

I swore, one of these days, I was going to walk in with a big picket sign that said: DECIDE SOMETHING.

I tugged the knit cap with braided ear tails over my scabied scalp that, thankfully, looked worse than it felt. Though construction crews had been transforming Hulda’s old Fabric and Notions Shop for weeks, my key still mystically fit in the lock, even though it was an entirely different door. I walked through the dark shop, a jumble of carpenters’ tools and painters’ equipment, all neatly stored for the night. The door that had once been marked OFFICE, though I had only once ever seen it in that incarnation, was now a coed restroom. I super-hated coed bathrooms. For starters, I had a fear of being walked in on, and secondly, I had an even stronger fear that men didn’t wash, construction crews in particular.

I turned the handle to the door with my shirtsleeve and found, naturally, the same dark hallway, naked bulb, and winding stairs. OK. Things like this about the Storks still made my spine curl.

I settled into my Robin’s seat, the much-coveted second chair, an honor I’d never asked for and over which Grimilla, aka Grim, still bore one big galumph of a grudge. Well, that and the fact that Penny — Grim’s granddaughter and sole heir — had become a little more rebellious since meeting me. I looked across to Grim as she heaved herself into her Peacock’s chair. Her gray-blue eyes chopped me with one quick, dismissive glance. Nice to see you, too.

Hulda walked into the room, followed by Dorit, or a shell of the Stork once known as Dorit, anyway. Dorit had been conspicuously absent from recent meetings. Her hair hung lank, her normally pudgy face appeared lined, and she had the slow, heavy-footed shamble of a convict. I even looked at her feet for shackles, but her hobble was self-imposed. I’d never seen anyone so beat-down. Granted, she had to be one steaming kettle of regret. She’d foolishly, over the course of many years, confided top-secret information to her grandson Wade. Enough, even, for him to murder out of jealousy his own sister, a future Stork; to fall in with soul-snatching Ravens; and to summon the centuries-closed Bifrost Bridge — his fatal mistake.

Hulda motioned for us all to stand. Dorit took her place behind her chair, but I noticed she did not pull it away from the table, as most of us had.

“Before roll is called,” Hulda said, “our first order of business will be to read the verdict of the World Tribunal as pertains to our suspended Stork, Dorit.”

You’d think, as second chair, I’d have known that Dorit’s case was being reviewed by the World Tribunal, or that we even had a World Tribunal. Once again, communication was not the group’s strongest suit. I also noted the omission of the word sister before “Stork” or Fru (the Icelandic for Mrs.) before “Dorit.”

Hulda unfurled a scroll of brown paper that looked old enough to be the Cro-Magnon Carta, or whatever form of law prehistoric man governed with. I looked over her shoulder, half expecting it to be written in hieroglyphs. “Dorit Giselda Arnulfsdottir.”

The room went quiet as a Verizon dead zone.

“You have been accused”— continued Hulda —“of disclosing Stork secrets to a Raven, an act which resulted in the death of Hannah Ivarsson.”

Dorit sniffled at the mention of her granddaughter and removed a cloth hankie from her sleeve.

“As well as injury to Jack Snjosson and to Katla Gudrun Leblanc, a sister Stork.”

Note to self: Keep mouth shut, even to Jack. Gossip can go bad — very, very bad.

Hulda rolled to a new section of paper. Dorit’s sniffles became sobs. “The tribunal’s decision is an . . .”

A collective intake of air sounded like the start-up of a small engine.

“Immediate and lifelong termination of Stork affiliation and privileges.”

Dorit crumpled to her knees. We all gasped. I, too, was caught up in the emotion of the moment. Though it wasn’t a death sentence, her reaction and the responding clucks and squawks were funereal. The Storks whose chairs were on either side of Dorit helped her to her feet, or attempted to, anyway. Once composed, she resisted any offer of assistance with angry flaps of her arms. She gathered a ragbag purse from her feet, yanked the cloche hat from her head, and slapped it on the table.

“You have made a mistake you will come to regret, Hulda,” Dorit said with an accusatory wag of her thick index finger. She clutched the bag to her chest and stormed out of the room, causing the candles to flicker and all the Storks to chatter like loose dentures. I heard words like “insolent” and “an insult to Fru Hulda” volleyed back and forth. Not only had Dorit threatened our esteemed leader, she had, perhaps even more shockingly, addressed her as simply Hulda.

Upon Dorit’s dramatic exit, Hulda braced the table as if exhausted. She turned to one of the quietest of members. “Fru Svana, if you would be so kind as to see to Dorit’s chair.”

Svana, our Swan, pulled the chair away from the table and then turned it backward, facing out. I remembered that this was the way my chair had been the first night I stumbled into a meeting.

“Fru Hulda,” I said, “may I ask a question?”

“Yes, child. Ask.”

I noticed I was “child,” whereas the omission of a tiny article in front of Fru Hulda’s name had set the room atwitter. Whatever.

“How will we replace Fru Dorit?”

“This discussion is not on the agenda,” Grim interrupted.

Hulda sighed and then turned to me. “Katla, you remain after meeting. Yes?”

“Yes. Of course.” Lucky for Jack, I wasn’t able to discuss Stork business, otherwise he’d have earned an IOU for an ItoldU.

“Fru Hulda,” Grim said. “Perhaps after the meeting you will remind our fledgling member of protocol.”

Dang, Grim was harsh. I shot her a look. And though I suspected Penny would bear the consequence of my glare, and was sure my messages to her would never again be delivered, I couldn’t help it. And besides, I was second chair. And it wasn’t like there was a manual to follow. If there was, it was probably carved into some ancient stone in the north of Iceland. Furthermore, I’d been demoted from child to fledgling.

The rest of the meeting was a snore. We accomplished nothing. Not one thing. The agenda, besides giving Dorit the boot, called for the discussion of a new meeting place. We discussed it all right, but decided — as usual — nada.

After the Storks had filed out, all — except Grim — wishing one another “Happy New Year,” I remained in my chair next to Hulda.

She tapped my wrist. “So, you wish to know how new Storks come to be.”

“Yes.”

“But do you not remember your own arrival?”

“Of course I do, but it had seemed unusual.” Unusual was an understatement. That night while working at Afi’s store, my scalp had felt like it was going to crawl off my head. I’d looked across the street to see Hulda’s shop open for the first time in months. To hide my head pox, I’d borrowed my poor dead amma’s beret and hustled over for bargains on velvets and satins. When the beret accidentally fell off, Hulda took one look at my blistered scalp and spooked me into following her down to a dungeon full of old soul-delivering birds, literally, where I was pronounced a member — the youngest ever, at that. So what, I asked myself, were the chances of this being standard recruitment practice?

“You found us,” Hulda said. “This was a sign. Now, as we did then, we wait for a sign.”

Holy cow. If I remember correctly, it had been a three-year wait to find me. It just seemed there had to be a better way. “I wonder”— I said, thinking out loud —“if it wouldn’t do our group good to be a little more proactive in certain things.”

Hulda gave me a wide-eyed look. In a grave tone, she said, “We have, for centuries, followed a strict protocol. We rely on signs and dreams and omens to guide us in the selection of new Storks, just as we rely on signs and dreams to identify souls and vessels. These ways are not for us to change.”

Wasn’t it Hulda who once said “The bamboo that bends in the wind is stronger than the oak that resists”? I could tell, though, that I was already skating on thin ice. And as someone who once fell through a not-so-frozen lake and nearly died, I preferred terra firma.

“And Fru Hulda, are you worried about the way Dorit left us? She threatened you.”

“It is not Dorit I fear. Though she has disappointed and endangered us all, she has a good heart. She is shocked and her pride is wounded, but she has learned her lesson. Our secrets are safe with her.”

It wasn’t a bank I’d be depositing in, but I hoped Hulda was right.

“It was, rather, Wade’s actions that night,” Hulda said, “that most frightened me. The portals — the Álaga Blettur — the power places, if the seals were weakened when recently opened, if a wedge . . .” Hulda waved hands in front of her face, as if parting a curtain. “Listen to me. Such an old worrywart. Go. Be young. Enjoy this night.”

I wasn’t in the mood to contemplate wedges unless they were of the heeled variety. I wished her a Happy New Year and hightailed my feathers out of there. It was close to nine-thirty. Plenty of party time remained.
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