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The Characters






	Halfdan


	a farmer from Trondheimfjord, now a Varangian guard







	Solveig


	Halfdan’s daughter, aged 15







	Harald Sigurdsson


	a Viking warrior and mercenary, later King of Norway







	Snorri


	a Varangian guard and storyteller







	Skarp


	a Varangian guard







	Priskin


	a Varangian guard







	Tamas


	a Varangian guard







	Grimizo


	a Varangian guard, German







	Zoe


	Byzantine Empress







	Michael


	Byzantine Emperor







	Maria


	daughter of Theodora and niece of the Empress, aged 16







	Leo


	a Byzantine nobleman, Maria’s father







	Edwin


	an English diplomat







	Edith


	an Englishwoman







	Nicolaus (Nico)


	a Byzantine helmsman







	Vibrog


	a Viking cook







	Edla


	a Viking cook







	Georgios Maniakes


	commander-in-chief of the Byzantine fleet







	Abu Touati


	a Muslim traveller living in Sicily







	Silkisiv


	a Viking camp follower (or ‘lioness’)







	Lady Nameless


	a Byzantine noblewoman







	Kata


	Edith’s baby








And also


Market stallholders in Miklagard


Palace courtiers


Maria’s servants


Byzantine bishops


Varangian guards (including Bolverk, Egil, Gissur, Gorm, Karly, Turgeis and Ulf)


Greek cooks


Saracen pirates


Townspeople in Sicily


Sicilian mountain men, women and children


Abu Touati’s companions


Lady Nameless’s servants





Gods and Goddesses, Giants and Spirits
(Norse unless otherwise indicated)






	Ægir


	god of the sea







	Æolus


	(Greek) king of the winds







	Aigaion


	(Greek) a sea-giant







	Allah


	(Arabic) chief Muslim name for God







	Asgard


	world of the gods and goddesses







	Eir


	goddess of healing







	Freyja


	foremost Norse fertility goddess







	Hel


	realm of the dead. Also the name of its monster-ruler, a daughter of Loki







	Midgard Serpent


	terrifying serpent who lies in the ocean and encircles Middle Earth. Also known as Jormungand







	Njord


	god of winds







	Norns


	three goddesses of destiny







	Odin


	foremost of the Norse gods. Also known as Allfather and the High One. God of poetry, battle and death







	Ran


	wife of Ægir, god of the sea. She dragged down men with her net and drowned them







	Snotra


	wise and gentle goddess, the embodiment of self-discipline







	Thor


	god of the sky and thunder, and of law and order







	Valkyries


	beautiful young women who chose dead men on the battlefield and brought them back to Odin’s hall, Valhalla







	Volund


	a supernatural smith. His English name is Wayland Smith
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The man in the scarlet cloak planted himself in the middle of the aisle. He took not the least notice of the tide of people swarming all around him.


‘Solva!’ he bellowed. ‘Solva! Where are you?’


The big man looked over his left shoulder. Over his right, into the smoky stall of the silversmith. He screwed up his eyes and opened them wide.


‘Solva! Solveig!’


In their wicker cages, the long-tailed parakeets screamed; little children clung to their mothers’ grubby skirts; old men, half deaf, hunched their shoulders and waited for the ground to open under them.


Then the man growled like a wild boar at bay. He whirled round, his scarlet cloak ballooned and the porter right behind him tripped and spilt his whole basket of oranges.


The traders closed ranks. Shoulder to shoulder, they jam-packed the narrow aisle. No way forward. No way back.


‘Out of the way!’ the big man yelled.


‘You clumsy.’


‘You pay.’


‘Oaf!’


‘Viking.’


All around him the man heard insults he did and did not understand. He reached inside his cloak and grasped the gilded hilt of his sabre. He drew it.


‘Let me pass,’ he demanded. Then he stooped and picked up an orange, tossed it into the air, and with a flick of his curved blade sliced it in half.


The waters opened. The tide of traders and townspeople made way and, ignoring all the jeering in his wake, the Viking advanced, long-legged and limping. Peering into each of the stalls. Now and then he stopped and anxiously called, ‘Solveig! Solveig!’ Now and then he muttered, ‘Enemies … enemies. You never know where enemies may be lurking.’


At the end of the aisle, the Viking glanced over his shoulder again, and then sheathed his sabre. And when he turned back, there she was! There was Solveig, steadfast, smiling, as if she had simply been waiting for him.


Solveig clicked her tongue, and around her there was a certain lightness and brightness.


‘There you are!’ she exclaimed.


‘Where have you been?’


‘I was just a few steps ahead of you.’ Solveig opened her eyes wide, reached out and affectionately laid her right hand on her father’s brow. She looked as if a pat of her cow Gerda’s softest butter wouldn’t have melted in her mouth. ‘I’m all right.’


‘You’ve no idea,’ Halfdan told her. ‘None. It’s not enough to be sun-strong.’


‘I am! That’s what you named me.’


‘I know that. But that’s not enough, not here. You’ve been in Miklagard for less than a day. And the more days you’re here, the more you’ll understand. There’s only one wolf chasing the sun, but in this market there are a thousand wolves, ready to chase a golden girl.’


Halfdan looked around him, and although they couldn’t understand a word he was saying, at least a dozen dark-skinned young men nodded. Their white teeth flashed.


‘I’ve heard of more than one young woman,’ Halfdan told her, ‘who entered this market and was never seen again.’


Solveig reached up and smoothed away her father’s frown with her pink fingertips.


‘Father,’ she said gently, ‘Father, the daughter standing in front of you now isn’t the same child you left behind in Norway.’


Halfdan pursed his mouth at his daughter’s words – not defiant, scarcely reproachful, so self-knowing.


‘She isn’t,’ said Halfdan, ‘but she is. I thought I’d lost you.’


‘You never did lose me,’ Solveig replied. ‘I lost you and had to find you.’


Halfdan shook his head. ‘The length of the grim Baltic,’ he began, ‘and Ladoga, Novgorod, the great rivers, the forests, the cataracts …’


‘I haven’t begun to tell you,’ said Solveig, smiling.


‘I want to know,’ said Halfdan. ‘My eyes can see you, my ears can hear you, but I scarcely believe you’re here.’


‘I am!’ cried Solveig. ‘Father, I am!’


Halfdan wrapped Solveig in his scarlet cloak. ‘You’re more at risk than you know,’ he told her. ‘Solva, to be wise is to be wary, to listen and learn, always to know how much you do not know.’


‘This market is even bigger than the ones in Ladoga and Kiev,’ Solveig said, ‘so I did expect to get lost in it. But remember what you used to tell me. You have to get lost …’


‘To be found,’ her father said.


‘To find yourself,’ Solveig corrected him.


Then Halfdan turned round again, rather more circumspectly than before, and began to retrace his steps.


‘I’ve seen this aisle already,’ Solveig objected. ‘Let’s go down another one.’ She tucked her hand through her father’s right arm, but he resisted.


‘A debt,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to settle a debt.’


When the angry stallholders saw the Viking limping towards them again, and the pretty young woman on his arm, they blocked the aisle.


Halfdan nodded and smiled, and when Solveig let go of his arm he spread both hands in a gesture of peace.


‘Just a mistake,’ he told the traders. ‘I was clumsy.’ He shook his head and nodded at his daughter. ‘I thought I’d lost her.’


The man who had been carrying the basket of oranges threw one in the air and swiped at it with the blade of his hand.


‘Just a joke,’ said the Viking.


The stallholder spat into the dust right in front of Halfdan.


The Viking grimaced. He reached into an inner pocket and fished out a small silver coin and gave it to the stallholder.


‘I sent him flying,’ Halfdan told his daughter. ‘Him and his oranges. You know me.’


‘A clumsy great frost-giant,’ Solveig said. ‘I saw fruit like this on Saint Gregorios. A whole army of them bobbing in the harbour.’


Seeing Solveig’s interest, the stallholder smiled and bowed and offered her a plump orange.


Solveig hesitated.


‘Take it,’ her father told her. ‘What is freely offered is often best accepted.’


So Solveig took the orange. She thanked the stallholder, and then felt his fingertips just brush the inside of her wrist. She lowered her eyes.


‘Come on now,’ said Halfdan. And as he and Solveig continued down the aisle, ‘They’re tricksters and charlatans, the lot of them. But Varangian guards don’t get paid for stirring it. We’re here to keep the peace.’


‘And to guard Empress Zoe,’ Solveig said.


‘And Emperor Michael,’ added her father in a dry voice. ‘We mustn’t forget him.’


‘Boy-man,’ said Solveig. ‘That’s what Mihran called him.’


‘Shhh! Walls have ears. Even aisles can have ears.’


‘And Harald’s your leader?’


‘He is,’ said Halfdan. ‘The gods be praised.’


‘Man-man!’ Solveig told him. ‘That’s what Mihran calls him.’


‘Three hundred of us,’ her father declared. ‘Three hundred Vikings. The Varangians of the City. We garrison the city.’


‘Garrison?’ enquired Solveig.


‘We guard the place and keep peace in Miklagard. And there are lots more of us Vikings, as many as five thousand, in the field.’


‘What field?’


Halfdan spread his arms. ‘All over the empire. The Byzantine Empire and west across the Great Sea. We have to protect the far borders. They’re like old sleeves, always unravelling. Always needing to be sewn up.’


Solveig tugged at her father’s left arm, and then she made claws of her fingers and screwed up her face like a savage troll.


‘What?’ Halfdan demanded.


‘Is she … like they say she is?’


‘I’ve warned you already,’ growled her father. ‘People with secrets do well to sit behind closed doors, and speak in low voices.’


‘You and your sayings,’ said Solveig. Then she tugged at her father’s arm again. ‘Look! Those little plums.’


‘Dates. Very sweet. This market is the largest on middle-earth. It’s where all the empire’s nations meet every other nation. Their products, their coinage, their language, their stories and sayings, their habits, their wit, their gods, their beliefs – they all meet here. Bulgarians and Slavs and Armenians and Arabs and Georgians and Serbians and Jews and—’


‘Actually,’ said Solveig, ‘Red Ottar’s boat was a kind of meeting place. We were Norwegians and Swedes, with one Icelander. Us and Edith too – she’s English. Then Edwin came aboard – you met him.’


‘Yes,’ said Halfdan thoughtfully.


‘And so did a Slav – he got an arrow through his left foot – and Mihran, our pilot, he’s Armenian.’


‘So what message was Edwin bringing to Empress Zoe?’ Halfdan asked his daughter.


Solveig shook her head. ‘He’s very good at not saying.’


‘Wordsmiths,’ said Halfdan with no great liking. ‘So, what about your carving?’


‘I’ll tell you about that,’ Solveig replied. ‘But first …’


Solveig and her father had walked right out of the market on to the Varangian quay reserved for foreign and other trading boats. White-tailed gulls swept around them in the warm south-west wind, mewing and shrieking. And there, right below them, like a shrimp among dolphins and water-dragons, was the tiny dugout in which Solveig had sailed all the way from Saint Gregorios to Miklagard with her companions.


For a moment the two of them stood there, looking down. Then Solveig slid over the edge into the boat and looked up at her father, smiling.


‘What do you think?’ she asked, smiling and bursting with pride.


‘In this?’


‘Yes!’


‘This piddler! This piece of driftwood!’


Solveig nodded eagerly.


‘Where from?’


‘Saint Gregorios. You know, just before the River Dnieper flows into the Black Sea.’


‘And you? You left home without telling Asta or the boys?’


‘Father, I’ll tell you everything!’ Solveig cried. ‘My journey, my carving, the shaman, the angel.’


‘What angel?’


Standing there in the hot sunlight, Solveig shuddered. ‘Everything. When there’s time, I will. Then you’ll understand.’


‘Fathers sometimes admire their daughters, sometimes shake their heads, sometimes punish them,’ Halfdan said, ‘but I’m not sure they ever really understand.’


Solveig reached up with her right hand. ‘Something’s worrying you,’ she said. ‘Come down.’


Halfdan squatted on the quay, lifted himself on his hands and levered himself down.


‘Four of us,’ Solveig told him. ‘Me and Mihran and Edwin and Edith. Well, five if you count her baby.’


‘Much smaller than our coble,’ said Halfdan, running a hand along the gunwale. ‘And nothing like as well made. Just hacked out of a tree trunk.’


Solveig gazed at her father. ‘In this boat …’ she began. ‘Oh! I can’t explain. I felt so brave and so afraid, I laughed and cried, I thought my companions were my own lifeblood and yet I felt so lonely.’


Up on the quay traders shouted and dogs yelped and little children wailed, around them wavelets sucked and slapped, and the wind went on warbling. For a moment Solveig closed her eyes and they all sounded as if they came from miles and even years away.


‘Sit down,’ she told her father.


Then she swung her bag off her right shoulder and dropped it into the bottom of the dugout. She unloosed the tie and thrust her right hand down through a stew of bones, implements, filthy clothing, bits of rag, her rolled-up cloak, and closed her fingers round it.


‘What is it?’ asked Halfdan.


Solveig unfolded and opened a wad of grubby bog cotton. And there, shining in the sunlight of the Golden Horn, lay the glorious gold brooch Harald Sigurdsson had given to Halfdan more than five years before – the token of his lifelong friendship, the heirloom Halfdan had hidden inside Solveig’s woollen pillow-sack before he left their farm.


Halfdan stared at the brooch: the little boat incised on it, with its single square sail hoisted, the two people sitting in it.


‘I’ve looked at it and looked at it,’ Solveig told him in a quiet voice, ‘and I’ve wondered. The one in the bows, he’s a man. A man or a god. But the one in the stern’s smaller. Arms outstretched. Am I that one? Did you want me to follow you? Or did you … did you give it to me because …’


Halfdan didn’t answer her. Not exactly. Not, anyhow, as Solveig really wanted.


He picked up the brooch between his thick fingers. He turned it over and stared at the runes scratched on the back of it.


‘[image: image] and [image: image]’ he pronounced. ‘Harald Sigurdsson and Halfdan son of Asser. Harald cut these.’


‘You told me.’


‘I never thought I’d see this again.’


‘Why not?’ demanded Solveig.
 

‘I mean …’


‘Did you think I’d sell it?’ Roses flared in Solveig’s cheeks. ‘Is that what you thought?’


Halfdan quietly shook his head and sighed. ‘No, no.’


‘You did.’


‘Solveig,’ said her father, ‘I gave you my word that I would take you with me, but even as I did so, I felt the fates were turning against me.’


‘I could see it in your eyes. Your heart and your eyes disagreed.’


‘Sometimes people know things about us that we scarcely know ourselves,’ Halfdan said.


‘Especially daughters,’ Solveig replied.


Halfdan replaced the brooch on the wad of bog cotton and closed his daughter’s fingers around it. ‘Keep it,’ he said.


‘No.’


‘For the time being.’


‘Why?’


Halfdan didn’t reply.


‘I don’t understand,’ Solveig said, frowning.


‘It’s better that way,’ Halfdan told her. He drew her to him. ‘We’re in the same boat.’


So Solveig carefully wrapped the brooch again and pushed it down to the bottom of her heavy bag. She looked up at her father.


‘Battle-ghosts,’ she said. ‘Life-songs.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Father! There’s so much to ask, so much to tell you. It will be Ragnarok before we’ve finished.’


Halfdan smiled. ‘First,’ he said, ‘we must go back to our quarters. Harald will be off duty at noon.’


‘Harald!’ exclaimed Solveig. And then she stood up in the dugout. ‘Harald!’ she bawled. Like a battle-cry.


‘What are we going to do with you?’ her father asked her. ‘A young woman? A young Viking woman, here alone in Miklagard. Solva, my Solva! The question is whether you can stay here at all.’
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Solveig could hear him braying.


She quickened her step down the long, candlelit corridor, and it was all that limping Halfdan could do to keep up with her.


When they reached the massive oak door, Solveig glanced over her shoulder. Halfdan drew his sabre. He rapped three times with his pommel, then swung the door open and stepped in. Solveig followed him.


The hall was spacious and airy, lit half by daylight flooding down from a cupola, half by its own inner lights: thousands of little pieces of glittering and shining gold mosaic covering the walls.


On the far side, Solveig saw three men, and the one wearing an ivory gown with a gold torque around his neck was a head taller than either of his companions.


‘Harald!’ she cried.


In her delight Solveig strode towards Harald Sigurdsson, arms outstretched, and only when she stood before him did she remember who he was and the respect due to him. She stopped and inclined her head.


‘Look at me,’ Harald boomed.


Solveig looked. She saw Harald’s pale blue eyes, full of light and laughter. She saw his ropes of tousled straw-coloured hair, his long sideburns, and his bushy, thrusting moustache, gold and red-gold, and the way his left eyebrow was higher than the right.


Harald Sigurdsson stooped a little and took Solveig’s hands between his own.


‘Sister!’ he declared. ‘Almost-sister!’


And what he saw was not only the young woman stubborn enough to find her way from Trondheim to Miklagard but the ten-year-old girl with whom he had overwintered more than five years before.


‘I recognised you,’ Solveig told him.


‘I should think so.’


Solveig shook her head. ‘I mean, when I saw you yesterday. I was searching for my father, and the guards directed me—’


‘My guards,’ Harald corrected her.


‘. . . your guards directed me up to the gallery.’


‘Yes, and that fool of a baggy-trousered Bulgar challenged you. But yesterday you were bowed down by your sack. You were ragged and filthy and, frankly, stinking. Now, though …’


‘Yes?’ Solveig dared him, with a roguish smile.


But instead of replying, Harald took Solveig’s and everyone else’s breath away. He grasped her just above her hips, squeezed the bottom of her narrow rib-cage, and swept her off her feet. He held her at arm’s length and whirled her round and round, round and round until her shift spread out behind her and she was flying.


When Harald set her down, Solveig reeled away, gasping. She put her hands to her eyes.


‘Remember?’ Harald demanded.


Solveig peeked at him through her splayed fingers. ‘Oh! I’m seeing two of you. You did that on the last night before you left.’


‘Very good,’ said Harald.


‘You were still wearing that strap,’ Halfdan reminded him, ‘to hold in your guts.’


‘You swung me round until I was giddy, and do you know what you said?’


‘What?’


‘“Your father,”’ Solveig told Harald, ‘“your hamstrung father, he’s still worth double any other man.”’


Harald Sigurdsson winked at Halfdan. ‘I must have been ale-drunk,’ he said.


‘What I remember you saying,’ Halfdan added, ‘is that you might sail south to Miklagard, and join the Varangian guard. “But be sure of one thing, Halfdan,” you told me, “I’ll send for you. Yes, when the time’s right, I’ll send for you.”’


‘“And I will come,”’ Harald Sigurdsson told Halfdan. ‘That’s what you replied.’


Halfdan nodded. He clamped his teeth together and avoided Solveig’s eye.


‘Well, now,’ said Harald. He gazed thoughtfully at Solveig. ‘I know a charm to blunt my enemy’s blade. I know how to catch an arrow in flight between my hands.’


‘But,’ said Solveig helpfully.


‘Exactly. What are we to do with you?’ Harald Sigurdsson turned to his companions. ‘Well, Snorri?’


Snorri was a quite small, stocky man. And he often kept people waiting for a reply. ‘I know of no poem or story,’ he said at length, ‘not a single line about an army with a woman in it.’


‘What about the Amazons?’ Solveig demanded.


‘Who?’ asked her father.


‘The Amazons. Mihran told me about them.’


‘That’s different,’ said Snorri, and he shook his head and screwed up his face. ‘A whole army of single-breasted women.’


‘Yuch!’ exclaimed another guard, whose name was Skarp. ‘Unnatural!’


‘Not a word about an army of men with a woman in it,’ Snorri repeated.


‘You can’t trust them,’ Skarp said. ‘Always flying into a rage. Their hearts get in the way of their heads.’


Solveig said nothing. She just waited, but Halfdan could tell she was anxious because she kept twisting her left heel, as she’d always done since she was a little girl.


‘Anyhow,’ Skarp added, ‘this one, she’s more like a willow branch than a woman.’


Harald sniffed loudly. ‘So, Solveig, you’ve heard what my polite companions have to say. The truth is, it would have been very much better if you hadn’t come to Miklagard.’


Solveig looked Harald straight in the eye. But she felt as if her limbs were turning into cold stone.


‘I’m sure your father has told you that. Better for us. Better for you.’


‘No,’ she replied in a quiet, flat voice.


‘Understand me,’ Harald went on. ‘You have the heart of a bear. You’ve made a long and dangerous journey and no one can do that without purpose of mind and stamina, as well as good fortune. I well know it. But now you’re here, what are we to do with you?’


‘Sidles of snakes!’ hissed Skarp. ‘Twists of elvers!’


Harald frowned. ‘Dear God!’ he exclaimed. ‘You do have a poor opinion of women.’


‘And of men,’ Snorri added. ‘The only person good enough for Skarp is Skarp.’


‘This is the problem,’ Harald told Solveig. ‘How are you to stay here in Miklagard safely? I know what you’re thinking. But my guards have work to do, here and in the field. And anyhow –’ he winked at Solveig – ‘I mustn’t expose my handsome young guards to you, must I?’


Solveig lowered her eyes.


‘Well, Halfdan?’ demanded Harald.


‘I can become a guard,’ said Solveig in a quiet voice. ‘I can.’


Snorri and Skarp both guffawed.


‘That you cannot,’ said Harald in an icy voice.


‘I can learn.’


‘You cannot become a guard,’ Harald told her. ‘A woman is a woman. A man is a man.’


‘Except for the eunuchs,’ Skarp added.


‘True enough,’ Snorri agreed. ‘They’re women-men.’


Harald sighed. ‘As I see it,’ he said, ‘these are your choices: you can marry a Byzantine lord—’


‘Never,’ said Halfdan gruffly.


‘No,’ said Harald slowly. ‘Or you can become one of the boy-man’s concubines.’


‘What’s that?’ asked Solveig.


‘Mistresses.’


‘Out of the question!’ exclaimed Halfdan angrily. ‘As you well know, Harald.’


‘Your third choice,’ continued Harald in a calculating voice, ‘is to become a novice.’


‘A what?’


‘A novice in a monastery. A young nun.’


‘No! I can’t. I’m not a Christian.’


‘No,’ said Harald. ‘Not a guard. Not a wife. Not a concubine. Not a novice. And so I say again: what are we to do with you, here and now? And when we go away?’


‘Away?’ cried Solveig.


Now it was plain to all of them how anxious Solveig was. She tossed her long fair hair and stamped her right foot like a colt, and then she almost moaned.


‘Away,’ Harald repeated very deliberately.


‘Where?’


‘Sicily.’


‘What’s that?’


‘An island. An island rife with Arabs and enemies of the Empress.’


Solveig rounded on her father. ‘You’re not going?’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you going too?’


Halfdan stared at her, and he looked quite stricken.


‘You are! How long for?’


Halfdan shook his head.


‘A year,’ replied Harald. ‘I don’t know. Maybe longer. Until we’ve cleaned the place up.’


‘When?’ demanded Solveig. ‘When are you going?’


Solveig cried out. In her desperation, she reached up above her head and smacked her hands.


The hall heard her. It echoed her. Her cry and her hand-clap. Then, without warning, a piece of the high cornice – a lump of plaster as big as a human head – fell from the ceiling. It smashed on to the marble floor beside them. A thousand shards and splinters skidded across the shining tiles.


For a moment no one said anything.


Harald sucked his cheeks and glared at the cornice accusingly.


‘It’s an omen,’ Snorri said. ‘A sign of some kind.’


Solveig turned to her father. ‘You’re not,’ she said, and her voice broke. ‘You’re not leaving me again.’ Several times she swallowed. And then, in a low voice, ‘I summoned all my strength to find you. For month after month I’ve crossed the mountains and sailed the seas and followed the rivers to find you. To be with you.’


For a while no one said a word.


Harald Sigurdsson sat down in the massive dark chair, the only chair in the room. Snorri and Skarp made their way to the centre of the hall, now and then glancing suspiciously at the ceiling, the cornices, and her father slowly padded along the length of the room.


‘So, fair one!’ Harald called across to Solveig. ‘Come over here.’


As Solveig walked up to him, she saw that even when he was sitting down Harald was almost as tall as his companions.


‘What’s the real reason?’ Harald asked her. ‘Why have you made this journey to Miklagard?’


‘I asked myself that many times on my way here.’


‘What was your answer?’


‘When my father left home, he took away my grounding. I didn’t belong any more. Not to my stepmother, my stepbrothers, not even to the fjord and the mountains. My home was no longer my home.’


‘Go on,’ said Harald.


‘Then I began to imagine my father’s journey, and the more I imagined it, the more I wanted to follow him. I grew curious. Out-eager!’


‘That’s how we Norwegians are,’ declared Harald. ‘Out-eager.’


‘We want to find out,’ Solveig agreed.


‘Not like your two brothers, then,’ remarked Harald. ‘Two lumps, if I remember them rightly.’


‘Blubba’s all right,’ said Solveig.


‘It’s better to live, isn’t it?’ Harald demanded. He opened his arms wide and looked round at Snorri and Skarp. ‘Better to live than lie at home, stiff as a corpse. Well, Solveig, your answers are good ones. Very good. You’re your father’s daughter.’ Harald turned to Halfdan and nodded.


‘I know,’ said Halfdan, and he sighed.


‘Don’t be so rueful, man. Problems need answers. And there’s no problem that doesn’t have an answer.’


‘If you let me come with you,’ Solveig said, ‘you’ll be glad of it.’


Harald Sigurdsson shook his head. ‘What are we going to do with you? Here and now, today?’


‘Tomorrow,’ Snorri declared, ‘today is yesterday.’


‘What kind of consolation is that?’ Harald barked.


‘Piss!’ exclaimed Skarp. ‘The piss of giantesses.’


‘No,’ said Snorri, unperturbed, ‘that’s what comes out of your mouth, Skarp.’


‘Get things wrong today and we wreck tomorrow,’ Harald continued. ‘I know that. Well, I do have one idea.’


Solveig looked at Harald with a mixture of trepidation and longing.


‘Our beloved Empress,’ Harald explained, ‘has a sister. Theodora. These two women hate each other.’


‘Why?’ asked Solveig.


Harald held up his right hand. ‘I’ll do the talking. All you need to know for now is that Empress Zoe has exiled Theodora to a nunnery …’


‘I don’t want to be a nun,’ Solveig said fiercely.


‘. . . a nunnery,’ Harald continued, ‘but she allows Maria, Theodora’s daughter, to live here in the palace.’


Halfdan gave his friend a thoughtful look and narrowed his eyes.


‘Maria,’ said Harald with a half-smile. He paused, and pushed himself against the back of the oak chair. ‘She’s as sallow-skinned as you’re fair. As plump as you are willowy. Your eyes are grey and violet, hers are cinnamon.’ Harald gave a rather mirthless laugh, remembering something.


‘How old is she?’ asked Solveig.


‘One year older than you. Sixteen.’


‘Can she speak Norwegian?’


‘As a matter of fact, she can,’ Harald said. ‘As much as she needs to.’


‘Harald taught her,’ Snorri told Solveig.


‘And that’s not all he taught her,’ added Skarp.


‘What about her father?’ Solveig asked. ‘Where’s he?’


Harald rubbed his beard. ‘A nobleman,’ he said. ‘A dying man.’


‘Solveig,’ her father warned her, ‘Miklagard’s full of shadows, whispers, rumours, things better not known.’


‘Maria lives in spacious quarters,’ Harald continued. ‘She has her own courtyard with several rooms around it, and a fleet of servants. Now, I think I may be able to prevail on the Empress—’


‘Prevail on the Empress!’ jeered Skarp. ‘All Empress Zoe wants is to prevail on Harald Sigurdsson. Isn’t that right, Harald?’


‘Why do I put up with you?’ Harald snapped.


‘And take him to bed with her,’ the guard added.


‘Skarp!’ said Harald very sharply.


‘Each of us needs someone to tell us the truth,’ Skarp retorted.


Harald turned back to Solveig and her father. ‘You’re only the daughter of one of my guards,’ he said, ‘but the Empress might be prepared to allow you a room next to Maria’s quarters.’


‘You could persuade her of anything, you could,’ said Skarp. ‘Though if she ever saw you with Maria, your hungry eyes …’


Harald Sigurdsson stood up.


‘. . . she’d have you blinded.’


Harald took a swipe at Skarp with his open hand and Skarp wasn’t quick enough to avoid it. It stung his left cheek.


‘What do you say, Halfdan?’ Harald asked.


‘Solveig would be safe inside this palace,’ her father replied. ‘And she’d have company.’


‘Maria would welcome that too,’ Harald agreed. ‘She’s a prisoner. This court, it’s full of cans and can’ts and manners and modes and bowing and scraping.’


‘Mmm!’ agreed Snorri. He looked at Solveig and his eyes glimmered. ‘It’s blazing gold, and hellish black. You’ll see.’


‘Yes,’ said Harald thoughtfully. ‘The Empress will want to … appraise you. Before she decides.’


Solveig shivered. ‘If you let me come with you,’ she repeated, ‘you’ll be glad of it. I’ll make myself useful.’


Harald Sigurdsson ignored her. ‘I have an audience with the Empress late this afternoon, and I’ll discuss this with her then. Yes, she’ll want to see you. A young woman who has travelled here, from Norway, alone.’


‘And unscathed,’ said Halfdan. ‘King Yaroslav gave Solveig an audience.’


‘He did?’ exclaimed Harald. ‘I want to hear about that.’


Solveig shook her head. ‘I belong on a farm,’ she said, ‘or a boat. I don’t belong here.’


‘Nothing lasts for ever,’ her father told her.


‘In the fields …’


‘Solveig!’ Harald warned her in a stern voice.


All at once, Solveig could see herself sitting in the little dairy, milking their two cows. She could hear her stepbrothers chopping wood outside. She could even smell the thick, pasty, comfortable odour of new dung.


Solveig pressed her left hand against her palpitating heart and gave a single, dry sob.
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‘What is it?’ exclaimed Solveig.


She trailed her pink fingers along the flat marble rim. She stared at the steeple of water rising from the brimming basin, four feet, five feet, almost as tall as she was, rising and falling back, plashing and bubbling.


‘A fountain,’ Snorri told her.


Solveig’s face shone. ‘I’ve never seen one before. Not indoors. Does a spring rise right under this hall, then?’


Snorri closed his eyes, as if he’d never met anyone who knew so little. ‘Of course not. The builder used machines. A contraption.’


‘How?’


‘At great expense, I’d say. Our Empress has more wealth than she knows what to do with.’


‘It looks like a water-tree,’ Solveig said, ‘and it sounds like a water-harp.’


‘I’m the wordsmith,’ said Snorri. ‘Near our farm …’


‘Where?’


‘In Iceland.’


‘You come from Iceland?’


‘I just said so. Near our farm, there’s a boiling fountain as high as the dome of Hagia Sophia. Well, half as high. A geyser, we call it.’


‘Geyser. Is that made with machines and contraptions too?’


Snorri gave a scornful laugh. ‘It’s a wonder that was made when the nine worlds were made. Like the bluestone mountains that divide us from the world of the giants. Like the flaming rainbow bridge between middle-earth and the world of the gods.’


‘I wish I could see it,’ Solveig said.


‘Maybe you will, girl.’ Snorri dug into a pocket and pulled out a coin. ‘Here! Throw this into the water and make that wish.’


‘What? Throw away a coin?’


‘Much that happens begins with a wish,’ Snorri told her, ‘and this is a wishing fountain. If you throw a coin into it, it will help your wish to come true.’


Solveig tossed the coin into the dancing water, then she dipped in her hands, and for a moment they looked as though they had been severed at the wrists and were floating free. Solveig wriggled her fingers.


‘It’s strange,’ she said, ‘when you know things are not as they look.’


‘Like everything in this Christian … this godforsaken court,’ Snorri replied. ‘Ugh!’ The guard sucked his cheeks, and then spat into the fountain.


As if to prove the truth of Snorri’s words, the heavy door between them and an inner hall was thrown open so violently that it thudded against the marble wall.


Three men burst into the room, dragging a fourth behind them. This wretch was bound in chains, but that didn’t stop him from kicking his captors, headbutting them and howling.


Solveig backed away from the coping of the fountain.


Then the poor man snarled. He thrust his neck forward and seized the thumb of one of his captors between his teeth.


‘Vermin!’ yelled one of the guards.


And that was all Solveig and Snorri saw before the three men manhandled the wretch through the other door.
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