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            Jeg husker jætter,
      

            født i oldtid,
      

            de fostred mig
      

            i fjerne tider.
      

            Ni verdner husker jeg,
      

            ni troldkvinder,
      

            og skæbnetræet,
      

            skjult under muld.
      

            – Vølvens spådom
      

            I remember the jötnar
      

            born in days of yore
      

            they nourished me
      

            in times long past.
      

            Nine worlds I recall
      

            nine Völva
      

            and the tree of life
      

            concealed beneath the earth.
      

            – The Prophecy of the Völva
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue
      

         

         Asdis feels the child kick again, then a weight, a pressure against the earth, like a pull from Yggdrasil’s roots. The seed in her womb has been like a wolf cub for many months, unruly and strong.

         Now the little one wants out. She can feel it. It is time.

         Outside, snow is falling. The wind has started to rise, and the gusts make the wooden door creak, but the wind does not get in – she has sealed the hut carefully all autumn.

         Then she hears it. First as a disquiet in the air, an eddying herd of álfr – elves, she manages to think before the sound becomes so real that she understands the threat.

         There is no time to waste. She has never hesitated, nor does she now. She grabs a fur cape and a knife, rushes out into the evening darkness, and begins to run.

         There are shouts, echoes, screams.

         Asdis runs past cottages, twisting around men with weapons; she has to get out of the village and sets off towards the forest edge. She senses fire behind her, its crackling and flames, and she hears battle cries and blades meet.

         An arrow whizzes past her head, but she neither screams nor looks back. To survive, she must act purposefully without doubt or emotion. That she has always known. In a moment of danger, there is no place for elvish dreams.

         The snow has thickened. It is a cold dense whistling, like a puff of air from Niflheim, but it is an advantage; the swirling snowflakes provide shelter from enemy eyes.

         And she thanks the falling snow when she can finally run in among the spruces.

         The shouts behind her are fainter, and of a different character; there are fewer roaring men now and more screaming women.

         She must go deeper into the forest. Run until she can no longer hear the fight.

         A pain stabs through her. It is like ice and fire, like the waters of creation in Ginnungagap’s abyss now running down her legs, and she doubles over and drops to all fours.

         The snow is deep, her hands are buried in it and becoming far too cold, but she cannot get up yet. She moans in pain, her body is tense like the bow of the enemy, and she can still hear them, in the distance. She knows she must get up and carry on. She can’t birth the babe here. If she does, they will both die.

         But she has several contractions, and her waters are broken. She does not have long to find suitable bedding.

         As the pains subside, Asdis gets up laboriously. She blows warm breath on her hands and pulls the fur cape closer around her body. It is sewn from many small fox skins, and it has served her well.

         The snow weighs on the branches of the pine trees, the snowfall seems hushed inside the forest, the wind whistles over the treetops but not down on the forest floor, and she takes heavy, creaking steps in the deep snow. Cold flakes land on her eyelashes and melt on her cheeks.

         There is a shelter by the brook; it is used by the fishermen, and in daylight, she would have no trouble finding it. But the darkness is filled with flickering flakes, and the night sky shows no moon or stars to lead the way.

         She wonders why the ancient warriors and fierce gods are raging like this tonight.

         She must try to find that shelter. That is her only hope.

         The child presses again, and she gasps. The snow drifts down over her; it is the jötunn, Fornjót. He has summoned his whole family, Frosti, Snær and Wind-Karí. The world consists only of snow-covered spruces and the pain in her groin and the cold in her hands and feet.

         Tears run down her cheeks; she so wants to experience holding the babe in her arms. But she is not a jötunn. She cannot overcome Fornjót’s blood, the wind, the frost and the snow. She possesses no godly strength. And for the first time, she thinks it is perhaps the night of her death. Fate cannot be fought against.

         The contractions intensify and she falls forward on all fours like an animal.

         She could be a dog or a fox or a wolf, she could be a little cat in the warmth in front of the fire, she thinks, growing angry at herself for childish, elvish dreams. They bring only death.

         She would rather be a wolf. The pain fills her, she is fire and ice once more, the agony is unbearable, there is nausea and cold sweat, her fingers are blue and her eyes sail towards death, while blades in their thousands tear through her womb.

         Snow mists enshroud her, her vision flickers, fills with dark spots. And she sees Death come riding in on an enormous wolf.

         She welcomes her: ‘Sweet Death,’ she groans to the jötunn woman as the next cramp strikes.

         The jötunn gets off the wolf, and the wolf’s reins slide into place by themselves, resembling a snake, a smooth, scaly viper bridle winding around the wolf’s neck.

         Asdis feels the deadly exhaustion. She rushes towards Helheim, the grey land of the dead, and that is good, because she can no more.

         She reaches out towards the woman.

         Strong arms lift her up.

         Then she soars into snowflakes, into night, into nothing.

          
      

         ‘Calm now,’ says the jötunn woman.

         Asdis is lying on a dry bed of spruce branches. The shelter has three sides, and she can see out into the night. A small fire is lit at the entrance. The wolf with the vipers is nowhere to be seen, only the snowstorm, which seems to have grown in strength. The wind is still whistling, but she is sheltered. Perhaps the wolf was just a dream spectacle.

         ‘Are you not Death?’ says Asdis, looking up into a ravaged face surrounded by dirty grey-brown hair.

         ‘No.’ The woman laughs. ‘I’m Hyrrokin of the jötnar. Do not be afraid. I have done this before. I can feel the babe’s head now. In a little while, you have to push as hard as you can.’

         The jötunn woman, Hyrrokin, has spread Asdis’s legs and has her fingers up inside her.

         The howl of the wind picks up, and when the next contraction strikes, Asdis thinks the wind becomes words she can understand.

         ‘The Norns,’ Hyrrokin says, in astonishment, glancing into the darkness. Then she looks down at Asdis and orders her to push.

         ‘There, there, there are three!’ shouts Asdis as she pushes out her despair and pain.

         Three indistinct figures stooping out there in swirls of snow under the ash tree, and she knows them and hears them. She pushes and pushes, the voices of the Norns are the wind itself, their words are snowflakes in the storm, and the child slips out.

         
            
               
                  The Norns scream at the snow-battling skies
      

               

            

         

         Urdr says:

         
            
               
                  The One-Eyed was your father,
      

                  you drank from the same well.
      

               

            

         

         Verdandi says:

         
            
               
                  In Frosti’s tumbling storms,
      

                  you find your essence and name, Snehild.
      

               

            

         

         Skuld says:

         
            
               
                  Kingdoms and kings will owe you blood,
      

                  weigh your words, carry iron in your heart.
      

               

            

         

         The Norns shout in threefold delight:

         
            
               
                  Unseen by descendants of Ask and Embla,
      

                  but not by Snehild:
      

                  the killing axe,
      

                  the broken vow,
      

                  the divided land,
      

                  wolf’s breath and gods’ deceit.
      

                  Follow your path, daughter of the Sight,
      

                  embrace your glory so you do not fade
      

                  with the twilight sun in the wolf’s maw.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Part
          I
      

            Verdandi
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1
      

         

         A straight line going up, and on the line something that looked like a pointed nose. Snehild’s fingers slid over the markings. The next symbol looked like a house with a roof that was about to collapse.

         Her mother, Asdis, had borrowed the staff from Brynjulf. It was made of beech wood and covered in carved symbols. Brynjulf Raveneye was special; he could read runes, and he was the king’s most trusted adviser. Everyone was a little afraid of him. Except Asdis, who talked to him often and long and always came away happy.

         Snehild understood what that meant. When she was little, she had often imagined what it would be like to have a father. Now she had begun to think about whether Brynjulf would be a good father. He was gifted and powerful, but he seemed indifferent to the half-grown Snehild. He neither looked at her nor spoke to her when he visited her mother.

         Asdis said that runes held the power of the gods. And she said that one day Snehild would be able to read runes. But her mother would learn the art first.

         ‘Snehild, now!’ Asdis’s voice was unmistakable.

         Snehild got up reluctantly and went to the door. They had to go out to gather herbs.

         The late summer dazzled her as she stepped out of the dark hut. The sun was sharp, the sky white, and despite the first yellowish glow of autumn here and there at the edge of the wood, most of the trees still had dark-green crowns, the meadows bloomed in a sea of multi-hued plants, bushes were swollen with berries and the golden fields of the larger farmers could be seen on the horizon.

         They lived on the outskirts of the settlement. Himlinge was a rich town located at the eastern end of the kingdom of Sialand, and King Tormod and Queen Grid’s Royal Seat in Himlinge was known far and wide.

         Traders were making their way to the square with carts; there were farmers with root vegetables and hunters with skins, and a mead seller had set up in front of the tanner and was shouting exuberantly.

         They followed the smooth dirt road out of Himlinge. Asdis began to question Snehild on what healing herbs they would find for the season.

         ‘White nettle,’ Snehild replied after some hesitation. ‘Shepherd’s purse, thorny burr.’

         ‘Asdis, wait!’

         The shout came from behind them. Snehild turned and saw the red-haired high priestess, Ragnfrid, approaching with quick steps.

         They stopped and waited.

         ‘What can I do for you?’ Asdis said, coolly, when Ragnfrid caught up to them.

         Snehild withdrew a little. She felt dizzy and something flickered before her eyes. It was as though the air between the two women was coloured with the blood of battle.

         ‘Freya’s peace,’ greeted Ragnfrid. ‘Is it true that you are learning runes? Asgar saw Brynjulf give you a staff.’

         ‘What is between Brynjulf and me concerns only the gods,’ said Asdis. ‘Are you jealous? I’ve seen you stare at him with honey eyes.’

         ‘I am the tongue of the gods in Midgard,’ said Ragnfrid, looking as if she was struggling to contain a fit of rage. ‘You know very well that rune magic belongs only to specially selected people. Like us priests. Or Brynjulf, who is the king’s adviser and envoy. You are neither of those, Asdis.’

         Asdis refrained from answering. Her face was motionless as she turned instead and called to Snehild.

         ‘Snehild, come, I promised Queen Grid more willow bark.’

         They walked on, leaving the angry Ragnfrid behind. Snehild understood that her mother had deliberately mentioned Queen Grid because Ragnfrid had tried to demean her. Knowing the queen gave power.

         When they were out of town, Snehild asked why her mother and Ragnfrid did not like each other.

         ‘That’s how it is sometimes with adults.’

         ‘Mother, I’m twelve. I know about Brynjulf.’

         Asdis looked at her. A blackbird sang, daisies blossomed. It seemed to Snehild that something unpleasant was lurking behind the sunny summer day, something that had been set in motion by the confrontation between her mother and Ragnfrid.

         ‘Butterbur,’ said Asdis, bending down and pulling a red-flowering stalk up by the root. ‘You can recognise it by the smell; break the stem. The root heals wounds.’

         Snehild felt the rage flare up. Her mother avoided answering all too often, and Snehild felt powerless when it happened.

         ‘That one,’ Asdis continued, pointing to a blue-violet cluster of flowers that stretched up to Snehild’s shin. ‘Tell me what it is.’

         ‘It’s common bugloss,’ Snehild replied curtly. ‘It’s used for coughs and grief.’

         Asdis caught Snehild’s underlying anger.

         ‘You’re improving,’ she said softly, looking intently at Snehild. ‘One day, folk will come to you for advice too. It’s not long until the harvest blót. You have earned coming to the feast with me afterwards. You ought to be old enough soon anyway.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
      

         

         Ragnfrid was on her way into town. She needed a new dagger, and runes had to be carved into the shaft. It was to possess a special power when she presided over a blót, and she wanted to make sure it was finished for the approaching harvest blót.

         Ragnfrid’s house was situated at the edge of the forest outside Himlinge. She had been assigned the former high priestess Frejdis’s house, which was conveniently located near the wood’s sacred grove, and every morning at sunrise Ragnfrid greeted the gods before she entered the Royal Seat to listen and advise.

         As usual, she moved at a brisk pace. She could not bear aimless plodding, and she appreciated the sight of the farmers, who were busy harvesting in the fields to the west. Every available hand helped. A storm was brewing. In front of her, carts were on their way into town, and she saw a small band of King Tormod’s spear-bearing warriors changing shift at the palisade building.

         Ragnfrid’s thoughts touched upon yesterday’s encounter with Asdis. She had to intervene in Asdis’s decision to learn runes. Mastering runes was not for everyone. Ragnfrid could not allow the power of the priests to be diluted.

         Ever since Ragnfrid had been a little girl with freckles and long red braids, she had dreamt of becoming a priestess. Of being the only one who understood the will of the gods and who could ask them for help. As a child, she had attentively followed the rites of the seasons, the springtime blót of the Dísir and victory blóts and the alfablót in honour of the álfr; she had listened to the voices of the forest and the river and felt the presence of the gods by touching special stones and tree trunks. She had practised going into a trance, she had caught small animals like grass snakes and mice and sacrificed them with stones, which she herself had sharpened. She had hung on the skirts of real gothar and tormented them until they had shown her their sacred cup marks and the embalmed horse member. Her persistence was noticed. And, eventually, they took her as their novice.

         Ragnfrid passed the thralls, who were in the process of setting up the palisade work around Himlinge under the watchful eye of Master Builder Eik. Before long she would be at the blacksmith’s and close to the Royal Seat, where Brynjulf advised the king. Her body grew warm at the thought. She would have to find an errand in the Royal Seat after her visit to the smithy.

         The runes weren’t the only reason she couldn’t stand Asdis. She hated how Asdis had stolen Brynjulf’s attention.

         Brynjulf had created unrest in her life. They had met in embrace three times, and all three times it had felt like voyaging beyond Midgard. She had experienced an ecstasy she had always dreamt of, but which she had thought could only be found in the gods, and not through ordinary intercourse with a mortal man.

         She pondered a lot on that ecstasy. Her body tickled when she thought of Brynjulf, and yet it made her doubt her abilities as a priestess. Were her rites a delusion? Did she really travel along the Bifrost rainbow to Asgard, the home of the gods, in a seidhr trance? She was no longer sure.

         Ragnfrid continued through the town to the blacksmith. He could be lazy, and she had prepared some harsh words to kick him into action and get the dagger finished. The harvest blót was significant and she was the most important person in the rite. Everyone’s eyes would rest on the high priestess. The king’s and the queen’s and Brynjulf’s.

         The image of a light-haired girl intruded her thoughts. Asdis’s daughter. Snehild had stared at her strangely, almost as if she could see through her. She looked like a child of the álfr.

         Ragnfrid was seized by unrest. There was something special about that girl and she did not care for the premonition. She wished she could banish both mother and daughter from Himlinge.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
      

         

         Snehild once again reached for her hair and felt to see if she could tell that she had cut a piece off her left side. It was luck that her hair was thick and bushy. She regretted her ill-tempered reaction.

         They had been leaving for the harvest blót, and Asdis had combed her knotted white hair through, even though Snehild had insisted she could do it herself. She was no longer a little girl, and when Asdis turned her back afterwards, Snehild, in irritation, had reached for the sax knife.

         Thankfully, her irritation had passed. Now she was just excited. After the blót in the sacred grove, she was to join the feast in the Royal Seat.

         ‘But only for a short while,’ Asdis stressed. ‘The guests will drink like Thor from Aegir’s cauldron, and you must slip away home before the mead drives them wild.’

         Her mother looked bewitching. Red was a rare and expensive colour, and the tunic from Queen Grid made her look high-born. Snehild herself looked like an ordinary village girl in her coarse brown tunic. But it was clean, and she thought her well-combed hair looked fine despite everything.

         Many were on their way out of town towards the grove behind the burial mounds. The autumn sun shone through sheets of light clouds; it was a hot day and there were happy voices all around. With golden stumps of barley and wheat, Sialand’s harvested fields lay behind them and stretched to the horizon in the north and west as far as the eye could see, and in front of them to the south lay the beech forest, which was said to extend all the way to the River Tryggveld, and perhaps even over to the other side, to Alfheim. Asdis told of the time she had been involved in a human sacrifice. She had just moved to Himlinge; Snehild had been quite small and had been cared for by a neighbour, and Asdis, as a herbalist, had assisted the priests with soothing mixtures for the victim – a young man. She had given him a strong mixture of valerian, henbane, and poppy. It made him face death calmly. He was laid on the sacrificial stone, and the throbbing vein in his neck was opened so the blood flowed down into the sacred vat of Odin.

         ‘I hope the priests won’t ever need my help again,’ Asdis said. ‘It was a heavy day. The rain was falling hard, and people were scared. But Tormod won the war. The gods accepted the sacrifice.’

         Snehild thought about what it must be like to have to surrender to that fate. It was said to be an honour. But she herself would never surrender without resistance. And if she were forced, she would not accept the calming herbs either. She would walk with dignity and with all her senses intact, even to death.

         But this day was joyful. The year’s harvest had been plentiful, and only animals were to be sacrificed in thanks.

         A little further ahead, little Krimbjørn was walking and holding his mother Birla by the hand. Snehild waved to him. He looked puzzled as they approached the burial mounds that lay in a swampy area just before the forest edge.

         Despite the age difference, Krimbjørn was one of the few friends Snehild had. Something about her kept most people at arm’s length. Perhaps it was her strangely pale appearance. She was like a translucent light álfr, Krimbjørn had once said to her, reverently touching her splendorous curly white hair, which framed her face like a dandelion’s seed head.

         There were seven barrows in all, and it was said that Himlinge’s first kings and queens of bygone eras lay buried there, that their bones gave the earth strength, and that in an hour of need, they could be summoned from Valhalla to protect the royal town from foes. It felt appropriate that the sacred grove lay close by.

         As they followed the path between the burial mounds, people began to muffle their voices, and a solemnness fell over the gathering.

         Whether it was the thought of the bones or the impending sacrifice was hard to say, but suddenly it seemed to Snehild that she heard the yellow grass of the barrows whispering in the wind:

         That’s it, strong Snow-Born: with iron in your heart and blood in your eyes, you enter the Bifrost rainbow. Your blazing tongue speaks the language of the Norns, your eye you found in the well.

         The ash tree that grew on top of the largest mound stretched its branches towards the sky, and a magnificent rainbow appeared: purple, green, red and yellow arches rose like celestial paths towards the gods of Asgard. Reeds and bulrushes began to sway, and Snehild swayed with them. The sprinkling leaves of the ash tree were like the shooting stars of daylight, and she fell, from heaven to earth, from Asgard to Midgard.

         Asdis grabbed her. ‘Let go of those elvish dreams. They do you no good!’

         The rainbow was gone. The ash tree was nowhere to be seen.

         ‘But I saw the rainbow,’ she muttered fiercely. Seeing the Bifrost could not possibly be a bad omen.

         They followed after the others between the pine trees of the forest edge, past the spinney of slender birch trees and finally reached the beech grove.

         Ragnfrid stood by the sacred stone. Red rings were painted around her eyes and white streaks on her forehead, cheeks and chin. Behind her stood two priests and two priestesses, all painted in the same way, each guarding a bound animal to be sacrificed: a sheep, a goat, a pig, and a dog. The dog whimpered, and the pig jerked viciously on its ropes. Only the sheep and the goat lay still.

         They crowded together in circles under the trees. The ground was covered with fallen foliage, above them rose crowns of beech trees in early autumn splendour, and the shadows of the leaves lay over the grove like a flickering dome replete with patches of sunlight.

         All talk was silenced when King Tormod and Queen Grid arrived, the last ones, accompanied by Aslak and Roald. People stepped aside so they could stand directly in front of Ragnfrid and her priests.

         Snehild looked curiously at the boys. A year had passed since she had last seen them and, like her, they had shot up, and now resembled two young men. There was something luminous about Aslak. He was so breathtakingly handsome he could almost be the son of the god Balder, who was said to be the most beautiful of them all. Everyone in Himlinge praised Aslak’s beauty. His brother Roald looked completely different, more like a bear; he was wild and boastful, and it was impossible to tell that they were twins. Nor had it yet been decided which of them would inherit the title of King – succession was still the subject of speculation in Himlinge.

         Ragnfrid had the goat brought up onto the stone as the first sacrifice. She invoked the gods in a singing voice, one by one, Odin and Frigg, Thor and Sif, Tyr and Njord and Balder and Freya, and last but not least, Freyr. Then she drank from a large bronze goblet, lifted the knife, and presented to Freyr the animal they were sending as thanks for the crops.

         The knife sank deep into the animal’s throat, blood sprouted in small, pulsating sprays, and the priestess next to it collected in a vessel as much of the rich liquid as she could.

         Tormod stepped forward towards the sacrificial stone, and Ragnfrid painted a line on his forehead with the blood. To finish, the goat was hung up in a tree with its head down so the last of its blood could run down into the vat.

         Everyone cheered. The first victim had been sent up.

         The next animal was the pig. It had started howling when the goat was killed and now it whined heartbreakingly. It tore at its ropes, and four more men had to step in and help the priests hold the screaming animal down on the stone.

         Ragnfrid did not allow herself to be affected. In a firm voice, she asked Odin for wisdom as she plunged the knife into the pig’s throat. It jerked and uttered a few last shrill howls that made more people cover their ears. Then it lay completely still.

         Grid stepped forward and received her bloody stripe.

         The ritual repeated itself with the sheep and the dog, and now it was the twins’ turn to have their foreheads painted with blood. Roald’s eyes shone with excitement, while Aslak looked unmoved. With the sheep, Ragnfrid asked Thor for victory, and with the dog, she asked Njord to enrich trade.

         Snehild thought of her old dog Wretch when the dog was brought up. They had loved Wretch and spoilt him rotten; he had his very own hatch in the cottage so he could slip in and out whenever it suited him. The dog here whimpered and wagged its tail at the same time, and she felt sorry for it and wanted to pat and comfort it.

         Iron in your heart, blood in your eyes. She must not be soft. The future belonged only to those strong in body as well as mind, she thought, forcing herself to observe every detail of the sacrifice.

          
      

         On the way back to the Royal Seat, the mood was high. The whole town would feast until well into the night.

         ‘That tunic suits you,’ said Birla, the weaver, who had given Asdis the gift a full moon earlier, and who now accompanied Snehild and her mother.

         The royal couple had gifted Asdis a lavish red tunic for her treatment of Queen Grid’s monthly womb pains. And it had been accompanied by an invitation to celebrate the harvest blót inside the Royal Seat itself.

         ‘Yes, some of us have to make do with feasting in the square,’ Birla continued. ‘You really are moving up in the world. You deserve it too. You have worked hard for years for the benefit of all here in Himlinge. What are you giving Grid? Willow bark? At long last, people do not blame you for being the only one who got away when the outlaws invaded your village. Imagine, they have now taken Vallev too. I don’t understand why King Tormod does nothing about Gisle and his Egedal plunderers.’

         ‘There are still some whose judging eyes follow me and think I am lying or deluded,’ Asdis said.

         ‘That means nothing. People are just jealous. Your story was remarkable. But I think everyone has forgotten it – you have not talked about it much in recent years. It is of no matter to me. You can lie with whomever you want, and that the magical folk appear now and then to entertain themselves with us mortals is true enough.’

         They came to the square, where cauldrons of mead had been set out, and pigs were being roasted over open fires. The first people started filling their drinking horns and cups.

         Asdis waylaid Brynjulf as soon as they had crossed the square.

         ‘I’ll take Snehild with me to start with,’ said Asdis. ‘Is that okay?’

         Brynjulf cast a quick glance at Snehild.

         ‘How old is she?’

         ‘Twelve. But sensible for her age. She wants to know how to fare in the world.’

         ‘Sensible.’ He looked at her a little more intensively. ‘Is she, too, gifted?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Snehild, before her mother could answer. At last, she had an opportunity to be noticed. ‘I already know the herbs, but I have to learn runes, and I want to get to know Yggdrasil’s nine worlds. And then I will learn how to fight with weapons.’

         Brynjulf stared at her in amazement. Then he burst out laughing.

         ‘I would not call it sense if you believe you can lift a sword with that slender girl’s body. But at least it is not courage you lack.’ His laughter abated. ‘Well then, you are a year younger than the twins; you can sit with them. They are only to attend the feast until sunset. Perhaps you can get them to show you their swords.’

         ‘My apologies,’ her mother said, reddening. ‘She can be a little wilful. But it is true that I have instilled in her the prospect of becoming wiser in both the nine worlds of the tree of life and the art of reading runes.’

         ‘Wilfulness is only good,’ said Brynjulf, engaging Snehild with interest for the first time. ‘We will see. Perhaps …’ He looked pensive.

         His deliberations were interrupted. They had reached the Royal Seat. The priests, who had taken the lead in the procession, stood outside the entrance to receive Tormod and Grid and their long entourage. Ragnfrid had washed the colour off her face. Her red hair was set in two thick braids, and a harvest wreath adorned her head. She approached Brynjulf with a radiant look.

         Brynjulf leaned over to Snehild’s mother and whispered something to her. Her mother smiled and nodded. Then she pulled Snehild to her with a satisfied expression.

          
      

         The king’s hall was dark, the air heavy, and the din from the guests made Snehild uncomfortable. Drinking horns were filled from vats, and the mood was already high, though no one had yet sat down at the long tables.

         They moved with the current up towards the royal couple, and her mother explained it was Grid’s sister, Gislaug, and her husband, Bjørn, who stood with them. Bjørn was chief of the town of Alflev, which lay south of Himlinge. Roald and Aslak stood behind them, mimicking the submissiveness of the people’s greetings. Roald with a wide grin, Aslak with a sharp and cheerful gaze that seemed to capture every detail of each guest’s being.

         Asdis bowed her head. ‘Freya’s peace,’ she said, greeting the royal couple and their high-born guests. Behind them, Roald bowed his head similarly with a solemn grimace.

         Snehild laughed inside and sent Roald a smile.

         To her amazement, it was King Tormod who smiled back, with a warm, endearing expression, as if they knew one another. For some reason, the king’s gaze made her uncomfortable.

         Queen Grid saw her husband’s smile and cast a sceptical glance at Snehild.

         ‘So, this is your daughter?’ she said to Asdis. ‘A pretty one. Her name is Snehild? Brynjulf Raveneye has suggested she sit with the boys behind the high table. But they are being sent away at sunset.’

         Asdis thanked them and Snehild could see how happy she was. It was a great honour.

         ‘Come, boys,’ Grid called. ‘Say hello to Snehild. You can show her around.’

         They both bowed courteously, but she could tell Roald was having a hard time not laughing.

         ‘Let’s get away from here,’ he said. ‘I can’t take more of “Freya’s peace”. What became of “Thor’s victory” and “Odin’s eye”? What do we need with the timid Vanir deities when we have the Aesir?’

         The twins led her through the hall towards the kitchens. Aslak said they might be able to coax honey or berry purée from the cook.

         ‘Then you can be Freya, Roald can be Thor, and I will be Odin.’

         ‘I think you look more like Balder,’ Snehild said to Aslak.

         ‘Balder is spineless,’ Roald said. ‘Besides, we’re too old for that kind of child’s play.’

         ‘Balder can compose and sing,’ his brother replied.

         ‘That’s what I mean – spineless.’

         ‘You have never understood the power of words,’ said Aslak. ‘And you’re too stupid to ever do so.’

         Aslak’s harsh words surprised Snehild.

         As though realising he had revealed a side of himself he wanted to remain hidden, Aslak quickly became friendly and composed again.

         In the kitchen, they were given bread with honey, and Roald insisted on showing her the weapons.

         ‘You’ll probably be scared,’ he said. ‘There are deadly swords in there. Real warrior swords. We will soon be tall and strong enough for them.’

         ‘Why should I be more afraid than you?’ said Snehild. ‘There are warrior women, and Odin has his Valkyries. I have seen men howling like children when my mother treated their broken limbs, and I have seen female hunters fearlessly approach a wild boar. Besides, I want to learn to fight. I have always wanted to. Fear has no place with me.’

         Her response made Roald speechless, but she sensed his admiration. He stared at her wonderingly, as if he only now understood who she was and liked what he saw.

         ‘So you want to be a warrior woman?’ Aslak also looked at her curiously. ‘Maybe you can come and train with us.’

         Aslak lit a torch by the kitchen fire and led them on to the armoury. Roald pushed the heavy door open.

         The flames of the torch illuminated a room tightly packed with lances, axes, spears, daggers, shields, bows, arrows, and at the very back, priceless swords.

         ‘As a rule, only chief warriors and special guards have swords,’ Roald said, barely managing to lift one of the heavy iron blades. He set it down again and took two smaller swords next to it. ‘These are our training swords. Let’s go outside. We can show you how to fight.’

         They left the armoury and all three of them went out into the square of the Royal Seat.

         Outside stood four warriors with long swords. They were Gislaug and Bjørn’s guards, Roald said, and they were not allowed to drink while on watch.

         ‘Mother and Gislaug do not trust each other,’ Aslak added. ‘And neither do Father and Bjørn. That’s why Gislaug and Bjørn have brought housecarls with them, even though the invitation was only to a feast.’

         Aslak and Roald positioned themselves for battle. They circled each other, and any sense of play was gone. They were two young warriors full of aggression. Snehild could tell her presence meant something. They both wanted to impress her.

         The guards watched the scene lethargically.

         The sun was low, a blush spread over the horizon. Snehild was seized by unrest. Clouds tightened; a gust of wind swept across the meeting square. Something was afoot. At once, words and images sailed through her that she could not resist.

         
            
               
                  Two brothers with swords in hand,
      

                  two trees full of vitality,
      

                  a slender white birch,
      

                  a gnarled brown oak,
      

                  gently sways the birch that never yields,
      

                  hard stands the oak in mighty abundance,
      

                  one intense, singing in the wind,
      

                  the other wild, deadly in battle,
      

                  victory belongs to both,
      

                  the forfeiture sure.
      

               

            

         

         ‘Snehild!’ Roald shouted. His cry lifted her out of her mired reverie of fate. ‘Would you like to try?’

         They had not noticed anything strange about her. The whole thing had obviously been short-lived, passing in the blink of an eye.

         Roald handed her the training sword and explained that the edge was not quite as sharp as on real swords, but enough to bruise.

         She accepted the weapon, despite being shaken. Grasping the sword, she sensed before her the pathway to death.

         ‘You’re a mix of the two of us,’ Aslak said as he got ready to fight her. ‘Can’t you see it? Your hair shows it: white like mine and thick and lush like Roald’s. I think that inside you are like us too.’

         Aslak smiled when he said it. Then he struck the sword out of her hand so hard it sent a rush of pain up through her arm. He was still smiling as she winced, a seemingly innocent smile that both attracted and repulsed her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
      

         

         Master Builder Eik was happy with his position at the long table. The beautiful herbalist Asdis sat by his side, and since his wife and child had still not been brought to Himlinge, it had been a long time since he had enjoyed the company of a woman. And Asdis was a knowledgeable woman at that. She listened with interest to his explanations of palisades and wall-building and asked intelligent questions about his theories of shipbuilding. He couldn’t understand why she was laughed at in Himlinge. He had certainly heard the myth of her daughter’s conception, and perhaps she had told her fabrication to make herself interesting, but at least it was an imaginative lie that required some level of gift.

         ‘Himlinge is lucky to have you here,’ Asdis said. ‘We need that wall against the Egedal plunderers. It is said that their chieftain Gisle is attracting more and more outlaws and will soon have an entire force.’

         ‘Himlinge will be safe once I’m done. The palisade will soon be erected, and once the stone wall is built, Himlinge will be impregnable. But we need to dig many more stones. Where I come from, we have several quarries. It took time to find a suitable one here.’

         ‘I hear you come all the way from Burgundarholm, and that you were highly esteemed by the chieftain there?’

         ‘King Tormod has promised me even greater treasures,’ Eik replied dryly. And it was true. King Tormod had first lured him with gold and silver and weapons and land, but Eik already had all that on the island of Burgundarholm, where the people could not do without his vital shipbuilding skills. But with Tormod, Eik could achieve one thing that could never happen on Burgundarholm: Eik’s descendants would become heirs to the kingdom of Sialand. Eik had demanded and received a promise of marriage between his daughter Eldbjørg and one of Tormod’s twins. It was to remain a secret for now. But when the stone wall around Himlinge was complete, the betrothal would be announced. First, the hastily erected temporary palisade work, then a solid wall. Then Eik would be a member of a royal family.

         ‘There are many who travel from Burgundarholm in these times,’ he shouted to Asdis. The din had increased, there was roaring and singing, and he had difficulty hearing. ‘They try their luck and sail south. But Himlinge looks promising.’ He laughed, put his hand on her thigh and let it slide up towards her groin.

         Asdis caressed his crotch in return, and he managed fleetingly, with complete satisfaction, to praise himself for his understanding of women.

         Then the pain hit, nausea pulsed through him, and the imminent pleasure turned into a howl instead.

         The bitch had squeezed his balls. Another howl escaped him as a sharp pain shot through his thigh.

         Asdis pulled the dagger to her and, unaffected, wiped the bloody blade on the sleeve of the red tunic, while those around her roared with laughter.

         He swore and grabbed his thigh. It was wet with seeping blood.

         ‘Now I can see that the colour of this tunic is practical,’ said Asdis, taking a sip from her goblet.

         The table companions cheered even more, toasting with Asdis and hammering their cups onto the table.

         ‘That’s how a female wolf bites!’ shouted one.

         ‘That’s how a Valkyrie fucks!’ shouted another.

         Eik scowled and looked around for something to bind his leg with. Finally, he ripped a strip of fabric off his kirtle and used it to quell the bleeding.

         Brynjulf approached their table. Eik had long ago understood that Brynjulf Raveneye was King Tormod’s most powerful adviser, and when he saw Brynjulf lay a hand on Asdis’s shoulder, bend down over her and whisper in her ear, Eik became even more annoyed at himself for his attempt.

         There had to be some other female he could cast his lust upon.

         He looked around. He was becoming intoxicated in a nicely mellow way, the mead soothed the pain in his wounded thigh, and was that not perhaps what the harvest blót was all about, he thought, as his gaze roamed to the high table, where Grid and Tormod drank mead from exotic, ornamented glass goblets. The kind that came from people far to the south and were a sign, he knew, of great wealth.

         His eyes landed on the red-haired high priestess. She drank from a precious silver goblet and wore a pearl necklace with green stones. She was dazzling, and when she looked in his direction, he went to smile at her. Then he discovered it was not him she was looking at.

         Every drop of desire seeped out of him. Ragnfrid’s full attention was directed at Brynjulf Raveneye and Asdis, and Eik immediately saw what dangerous jealousy raged within her.

         More mead, fewer women, he decided, getting up, slightly dizzy, to dip his cup in the drinking vat by the entrance.

         He filled the cup and took another few sips. The heat in the hall was fierce now, the air dense with smoke and sweat, and the noise thumped in his head. He needed fresh air, he thought, slipping outside.

         The sun had set, twilight lay over the Seat, and it had become cool. Eik staggered over towards some barrels that looked just right to lean against. He could sense the first faint twinkle of the stars, and the moon stood pale against the darkening sky.

         Eik looked up and chuckled. He could own the moon if he wanted to; he was the most skilled builder in all of Midgard. No kingdom would be anything without him. Tormod owed him his throne now – or at least a son-in-law as soon as he had built the stone wall. And royal promises were the strongest; all lived on their foundation. The promises of gods and kings existed to show the way, just as Eik’s walls existed to create peace.

         He had travelled across the sea to get here, to Tormod’s fertile farmland, but he missed his rocky island, its coasts, and the salt water. Here were lakes and bogs, deciduous forests and fields, and Sialand, above all else, was as flat as a flounder. He had sailed in from the sea along the great River Tryggveld. Only later did he understand that only the most seaworthy and experienced dared to use that river. The land on the west bank facing the sea was considered magical and dangerous.

         Eik was almost at the barrels and was still contemplating the moon when his foot struck something heavy. He looked down to discover a leg sticking out from between the barrels.

         ‘Another fool who thinks he can drink like a jötunn,’ he muttered, kicking the leg. What a weakling to pass out cold from drink.

         Then his eyes widened. In among the barrels lay a total of four men. They were dressed as warriors, and they were dead as stones. Eik could see that two of them had had their throats slit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5
      

         

         Aslak, Roald and Snehild had sat down under a lean-to by the smithy. They were delightfully exhausted after hitting each other with the training swords, and Aslak told of the blacksmith’s attempt to make the iron sword double-edged instead of with just a single sharp edge.

         ‘Then you don’t have to remember to hit with the right edge,’ said Aslak. ‘Having a skilled swordsman is more important than being strong. Development is the most important thing.’

         ‘Development is nothing without strength,’ objected Roald.

         The two brothers looked at each other. Neither of them let their gaze waver. Snehild sensed their duel.

         ‘Which of you is the eldest?’ she asked, mostly to break the silence.

         Aslak and Roald remained silent.

         ‘No one knows,’ Roald said finally. He looked uncomfortable.

         ‘We don’t talk about it anymore,’ Aslak said. His tone was blunt. He met Snehild’s eyes as he continued: ‘My family doesn’t like to talk about what is difficult.’

         Roald nodded. ‘They say the night of our birth was hard for our mother; she was near death, and when we finally arrived, it was right after each other. They were so busy stopping her bleeding, and when there was calm, no one could remember which of us had come first.’

         Both brothers looked expectantly at Snehild.

         ‘So who will inherit?’

         Aslak raised his sleeve and showed a scar on his forearm. Roald pulled a mane of hair away from his right ear to reveal a missing earlobe.

         ‘That’s why we don’t talk about it anymore.’ He laughed.

         ‘The fight will be real at some point,’ said Aslak. He did not laugh.

         ‘Yes, I would not be able to choose between you,’ Snehild said with a crooked smile, and saw them light up.

         Roald leaned against a wooden post, and Aslak began to talk about animals for riding and the new horse breed that King Tormod had heard rumours about.

         In the shade of the lean-to, they watched the sun go down over the horizon. They knew it meant having to leave the feast soon. None of them wanted it. They had enjoyed themselves together, despite not making it to sitting and eating in the great hall. Snehild felt a clear connection between herself and both brothers, an invigorating tension she hadn’t known before.

         On the other side of the square, Gislaug and Bjørn’s four housecarls were still hanging out by the barrels. They seemed bored.

         Roald talked about how strong you had to be to lift the swords that the four men carried. You had to train your muscles, he said and showed Snehild how to do push-ups.

         Snehild had a go. It was far too hard. She couldn’t get up, her back bent, and Roald laughed. She decided to practise at home by herself. She would not be a weakling.

         A group of men came stumbling out of the hall. They seemed drunk, laughing, draping over one another and slapping each other on the shoulder.

         Aslak said he was glad they didn’t have to attend the rest of the blót feast. He despised drunkenness. One lost control and thereby power. ‘Look at that beetle.’ Aslak pointed to a dung beetle crawling away on the ground next to him. ‘It’s within my power to kill it, but not if I was drunk. Then I would risk not hitting my target.’ He hammered a fist into the beetle.

         Snehild looked over at the men. Something was wrong with the way they, as if by chance, were moving towards the barrels where the housecarls stood.

         Suddenly, the gang who had staggered over to the guards were at once completely sober. Six to four. They had secretly drawn knives that now shone in the last rays of the sun.

         There was a roar, and the housecarls tried to draw their heavy swords. But the attackers were too fast. One had his throat cut from ear to ear, so his head bent backwards in a red gushing smile, another had a knife stuck in his windpipe, so that bloody air bubbles simmered up from his throat.

         Roald jumped up, about to run over.

         ‘Stop, you fool,’ hissed Aslak. He and Snehild got to their feet too.

         ‘It’s a cowardly ambush!’ said Roald.

         ‘Can’t you see that they are father’s men? That’s Hjalmar at the back. We must not interfere in this. It is politics.’ Aslak dragged Roald back into hiding under the lean-to.

         Hjalmar and one of his men threw themselves over the third housecarl. Hjalmar flensed the man’s stomach with a powerful upward motion so the intestines spilled out from the incision. The man tried to hold them in with both hands, allowing the other attacker to stab him through the neck without resistance. He fainted into death.

         The last of the four housecarls managed to draw their sword and deliver a single blow before being stabbed in the back and abdomen at the same time. The man fell over, and Hjalmar bent over him and, to be sure, slit his throat with a calm slice.

         Roald shook his head. ‘What should we do?’ he said in a low voice.

         Snehild looked at the twins. On the other side of the square, the six murderers disappeared into the feast hall again. She began to grasp what plan was about to unfold.

         ‘Don’t you understand that this is just the beginning?’ she said. ‘If you do away with housecarls in that way, it is to get hold of Gislaug and Bjørn without any problems. Something violent is about to happen in the hall. I want to see what.’

         Snehild thought briefly of her mother, who was still there. She shouldn’t be in danger.

         ‘Yes,’ said Aslak. ‘We could learn something. I want to go in too. We think alike, Snehild.’

         There was something about Aslak’s calmness that intrigued Snehild. He was like stone, a quiet, inescapable force, wrapped in beauty. At that moment, she didn’t know whether to admire or fear him. Maybe both. He had said they thought alike.

         Roald agreed. He was not fearful either, but he had a restlessness in him, an urge for physical action, and he had already drawn his sword and was now taking the first steps towards the hall of the Royal Seat.

         Aslak and Snehild looked at each other. Then they walked in silence after him, across the square, and opened the door to the feast hall.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6
      

         

         Blood revenge was the source from which the river began, and Brynjulf Raveneye, who was wiser than most, understood the significance of this moment. He had thought it all through painstakingly and had weighed the arguments for and against. Despite King Tormod having no qualms with the plan, Brynjulf knew this was not a decision to be taken lightly. The consequences would hit them for many years to come.

         But Tormod wanted Bjørn dead. And Brynjulf also knew that at some point you had to make a choice and stand by it.

         So Gislaug and Bjørn were invited, and Hjalmar and his warriors sharpened their knives. Bjørn had been a threat to Tormod’s royal power for far too long.

         The hall was to be the site of their fate, the blót feast their dance with the Norns. Only the gods knew what paths life would take from there. The thought crossed Brynjulf’s mind that they should have a völva – a seer – in Tormod’s royal household. For significant decisions, such as these, a seer should be consulted. No killing without blood revenge. Did Tormod not see that? But völva were rare, and Sialand had never had any.

         Hjalmar and his people came in through the door. Brynjulf acknowledged Hjalmar’s affirmative nod. Then he left Asdis and moved up to the high table. He was pleased to have warned her. He liked her, actually, better than most other women. Now it just had to be over with.

         The wooden hall roared with laughter and shouting, sweaty men and women reaching out to one another for hunks of pork, for cups of mead; the flute player made one of the more prominent farmers jump up on the table and dance while his comrades beat a rhythm on the tabletop.

         Hjalmar had reached the high table. Tormod got up. He was seated next to Bjørn, who had his wife Gislaug on the other side. Bjørn was drunk and barely noticed that the king was leaving him.

         But it didn’t begin as Brynjulf had planned, and he would come to learn that one must humbly acknowledge the will of fate.

         Hjalmar and his people had their knives at the ready. Bjørn and Gislaug jumped up when they saw the men with the sharp blades, and Bjørn shouted to his housecarls.

         But Tormod blocked Hjalmar.

         So the king didn’t want to do it after all. Not in that way. Even though Brynjulf thought he had explained to Tormod how it should happen. But clearly Tormod now thought that such an ambush was not worthy of a king, and such an end was not worthy of a chief.

         ‘Do not touch my sister,’ Queen Grid shouted.

         Tormod drew his sword.

         ‘Bjørn, chieftain of Alflev,’ said Tormod. ‘Tonight, you are going to die.’

         The hall fell quiet. Bjørn tried to collect himself. He had drunk a lot of mead.

         ‘You would usurp royal power,’ continued Tormod, ‘you would split Sialand. But you will not die a wretch. I will send you to Valhalla with all my might. Give him a sword.’

         Hjalmar looked anxiously at Brynjulf, who could only nod.

         ‘Hold Gislaug in the meantime,’ Brynjulf ordered.

         The silence was broken when Bjørn received a sword. Folk began to cheer as they pulled away from the middle of the floor so that a space for the two fighters was created. Admittedly it was for their own King Tormod that they cheered, but the battle was honourable for both warriors, and it was great entertainment to see two rulers fight to the death. This would be a harvest blót that they would sing songs about.

         Brynjulf had to think fast. There was a lot to consider. The outcome was not decided, despite Tormod being sober and Bjørn being drunk, which would probably give Tormod an advantage.

         Brynjulf abhorred that kind of uncertainty. Now all conceivable outcomes and their consequences had to be thought through so he could act accordingly.

         Should Tormod die, Bjørn could not survive. He had to make that clear to Hjalmar quickly. And then he would have to decide on one of the twins as heir.

         If, however, Bjørn was killed, then everything would be fine, except that Grid seemed to want to save her sister. Would it be possible to send Gislaug back to Alflev? What about her son and two daughters? Would they come and demand blood revenge, especially now that Tormod had personally dealt out the killing? How old was their son Une exactly?

         Brynjulf wasn’t given any more time for further consideration. Heated shouts and the sound of swords meeting demanded his attention.

         Tormod and Bjørn circled each other, Tormod with sure movements and an expression of unbridled energy for battle. Brynjulf had to admit that being so skilled a warrior served Tormod well.

         Bjørn was not poor either. He was shorter than Tormod, but stocky and muscular, and he was furious. He used his fury as a driving force. Now, he understood the deception that had lain in the invitation to the feast.

         And when Tormod raised his sword for another blow, Bjørn saw his chance for a lower thrust towards Tormod’s stomach. Tormod moved aside, and Bjørn’s sword grazed his thigh instead. A streak of blood appeared. The onlookers shouted words of encouragement to Tormod.

         For Brynjulf, it was as though the world was coming to a standstill. He couldn’t comprehend the feeling, but everything seemed to stiffen, and for a moment, he thought he might be dead and watching it all from Valhalla. Or as though Midgard was frozen in Niflheim. But there was warmth and life around him; there were shouts and glances and swords meeting, and he saw the sisters Grid and Gislaug both worriedly following the fight, Gislaug still being held tight by Hjalmar’s men. One of the two sisters would be widowed tonight.

         New roars were heard, first anxious, then cries of annoyance, and finally laughter.

         Brynjulf was worried. Not just about the current fight, there was something more fundamental at stake. How could a Royal Seat, a chief town, a kingdom, let the future depend on drunken men and concepts like honour and revenge? Did the Aesir want the people to make Midgard like this? Was that perhaps how Odin controlled Asgard? Odin had sacrificed himself on the tree of life to gain insight into the runes. Odin had sacrificed his eye to Mímir to drink from the well of wisdom. Odin’s ravens flew out into the world and returned with knowledge. Brynjulf considered himself such a raven. He was Sialand’s raven; he was Brynjulf Raveneye. He saw and related and guided the king. Right now, everything was in jeopardy.

         There was more roaring and much rejoicing, and Brynjulf watched the warriors. As expected, Tormod was about to win. Eventually, when this battle had passed, Brynjulf was going to better the wisdom of the royal household. Several more learned counsellors. And a völva. He could not let barbaric coincidences prevail like this again.

         Bjørn was sweaty and out of breath; blood ran from a wound in his stomach.

         Tormod raised his sword again. And with a violent swing, he chopped off Bjørn’s sword arm just below the shoulder.

         The blood spurted from the stump where his arm had just been, and to a great roar of amusement, Bjørn collapsed.

         ‘Kill him, kill him!’ shouted the bystanders.

         Bjørn was losing consciousness from the loss of blood. Tormod looked down at him.

         ‘Go to Valhalla, chieftain,’ said Tormod, chopping off his head.

         Gislaug screamed. It was not a scream of fear or sorrow, but a sound of deep rage. Brynjulf knew a dangerous enemy had been made.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7
      

         

         Ten days after the harvest blót and the murder of Bjørn, Brynjulf sought out Asdis to say Snehild could be educated with the twins.

         ‘I’m in a hurry. I’m only staying a moment,’ he said as Asdis eagerly pressed a mug of fermented must on him. He accepted it in the doorway and left the door open. It was raining outside.

         Snehild was sitting in the nook by the fire and roasting mushrooms. Brynjulf still did not direct his attention to her, only to Asdis. Snehild listened eagerly. They chatted a little about the situation in Himlinge.

         A heavy atmosphere had settled over the settlement after the bloody feast. Grid had insisted her sister Gislaug should be spared, and Gislaug had, against Tormod’s will, been allowed to travel home to her children in Alflev, where her Une was proclaimed chieftain. He was still only twelve years old.

         ‘The relationship between Tormod and Grid has become pitiable,’ Brynjulf said.

         ‘Yes, and the bad mood has spread throughout Himlinge,’ said Snehild’s mother. ‘But look, it is pouring down now. Close the door. You cannot be that busy.’

         Snehild had also sensed the unrest and melancholy about the town. It slid around inside her like a sluggish adder, and she was constantly on edge at the thought of the visions that might lie in its bite.

         Her mother called her visions ‘elven dreams’. They tormented her more and more often. She didn’t understand where they came from. Only that they made her different. She always tried to push them away. They made her feel lost.

         ‘But we will hold back the runes,’ said Brynjulf, who had returned to talking about Snehild’s education with the twins. ‘Rune magic is only for adults. You should not talk out loud about me initiating you into those mysteries, Asdis. Most gothar consider them sacred and don’t want ordinary people to know about the art of the runes.’

         Asdis thanked him many times, and on his way out the door, Brynjulf added that Snehild was also welcome to swing a sword with the twins when they practised with Hjalmar every other day.

          
      

         ‘It was us who got him to do it,’ said Roald, the first day she met with them in the Royal Seat for battle training. Roald looked pleased and proud.

         She said thank you and sent him a fleeting smile. But it was also due to her own merits, she thought. Brynjulf would hardly have allowed it had she not seemed promising. She spent most of the day learning how to handle a spear without a point, and she and Aslak struck each other with their canes, trying to block their opponent’s blows. It was harder than she had thought. Most of Aslak’s strikes hit her.
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