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Wealth dies.


Friends die.


One day you too will die.


But the thing that never dies


is the judgement on how


you spent your life.
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‘There are no ghosts’





‘There are no ghosts,’ my mother said, ‘nor demons, or monsters, or devils.’ Every night, kneeling by the bed, she whispered these words to my sister and me. Darkness pooled around us, held back only by the weak and greasy flame of a lamp.


The last thing I would see were her lips, pursed as if to kiss the fire, and ripples of shadow round her eyes. I would hear the rustle of her breath, the pop of the flame as it went out and the smell of smoke as it brushed past my face.


When she left, padding barefoot across the floor, I would take back what she had said. I made my nightly apology to the spirits I felt sure were hovering in the air around me, just beyond the grasp of human senses.




*





When daylight came, my friends and my sister and I would search the fields and rocks and streams above the town, which marked the border line between the world of gods and men.


There were four of us.


My sister Kari was tall and thin, with crow-black hair and eyes the mysterious blue of glacier ice. By the age of twelve, she had stirred in many boys the first confusions of love.


My best friend, a square-faced boy named Olaf, had no time for such distractions. It was his certainty that we would find this hidden gateway to the other world which drove us out onto the fields, no matter what the weather. We followed his stocky frame, already the body of a man, topped by blonde and unkempt hair which stuck straight up on his head, as if he were hanging upside down. Often he would turn to make sure that we were not lagging behind, fierce eyes squinting, as if permanently blinded by the light of his own private sun.


Stumbling at the back, as usual, would be a boy named Ingolf, whose belly hung in a suspended avalanche of fat over his shapeless trousers, hiding bloated thighs which chafed so badly that he had to wipe them with butter before dressing every morning. Ingolf sniffled constantly from colds or pollen sickness. He did not like being up on the high ground and the relief on his face as we were heading home was clear to see. The tales Olaf told us – of blue-skinned ghosts and mountain hags who cut the veins from sleeping children and used them as thread to make their clothes – had frightened him beyond all curiosity.


Ingolf’s father, who ran the alehouse, was ashamed of his son’s weight and runny nose. Sometimes he chased his squealing boy around the garden, as if he were hunting a pig. Ingolf’s mother was a sharp-faced woman named Tola, who made a living by travelling from house to house after dark, selling fortunes and good-luck trinkets made from bird bones. On moonlit nights, she drifted through the waist-deep mist that clogged the village streets. There were rumours that she left her legs behind when she went out, propping them against the door like walking sticks.
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Stories of the land we sensed but could not see were like a labyrinth of tunnels running just beneath the mud streets of our town. Some of its inhabitants were named and shaped, reachable with offerings and prayers. Others could only be guessed at, remaining distant as stars. None were harmless and many so dangerous that the adults would not even tell us what they were.


But this only fuelled our curiosity. Hoping to learn more, we followed the weekly procession to the temple, which lay at the far end of the fields. It was a long, low building, with a turf roof, on which dandelions gathered in the summer.


The people taking part in the ceremony moved in a solemn, shuffling procession, all of our fathers among them. The group was always led by the same two men. One was Olaf’s foster-father, Tostig, with hands so old and frail they seemed like tiny, featherless birds. He leaned on the arm of his assistant, Guthrun, red-faced and barrel-chested, with long, unkempt hair and shaggy brows that sheltered eyes the same green as a cat’s. When not assisting Tostig, Guthrun was a blacksmith. The smell of his forge hung over our houses in damp weather, and we were woken by the rhythmic clanging of hammer on anvil early in those foggy mornings.


Children were not allowed inside the temple, no matter how much we begged. So we would peer through the doorway at long benches where people took their places. At one end, draped in shadow, stood the trunks of two trees, stripped of their branches. A face had been cut into the top of each pillar, with bulging eyes and inlaid teeth from wolves. One pillar represented the male gods, like Thor, Odin and Frey. The other stood for female gods, such as Freya, Idunn and Hel.


For the first few minutes, while a fire was kindled to warm the temple, the door would be left open. During this time, Guthrun and Tostig would cut a circle in the dirt around the pillars, using the tip of an old sword. Then they laid an iron ring on the ground, on top of which they set a bowl, filling it with water from a jug. Into this water, they dipped bundles of hawthorn twigs and flicked the water around the base of the pillars. What happened after that we did not know, as the door would be shut in our faces. We would press our ears to the heavy slabs of wood, straining to hear what was said.


Afterwards, when the temple doors were opened and people made their way home, we would follow them back down the hill. Our fathers would carry us on their backs, happy to put aside solemnity now that the praying was done.


It was Olaf, rather than my own parents, who became the source of everything I knew about the gods to whom our fathers prayed.


He had coaxed his knowledge from Tostig, along with the old man’s warnings not to dabble in a world he did not understand. But Olaf didn’t care about the risks. He believed he led a charmed life, and often reminded us how he had already cheated death once.


He had been found one winter, washed up on the beach in a rowboat so sheathed with ice it seemed to have been made of glass. The man and woman whom they found on board, who must have been his parents, were frozen to death. They had been washed out to sea, or escaped from a larger ship that was sinking. From the condition of the boat, they must have been out on the water a while. The mother had died first and the father, with no other way to nourish the infant, had made cuts in his chest and let his son feed off his blood until the cold clamped down on his heart. When Tostig found them, Olaf himself was close to death. Tostig had to prise him from his father’s frozen arms.


Tostig adopted the boy, having no children of his own. As keeper of the temple, Tostig raised his foster son on stories of the seven Norse worlds and all the living things which they contained.


Olaf proved a good pupil. It was from him we heard of the Nissen, tiny elves who lived around the house and for whom bowls of grain were left at certain times of year. There were the Hulder – who could only be told apart from humans by the tails they hid beneath their clothes. From Olaf came the story of the timid Fossegrinnen, who lived behind waterfalls and could be tempted out with gifts of food, which they repaid with their beautiful songs. Where mountain lakes mirrored the sky, Olaf warned us to keep clear of the shape-shifting Nokka, who dragged people down beneath the milky-silted water. These creatures, Tostig had told him, were to be found all over the country, but the story which most captured our imagination belonged only to our town.


This was the legend of Sasser Greycloak, who had once been a man but lived now as a beast out on the fringes of our world. Searching would not find him, said Olaf. When the time came, Greycloak would find us.


Olaf also spoke of a great source, from which the whole Norse world had sprung. Tostig had mentioned this only in passing and could not be persuaded to say more about it. Olaf often spoke of what the source might be, what it looked like, and what powers it might bring to the person who knew its hiding place. More than anything else, this became the object of his searching, though he did not even know what he was looking for.


Sometimes I wondered if what Olaf really wanted to find were the spirits of his parents, to speak with them, and learn how he had come to be washed up on the beach, lips smeared with his dying father’s blood.


None of Olaf’s stories frightened Kari. Even though she was only one year older, I looked up to her as I would have done to an adult. She seemed, unlike myself, a perfect combination of our father’s ability to be awed by the smallest of things and our mother’s colder reasoning, which knew the difference between reality and what we conjured from imagination.


Kari was always stopping to examine things which others had walked past, in our rush to reach a certain tree or rock or stream rumoured to be the hiding place of some wish-granting creature. It was thanks to Kari that we made our only true discoveries – nests of ptarmigan, patches of whortleberries hidden beneath the purple-flowered heather and the branched white bones of reindeer antlers.


I had joined this group of wanderers with more recklessness than sense. When we were up there on the high ground, I did not care what monsters we might lure from their caves. I did not think about the risk. Only at night, when I relived the adventures of the day, did the dangers take shape in my mind. At first, I so unnerved myself that I could barely find the courage to go out on the following morning. But when search after search turned up nothing, I began to grow weary of the hunt, as Kari had done long before. These days, she only came along to keep me company.


Of the four of us, only Olaf never tired, even after months of wandering across the rocky slopes, where windblown trees grew hunchbacked and wind roared along the knife-edge of the glaciers. With Olaf in the lead, we searched in dripping caves, at sources of streams which bubbled from their beds of moss, and in the boulder-choked gulleys of the Grimsvoss mountains, which rose almost sheer from the ground.


If Ingolf came at all, he usually left early, the time of his departing always marked in advance by his mother, who told him to be back before the shadow of the Grimsvoss reached the alehouse roof.


Later, Kari and I would head for home, while Olaf stayed behind. There were times when I looked back and saw him watching Kari and me, disappointment clear on his face, but refusing to give up the search.


The routine of those days began to crumble. I was leaving them behind. I knew that in the time ahead, some friendships would grow stronger, while others would vanish, like the twisting flame my mother kissed away when she wrapped my sleeping world in ghostless dark.
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But that all changed one night, deep in the blind man’s black, when I heard something scratching at the door. I also heard my name, whispered on the hissing wind of a storm coming down from the mountains.


Without a sound, I left my bed and crept past my dreaming family. When I lifted the latch and looked outside, I saw the storm riding out of the hills, bellowing thunder and walking on the crooked legs of lightning. I watched the rain approach, grey air seething like the crest of a wave. Just as the storm broke overhead, I stepped outside, looking for the one who called my name.


Rain thrashed against my body, pouring from my fingertips in silver threads. As a thunderclap split the sky, I caught sight of a figure striding out across the fields. He wore a pale shroud, which streamed behind him in the wind, and a pointed hood pulled down over his eyes.


I knew him.


It was Sasser Greycloak, heading for the Grimsvoss, shoulders braced against the roaring gale. Suddenly, all doubts about the spirit world were swept aside.


I set out to follow him, breathing through clenched teeth as the rain spat in my face. I ran as fast as I could, stumbling over the uneven ground and gaining on him with each step. Just as I breathed in, ready to call out his name, I realised that his shape was changing. His stride across the fields became the gait of some half-human thing, a flesh-twisted nightmare, conjured from the storm itself.


All my courage left me. Horror spread like black wings behind my ribs. I skidded in the mud, ready to run the other way, but slipped and shouted as I fell.


The figure stopped. Slowly he turned.


I screamed but never saw his face.


In that moment, the air filled with greenish-yellow light. It closed about me, writhing like something in pain. I heard no sound. The earth fell away beneath my feet. A bolt of lightning crackled through the air. Its jagged spear punched through my chest, branching fire along the tunnels of my veins until sparks flew from my finger tips. My fingernails melted as if they were chips of ice. Skin fell away in blazing shreds. Bone-white light filled my eyes and my body rose into the sky, clutched in the wild storm’s claw.
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I woke up to a world of silence. My eyes slowly focused on a ribbon of smoke, as it rose from a smouldering log. It took me a moment to realise I was home, and that the smoke came from our fireplace. Through the open door I saw my mother in the garden, pruning herbs which grew against the wall, pocketed in morning sun and sheltered from the wind. The crossbeams of our house were hung with bunches of these herbs, drying in the smokey air. Peppermint, goat weed, tansy, feverfew, marigold. My mother moved carefully among them, snipping away with a scissors which she kept tied to her belt, along with the house key and a wooden box filled with three bone needles. Her grey-blonde hair fell across her neck.


Then Kari’s face appeared above me. She blinked in astonishment. ‘He is awake!’ she shouted. Then she ran outside, grabbing my mother by the arm.


A moment later, my mother stepped inside the house, brushing the dirt from her palms. She came and knelt beside my bed and ran her pollen-dusty fingers through my hair. They smelled of lemon balm and rosemary.


‘I do not understand why I am still alive,’ I said.


‘Neither do we,’ she replied, and went on to say that when my father found me, my clothes had been torn to rags by the lightning but my body was untouched.


At first, I did not believe her. I held up my hand and looked at it, remembering what I had seen, but there was not a mark on me.


‘Hakon?’ asked my sister.


‘Yes?’ I replied.


‘Why did you go out there in the middle of the night?’


‘It was Greycloak,’ I told her.


Kari looked pale and worried, but my mother was smiling, pale wrinkles on her sun-browned face. ‘That man has been dead for years,’ she said. ‘It must have been a dream. Have you forgotten what I tell you every night? There are no gods, no demons …’


‘It was him!’ I shouted her back into silence.
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Greycloak’s real name was Sasser Geirson.


Thirty years before I was born, he had arrived in Altvik, claiming to be a priest sent to take the place of one who had just passed away. He wore a cloak whose undyed wool had been tarnished by the smoke of sacrificial fires into the dinginess that gave the man his name.


Tostig had been apprenticed to the town’s old priest, but now he began working with Greycloak. They barely had a chance to learn each other’s names before another priest arrived, claiming that Greycloak was a fraud and had robbed him of his possessions. He chased Greycloak into the mountains and out across a bridge of snow which collapsed, sending Greycloak down a crevasse. For a while, the priest could hear him calling out from far below, his voice growing fainter as the cold sucked out his life. The priest left him there to die and went back to where he had come from, saying there was nothing for him here and that Greycloak had got what he deserved – to be tombed in a glacier, along with the things he had stolen.


Tostig took over the running of the temple and had been there ever since.


In the years that followed, a great silence settled on those mountains where Greycloak had disappeared, as if it was a living thing, warning us to stay away.


By the time I came along, what truth remained of Greycloak’s life had become so tangled in the legends, that no one knew anymore which was which. In our minds, he lived now in a great hall made of ice. High on the bared-rock skull of the Grimsvoss, he had found a way to go on living past all boundaries of age, shrugging the burden of time from his old flesh and bones. He came down only in the storms, riding the wind like a horse when it blew across the glacier’s wrinkled skin. On those nights, while we hid ourselves away from the gasping thunder of the storms, he walked the streets and scraped his long-nailed hands across our doors, letting us know he was back. People said if you were brave enough to follow him, he might lead you to his treasure. And if you were quick, you might fill your pockets with silver and find your way back home. But no one yet had been that daring, no one that fast.


Olaf and I had sworn a secret pact that we would be the ones. When the storms blew in, we never slept, waiting for that scratching on the door, praying for courage and speed.


Was it just a dream I had? Was Greycloak no more than a skeleton, sleeping in the cradle of the glaciers? Or had he called me out into the storm? A hundred times I relived that moment. Each time I grew less sure of what I had seen. Only the lightning was certain. Only the fire, branching from the sky to stop my heart and set it beating once again.
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In this way, my life began a second time.


By the end of the first week, my hair turned grey and fell out.


My father sat at the table, whose legs had been fashioned from the rib-bones of a whale. He stared helplessly while my sister swept the floor around his feet and my mother fed me bowls of orange cloudberries, salted goat’s milk and smoked reindeer meat which made my jaw ache because it was so hard to chew.


My father’s name was Magnus. He was a tall man, always stooping to leave or enter our house. He had a shyness that did not match his size and a moustache which my mother said made him look like a walrus. He worked by himself on a small fishing boat which rarely strayed far from the shore. I looked forward to the day when I would join him in his work.


On summer mornings, Kari and I used to sit on the stone wall of our garden, watching his boat out on the bay. Sunlight fell like embers through the pines which grew along the rocky shore, making tiny stars of every dandelion on the turfed roofs of the town. I would feel its warmth brush like a hand across my face and see the flicker of my father’s net as he cast it out over a shoal of fish.


He had a gift for knowing when schools of fish came to the bay. He would be sitting at the table, in the middle of saying something, when suddenly he would tilt his head to one side, as if he were cricking his neck. ‘The salmon are here,’ he would whisper. Or it would be the herring, or the mackerel, and he was always right. He told me that he felt it like a rushing in his heart, as if the movement of a million fins deep in the black water of the bay had sent a ripple through the red tide of his blood.


Nobody seemed to find my father’s premonitions strange, but a boy who had been struck by lightning, and survived, was too much to ignore. They said that those who have been struck are marked as outsiders by the gods themselves, granted sight beyond what human eyes can see.


In the days that followed, as my mother and father went about their usual business, Kari never left my side. She treated me the same as she had always done and was the only one who did.


I found this out when Olaf and Ingolf came to see me. They lifted the blanket from my egg-smooth head and gasped. When I tried to tell them that I was not sure what I had seen, Olaf said that there could be no doubt. He talked and talked, saying this was proof at last, and that all our searching had been worthwhile. While he spoke, Ingolf just stared at me, the way he would have looked at something dead.


My father, like Olaf, was also convinced that I had passed through a hidden gateway into the world beyond. What worried him was that I might not have returned as the same person. When he thought I was asleep, I heard him tell my mother of rumours he had heard in town, that I was some creature living inside the strapped-on flesh of the dead boy I had been, sent to spy on them from beyond the realm of dreams. I could tell from the tone of his voice that he believed these stories, and his suspicions only grew when my once-brown hair grew back a coppery red, like some reflection of the lightning’s fire.


As soon as this news reached the ears of Ingolf’s mother, Tola, she sneaked up to our house after dark. She impaled the head of a white-faced owl on a stick in our garden to ward off the evil spirit that she said I had become. My mother discovered Tola just as she was sprinkling flakes of dried owl blood on our doorstep. She grabbed the first thing she could lay hands on, which was a mackerel, and chased Tola down the hill, clubbing her over the head with the dead fish.


After that, Ingolf was no longer allowed to see me.


From Olaf, I heard nothing at all.


Eventually, even Kari had to go. Despite her protests, our parents sent her down into town every day, to begin an apprenticeship which had been arranged with the village tailor. Kari left home at dawn and returned home only in the evenings, too tired to do anything more than eat her meal and go to sleep. This work brought her new respect from my parents. A new sleeping bench was built for her, and she and I no longer shared the one which was left to me. Kari did not have to cook or clean, except one day a week. My parents spoke to her with a strange formality, as if to place a distance between themselves and her. They knew the time was drawing near when she would leave their house for good, and they had already begun their long goodbye.


I would also be leaving home more often. Or so I had been told. This was to be the year that I began work with my father on his boat, but suddenly my father changed his mind, believing I had now been chosen for a different path.


In preparation for this, instead of teaching me about his trade, he began to share what he knew of the world beyond our own.


Late in the afternoons, when he returned from his work, he would bring me out to the storage barn, where smoked hams dangled from the rafters and baskets of wrinkled apples were stacked in the corners. He would place two milking stools in the middle of the cramped space and motion for me to sit in front of him. My father spoke as much with his hands as he did with his mouth, long fingers trailing through the air and white palms appearing and disappearing as he clenched his sunburnt fists. ‘Far below us,’ he said, ‘are the roots of Yggdrasil, the tree in whose branches the world hangs like a never-ripening fruit. These roots form the roof of a house, which belongs to three widows called the Norns. They spin the multicoloured threads of life itself and weave the destinies of men.’ As he spoke, his fingers unravled an imaginary spool of yarn. ‘Coiled beneath the house of the Norns’ – he twisted his feet around the legs of my stool and dragged me close, until our knees were touching – ‘is the Midgard serpent, which will wake on the day of Raggnarok and destroy the world in a storm of fire and ice.


‘We, the Aesir, live along the rocky shores and in the gentle valleys of the north, but above us, in the foothills of the mountains, live the Trolls. They exist in many forms, some with more than one head.’ With these words, my father’s open hand became a second face beside his own. ‘Some Trolls are the size of mice, others as tall as trees.’ He stood and reached towards the ceiling, and then he began to pace around me, as if he had become the beast itself. ‘They hide in caves whose entrances we cannot see, leaving only at night and returning before dawn, because the rays of the sun will turn them into stone.’ My father sat down with a dusty thump on the three-legged stool. ‘They are slow-thinking and bad-tempered but dangerous if you venture out at night into the hills.’


‘What do they eat?’ I asked, filling my lungs with the dry, sweet smell of the storage barn.


‘They chew the moss from boulders.’ He pretended to gnaw at his knuckles. ‘At night, if you watch carefully, you can see sparks from their teeth as they bite on pieces of flint, or you might hear the scrape of their bristly tongues over the rocks.


‘Higher still, up on the mountain tops, live the Jotun. They are giants; part ice, part flesh, part stone, whose hearts you can see beating in the frozen cages of their chests.’ Rhythmically, he opened and closed his fist. ‘They hate us, who live down in the warmth of the valleys, and will butcher’ – he hacked at the air with the knife edge of his palm – ‘anyone who wanders up into the snow. Afterwards, they use the victim’s flesh like bloody bandages to fill the cracks across their hide.’ And he slapped his arms and legs, as if patching his own frost-rotted skin.


My father believed the tales that Greycloak had not died but lived among these monsters and preyed upon the snow-blind people who trespassed into their world. He lured them with music from a flute made from the shin-bone of a man. Welcoming them into his house, whose ice walls glowed an eerie blue, he would serve them a meal of bone-marrow soup in a cup made from a human skull. The blinded guests would compliment him on the soup and would ask about that strange sound they could hear – that hollow thump which seemed to fill the halls – never guessing that it was Greycloak’s heart beating in a fleshless ribcage made of wrist-thick icicles. After the meal, he would give them a bed whose shaggy blanket was sewn together out of human scalps. The guests, still blind, would say how warm it kept them. Then, while they slept, Greycloak would bring his face close to theirs, suck all the air from their lungs and use their bodies to restore his own. With the remains, he would prepare another meal for the next lost traveller to be summoned by the music of his flute.


The ocean, too, was filled with spirits. My father spoke of Ran, the mother of nine beautiful, red-haired daughters, who had names like ‘She Who Is Glittering’ and ‘She Whose Hair Is Russet in the Evening Sun.’ They lived together in a drifting fortress on the sea. Its walls were made from foam-topped tidal waves, and its roof was a cloud of shrieking sea-birds. Ran spent her time gathering treasure from ships that her daughters wrecked and sent below the waves. My father swore he had seen their fortress, sliding like an iceberg through winter sea. He swore, too, that he had glimpsed those beautiful daughters, long hair wet against their milky backs.


‘I hear them calling me,’ he whispered. ‘Their laughter echoes in my sleep.’


And above us all, my father said, beyond the ceiling of the sky, lay Asgard. This was the land of the gods, who dabbled sometimes cruelly in the fates of men below.


‘Those things are in your dreams,’ my mother told him, if he was ever foolish enough to mention the subject in front of her.


But in my father’s mind, the gods were not in our dreams. It was we who were in theirs.


At the centre of it all, he said, hidden someplace in the vastness of our northern world, was a secret that linked these worlds together. This was the very heart of our faith, whose source was kept so hidden that those who knew about it never revealed where it lay, or what its power was or even what it looked like.


One day, when my mother could stand it no longer, she stamped out to the storage shed, flung open the door and shouted, ‘I forbid you to believe those lies! It was nothing more than bad luck that you were struck by lightning, but your father refuses to see it that way. He has spent too much time out on the water catching fish and now he is starting to think like one.’


‘I am trying to explain the things he needs to know,’ said my father, straining to remain calm.


‘You are not explaining,’ she replied, raising her voice even louder. ‘You are just making noise. Fish noises. You are the one who needs to hear some explaining, but you are too stubborn to listen.’


He stood and faced her, clanging his head against one of the iron pots that hung on a hook from the crossbeam. ‘Stubborn? Who is stubborn, woman? You or me? You are more stubborn in what you do not believe than I am stubborn in what I do. And that, believe it or not …’ he paused for an unbearably long time, then breathed in deeply and shouted, ‘is one of the reasons I love you!’


Then my mother could not help but smile.


My father had a way of saying things to make their arguments disappear. Of all the qualities he possessed, this one I most hoped to inherit.


Even if I did not believe every word my father said, it was not possible simply to do as my mother commanded and banish all his stories from my head. I began to wonder if perhaps I really had been chosen for a different path in life.


I grew restless. I was angry at my friends for leaving me, angry even at Kari, because it was her absence that I felt the most.


My mother’s answer to this restlessness was just to keep me busy.


When she carried up from town the fish that my father had not sold, my job was to cut them into flat shapes like the clipped-off wings of birds. We hung them out on racks to dry. This was in summertime, when the setting sun would only brush against the horizon before climbing again through a sky streaked purple and pink.


Later, when the weather turned to rain, we carried the fish inside wooden sheds and smoked them over birch-wood fires. The smell of that fish was rubbed like salt into our skin, into the rafters of our house and the fibres of our clothes. Every evening, my mother brushed the dry-curled scales from her arms and shook them from her hair.


She tried to carry on as she had done before, still chanting her denial of all ghosts, monsters and devils, but it seemed to me that even she was not certain anymore.
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On rare occasions when I could sneak away from the chores conjured up by my mother, I wandered aimlessly or sneaked inside the temple. I threw rocks at the pillars, bouncing them off those bulging, furious eyes.


One day, when I was walking in the fields, a stone hit me in the back, as if hurled in revenge by the pillars themselves.


I spun around but saw nothing. Then I noticed Olaf stand up from the heather where he’d been hiding, sunlight glowing in the shambles of his hair.


I was so pleased to see him that at first I could not even speak. Before I found the voice to call his name, he threw another rock.


I bent my knees and the stone flew over my head. ‘What are you doing?’ I shouted.


‘I heard you could make stones stop in the air without touching them.’


Slowly, I straightened up. ‘I do not know who told you that.’


He started walking towards me. ‘Down there they say you can and plenty of other things besides.’


I laughed. ‘But you know that none of it is true!’


He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I do not know. Tostig says you will never be the same again.’


For a long time, we stood there in silence.


‘Then why are you here?’ I asked.


The wind tousled Olaf’s hair. ‘I want you to show me where the spirits live. You can talk to them. You can make them appear. You can do all of that now. My foster-father says you are changed. That you have been chosen by the gods.’


‘Olaf,’ I said quietly. ‘I cannot do what you want. I do not know how.’


He took a step back. ‘That is a lie,’ he said.


I breathed in and felt the air trail out again. ‘Olaf … It is only me.’


‘No!’ he snapped. ‘It is not you. Do you know what they are saying in town? They say you walk up here at night and that you are followed everywhere by a dog with the face of a man. They say you have the power to make water flow upstream. That you can change the shapes of clouds.’ He stepped forward and flicked at my chest with the tips of his fingers. ‘They say a raven lives under your shirt and at night you send it flying down to Altvik to listen at people’s doors and scrape its beak across their shutters. Then it flies back and tells you everything it has heard.’


‘None of it is true,’ I protested. ‘Olaf, you are my friend.’


‘You were my friend. All you are now is a liar.’


‘I swear I am not lying to you,’ I protested. But it made no difference. I could not convince him.


He stalked back down the hill, pausing now and then to throw stones at me.


Until now, I had been able to persuade myself that things would eventually return to normal. Now I realised that Olaf was right, even if his reasons for saying so were wrong. The truth no longer mattered. All that mattered was what people believed. I had never felt as lonely as I did then or as helpless to do anything about it.




*





The following day, my father left to dry his nets. Once a year, he had to dry out the twine or it would rot. The smell of those nets, weed-tangled and glittering with fish scales, was too strong to hang them near town, so he took them to an empty beach up the coast and laid them in the sun. He would be back the next morning.


Soon after he left, Guthrun the blacksmith climbed the hill to our house.


My mother stood in the doorway. ‘What do you want?’ she asked, with a voice she reserved for people who tried to sell her things she didn’t need.


I stayed in the house, hidden among shadows.


‘I have come to speak with Magnus,’ said Guthrun, swaying on his feet from the exertion of the climb. The way his legs were planted on the ground made it seem as if the earth was rocking beneath him and he was the one standing still.


‘He has gone to dry his nets,’ said my mother. ‘Whatever you have to say to him, you can say to me.’


‘I think not,’ said Guthrun. He turned to leave.


‘Say it!’ barked my mother.


This stopped Guthrun in his tracks. ‘Very well,’ he muttered and turned around. ‘Tostig has chosen your son as his apprentice.’


‘But he has you to help him,’ said my mother. ‘What need does he have of an apprentice?’


‘I am only his assistant,’ replied Guthrun. ‘Your son will one day be a priest. What Tostig will teach him, only priests can know.’


‘I will not let him get him mixed up in that.’ She wagged her finger in his face. ‘Why does he have to send you to deliver the message? What is he afraid of?’


‘Tostig knows you dislike him.’


‘Well, that is the first sign I have seen of his intelligence.’


Guthrun was not backing down. ‘He felt it would be better for you to hear this from someone who cares about you, who would never do anything to hurt you or your family.’


She became quiet but continued to glare at him.


I was impressed.


Guthrun had reasoned my mother into silence.


I had never seen it done before.


‘The path of your boy’s life,’ he explained, ‘was laid out long before the lightning ever struck him, before you even knew you would have a son. Even if you do not want to believe that …’


‘I have no intention of believing it.’


He looked down at the ground. ‘Surely you can see that my offer is the only chance he will have to be accepted. Your daughter is making a future for herself down there in town, and if she grows up to be less stubborn than her mother, she will have a good life. But what is there for your son? He cannot follow in his father’s footsteps now.’ For the first time, he fixed me with his cat-green eyes. ‘Besides, he is interested in what I am saying. I can tell.’ Then he turned back to my mother. ‘I did not climb this hill to get the better of you, which is what you always think the world is trying to do. Now take my offer and do not try to have the last word.’


‘I will do it.’ The words jumped out of my mouth. For the chance of being accepted again, I would have agreed to anything.


My mother looked as if she had been slapped in the face. ‘If that is your choice, Hakon, you can go with him now.’ The tone of her voice made it sound as if she were saying goodbye to me forever.


Guthrun smiled. ‘Tomorrow is soon enough.’ From his pocket, he pulled a cross cut from a kind of shiny black stone which I had never seen before. The ends of the cross were flared out and flattened at the tips. It was wrapped with an old leather cord, which Guthrun unravelled and then hung around my neck.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Mjolnir. Thor’s hammer. That cross is like no other. Tostig wanted you to have it.’ He nodded to my mother and started walking back to town.


‘You took your time coming!’ she called after him.


Guthrun did not turn around. He just shook his head. ‘Always the last word!’ he shouted.
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That night, just as I was drifting off to sleep, I heard a noise outside the house.


‘It should have been me,’ said a voice.


I sat up in bed. My heart jumped into my throat.


‘What was that sound?’ asked my mother, sitting up in bed.


Kari stirred under her blankets, too lost in sleep to hear.


Then the voice came again. ‘It should have been me.’


‘Who is that?’ asked my mother. She was afraid.


The voice was moving around the house, now at the door, now outside the shutters, now in the garden. ‘It should have been me. It should have been me.’


My mother lit the oil lamp with an ember from the fire. Its feeble glow spread through the room. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders and her linen nightshirt was crumpled.


Kari pushed back her blanket. ‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘Stay in bed,’ my mother whispered.


But I did not stay in bed. I went to the door and flung it wide, because I had guessed who it was.


There stood Olaf, his face pale in the light of a cloud-veiled moon.


‘He is drunk,’ said Kari and pulled the blanket over her head again.


‘What are you doing here in the middle of the night?’ asked my mother.


Olaf nodded at me. ‘He knows!’


‘Can this not wait until morning?’ asked my mother.


Olaf laughed. ‘Until morning. Until the morning after. And the day after that. Until the day of Ragnarok, it can wait.’


‘Go home,’ said my mother.


‘Home to what?’ Olaf held open his hands. ‘It should have been me. I cared more about it than you ever did. Everyone knows that. Tostig should have chosen me.’


‘What was I supposed to do?’ I asked.


‘Turn it down!’ he shouted. ‘You should have turned it down!’


‘And live up here by myself for the rest of my life?’


His eyes looked sleepy. He waved his hand in front of his face, as if he had walked into a spider’s web. ‘I do not care,’ he said. ‘It should have been me.’ He turned around and staggered away.


My mother closed the door.


From under her blanket came Kari’s muffled voice. ‘He will be sick in the morning, and it will serve him right.’


I pushed past my mother and out into the night, ignoring her orders to return. I tried to find Olaf, but he seemed to have vanished. I went up to the temple, looking for him, but the place was empty.


While I was there, it began to rain and then to thunder.


I left the doors open and sat down on one of the benches, waiting for the storm to pass, but it only seemed to grow stronger. The rain which fell in front of the door looked like a grey veil, and the smell of it sifted into the room.


Lightning flickered, and in its flash I saw Olaf.


He was standing in the middle of the fields. His arms were raised, as if to touch the fire branching from the sky.


I called to him, but either he did not hear me or the sound of thunder stole my voice away.


When the lightning flashed again, he was gone.



















I woke up in the temple,





I woke up in the temple, amongst the charred bones of old sacrifices.


Sun was shining through the open doors, puddles from last night’s rain reflecting a clear blue sky.


As I started walking home, I saw flames rising from the town. Houses were burning. Half hidden in the smoke were two boats, moored in shallow water near the beach. Long and thin with dirty square sails and curved prows, I recognised them from my father’s stories. They were Drakkar warships, the greatest nightmare to come trampling through the sleep and waking dreams of every person on this coast.


Raiders with long and braided hair were loading their ships with everything they could find. They carried off goats and sheep, some of the animals still alive, with their legs bound together. Others were dead, broken necks lolling on the shoulders of the men. The raiders brought out trunks of clothing, which they tipped into the street and began trying on to see what fitted. I saw men from our town chased into the water and killed with long-handled axes. One woman reached out towards her attacker, as if to stop the sharpened steel with her bare hands. Her screaming reached me on the wind.


While I stood there on the crest of the hill, too shocked to move, one of the raiders spotted me. He dumped the armful of rope he had been carrying and began running up the path towards me. His shirt was made of countless iron links, its sleeves reached down to his elbows and its skirt stopped just above his knees. The salt of dried sea-spray was etched around the metal like a frost. Under this he wore a bright red tunic and baggy trousers made of heavy brown wool, which were bound at the calves but left to billow about his thighs. He carried a sword and a large round shield slung across his back in a way that seemed to twist his shape out of its human form. He wore a helmet with a heavy plate running down the bridge of his nose. The salty iron seemed to grow like some deformity out of his weather-beaten face, from which sprouted a tangle of beard as red as my own hair.


Smoke spread above the town and twisted away over the sea, snuffing out the gleam of sun off the water. Down in the village, fire curled like a breaking wave from the doorway of Guthrun’s forge. The roof of my father’s boat shed collapsed in an upward-falling rain of sparks. The walls tumbled in after it, as if the whole structure were being sucked into the ground.


The sound of the cracking timbers brought me to my senses and I ran, muscles turned to fire under my sweating skin. I sprinted down the rows of drying fish, brushing past them so the husks of their fins rattled together, spinning light to dark to light again, like leaves in the breeze.


I glanced back to see the raider closing in on me and at last, when I could go no further, I stopped and turned towards him.


We faced each other, both gasping for air.


He reached out to the black stone hammer which hung around my neck and, with one tug, snapped the old leather. The cord trailed over the sides of his hand.


‘Where did you get this?’ he asked, in a language I half understood.


‘It was given to me,’ I replied.


Carefully, he wrapped the cord around the medallion and put it in his pocket. Then he closed his fist in the tangle of my hair and pulled me down to the town, past screaming children and women and men who lay bleeding in the mud.


I called out for my mother and Kari, but there was no reply. Both of them would have left for town soon after sun up; Kari to go to the tailor’s and my mother to the market for bread and milk. But I did not see them now among the corpses in the street.


I noticed a horse lying dead in the traces of a cart it had been pulling. The cart had been flipped over and a face was peering out from under it. It was Olaf, his skin blackened with soot, staring wide-eyed at the man who dragged me along.


The raider and I reached the water’s edge. Bodies rolled in the surf. The scudding foam was tinted pink with blood.


The raiders waded out to their boats, piling in what they had stolen. They muttered under their breath as their eyes passed over me and seemed to disapprove of my being brought on board.


The man still held me by my hair. We had just begun to wade out to his ship when a door slammed in one of the houses and we both turned to see Tostig emerge from the darkness of his hut. He must have hidden himself or else had been of so little interest that the raiders left him alone. He was carrying an old war axe, whose wide, grey blade showed a band of silver along the edge. Tostig raised the axe above his head, snake-veined hands knotted around the wooden shaft. Then he began, very slowly, to move towards us. Tostig’s lips were pulled back from his gums with the effort of holding the axe.


The other raiders turned to watch. Some of them began to laugh.


Tostig stumbled forwards.


The raider let go of my hair.


I should have run then. Perhaps that was what Tostig had intended for me to do, but I was as stunned as everyone else to see this ancient man waving an axe that he could barely lift above his head.


The metal-shirted raider smiled as he unslung the shield from his back and held it close against his chest. He drew his sword and braced his legs in the shallow water.


The other raiders cheered at Tostig, as if he were winning a race.


Tostig took no notice of them. He moved like a man in a trance. With ten paces still to go, he suddenly tipped forward. At first it looked as if he had fallen, but then the axe left his hands and flashed through the air, end over end, and the gasp that went up from the raiders came at the same moment as the crash of the blade against my captor’s shield. He staggered back as the axe blade cut clean through the metal strapping which held his shield together and jutted through the other side, a finger’s width from his chest.


Tostig was on his hands and knees in the sand, head down, fighting for breath.


The raider threw aside his ruined shield and strode across to him.


I thought he would kill Tostig then, but instead he hooked his arm around the old man’s body and lifted him up the way I had seen sheep hoisted from pens. He carried Tostig out to the boat, pushing me along in front of him.


When the warships left our bay a short while later, Tostig and I were on board, tied by our necks to the mast, side by side with our backs against the wood. On deck were bags of money from almost every family in town and chests filled with silver cups and amber beads. Clothes lay heaped upon the planks.


Despite its size, Altvik had been a wealthy town. The few who had refused to give up their money were dead and burning in their houses or staring up through bloodied water from the bottom of the bay. The flames of Altvik reached into the sky. Above them, thick smoke gathered like some distorted shadow of the ships that had brought these men here. Then even that disappeared.


The second ship kept close behind us, following in our wake.


Soon after we lost sight of land, another boat appeared, coming towards us.


Instead of trying to get away, the raiders slackened sail and waited, curious who would be so bold as to come out to meet them.


It was my father. He stood at the tiller and his wild yelling reached me on the breeze. He must have returned to the town and found out what had happened.


Tostig’s hand settled on my shoulder. ‘It is no use,’ he whispered.


I felt my muscles twitch, ready to hurl me into the water, but even if I could have untied the knot around my neck and jumped overboard, the cold would have dragged me down long before I closed the gap between us. I slumped back, as if the weight of Tostig’s hand was too much for me to bear.


Across the foam-slicked waves, I heard my father call my name.


When the raiders saw that it was just a small fishing smack, nothing they could use, they tightened the sail lines, hauling them until their knuckles turned a bloodless white. The man at the steerboard arched his body like a bow, arm muscles taut under his skin. The Drakkar seemed to gasp as we lunged forward over the swells. My father’s boat fell far behind, his shouting lost on the wind. His boat slipped behind the waves, then re-emerged and slid away again. Each time, I saw less of it, until the boat had disappeared for good.


A sudden, bone-hollowing emptiness spread through my body, as all the memories of my home, which until that moment had flickered through my head as if they were alive, like a flock of birds in the blue sky of my eyes, became still, their bright colours already fading.
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Soon after, we ran into thick fog rolling off the land. It smelled of pine and mossy earth, mixing with the salt breath of the sea. The fog wrapped so thickly around us that we lost sight of the other Drakkar. Our boat hauled down its sail and waited. The crew lit torches, shot burning arrows out into the mist and called with hands cupped round their mouths, but the fog had swallowed up their friends.


As darkness settled on us, Tostig mumbled prayers to his wooden-faced gods.


The raiders discussed what to do. They were speaking in the Eastern Norse of the Danes and Swedes, not the Western Norse of my own people. They talked of the bad luck they’d seen this year, and how the haul at Altvik had made up for all of it. But now this. The quietest among them was the captain, a short, wide man named Kalf, with eyes almost hidden under a bony ledge of brow and calves that were thicker than my thighs. He covered a bald patch on the top of his head with a small round cap of blue wool and wore a brown cape with a hood. When the night grew cold, he pulled this up and peered from it like a badger from its burrow. He was a Christian and prayed to a brass cross nailed to the mast of his ship, but when the wind picked up, he prayed to Norse gods too. I heard him called an English Dane and learned through my eavesdropping that there were other Norsemen on the crew who had settled in England. They were heading back as soon as they sold off their cargo at a place called Hedeby, which lay further to the south. At Hedeby, the crew would split. Those who lived in the northlands  would find their own ways home. The English Danes would take their ships and sail away. From the things they said, it seemed clear that Kalf had made a life’s work of raiding. He came across the sea most years and recruited people from the coastal towns. Some of these men would wait every year for the sight of Kalf’s sails on the horizon, then drop everything and go raiding with him.


Sitting among them, I felt the impossible frailty of my own life. Each time I raised my head, seeing only tar-black waves beyond the boat, I knew that Tostig and I were beyond all help except what we could pray for or could find inside ourselves.


I overheard that I was now the property of a man named Halfdan. Now and then, I caught him looking at me the way he might look at an animal, wondering if it could understand what he was saying.


Halfdan had few friends on the crew. Those he had, he didn’t seem to want. It was clear that they respected him, but what he had done to earn their admiration I did not discover until later.


As the night wore on, Kalf’s men grew quiet and peered  suspiciously at Tostig, as if he might somehow be responsible for this fog.


I began to wonder as well, as I drifted from rage to tears to sleep. The faces of my friends and family seemed to hover in front of me, with the same flickering light as that which catches on the wings of insects when the sun is going down.


When morning came, the fog still lingered round us and there was no sign of the other ship. Kalf said they must have carried on to Hedeby, so we raised our sail and caught the wind, leaving the ghostly mist behind.


It would be many years before I found out what happened to those missing men. Until that time, I often saw them in my dreams. They sailed the red ocean of my sleep, caught in its currents, which steered them again and again to the shore of Altvik. They burned it down a thousand times, as weary of the slaughter as the ghosts they came to kill. But in my dreams they were powerless to stop themselves, helplessly reliving the butchery they had begun.


The sun came out, and I slept with its warmth on my face, too exhausted even to think. I woke as Tostig’s hand gripped my knee. He set a finger against his lips, motioning for me to be silent.


The raiders lay strewn across the deck, wrapped in heavy cloaks. They had rigged a cloth awning just forward of the mast, and it was under this that most of the men were sleeping. Halfdan stood at the tiller.


‘You must get home again, no matter how long it takes,’ whispered Tostig, his lips brushing against my ear and the warmth of his breath on my cheek. ‘The purpose of your life has been made clear. You are to be a messenger between the gods and men. Yours is a gift beyond all the riches stolen from us today, even the black stone cross, which points towards the very source of our faith – the only thing to pass bodily from the land of the gods into ours and from which our world draws all its meaning and its strength.’


This was the source my father had spoken about, the greatest secret of the Norse religion.


‘You children,’ he continued, ‘are brought up to believe that Sasser Greycloak was a thief, but he was the great protector of our people. His sacrifice is to be thought of as a monster, when everything he did was for the cause of our religion. To call him a beast is the only way to keep the truth hidden. He, like you, was struck by lightning and chosen as a messenger. That thing, which people say he stole, was the hammer you were given yesterday. It has been worn by every guardian of our temple since the source was sent down by the gods. I myself lifted that hammer from around the old priest’s neck and gave it to Greycloak  to wear. Soon afterwards, a man arrived in Altvik. He claimed that the hammer was his and believed that it alone held all the power of our faith. When Greycloak saw the man coming, he fled into the hills, but not before he showed me that the hammer is only an illusion, hiding the truth from all but a few. Greycloak lured him up into the mountains, away from the true source. After Greycloak fell through the ice bridge, the man believed that hammer lost for good. But year after year I searched the ice caves until I found his frozen body and the cross which he still carried. That day the lightning struck you down, I knew you were chosen to wear it.’


‘But if the source is not the hammer, then what is?’


‘The answer to that is buried in the ground beneath the Altvik temple. The secret has been handed down for generations, from one chosen priest to another. Only those who wear the black hammer ever learn the truth. Once these raiders have finished with me, you will be the only one who knows. That is why you must return to Altvik. Without you to protect it, the secret will be lost.’ He took hold of my wrist and gripped it harder than I thought he could. ‘Now swear to me you will go back, no matter how long it takes.’


I nodded, too afraid to speak.


Tostig sat back. He closed his eyes and nodded, satisfied.
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Later that day, I overheard Kalf telling Halfdan to get rid of us.


‘They have brought us bad luck,’ he said. ‘You must do it for your own sake, and for ours.’


Halfdan stared at the deck, frowning and saying nothing while he listened. Then suddenly he got up, drew his sword and cut the rope which fastened me and Tostig to the mast. The sword blade sank with a dry smack into the wood. He dragged us to the side and, without a moment’s hesitation, heaved Tostig into the water.


Before the old man fell, I thought I saw him smile at me.


I cried out and tried to grab him, but Tostig drifted through my fingers like a shadow. He vanished under the waves.


As I watched the place where he had disappeared, I felt a thundering inside my head, so powerful that I began to lose consciousness. Pictures began to appear before me, blurred and thrashing and streaming through my eyes like dry sand blown across a beach. They poured into my head with such force that I felt sure my skull would shatter into gritty, powdered bone.


Then suddenly I was longer seeing through my own eyes. I was under the water, drowning, locked inside the flimsy cage of Tostig’s body, drifting down into the freezing dark. Pressure stabbed into my ears. My lungs burned as the air in them grew stale. I clawed at the water, and with a last muffled shriek, my jaw locked open and the sea poured in. A stream of bubbles slipped from my mouth, like a broken string of pearls trailing towards the light. Blue sparks flashed behind my eyes. Then nothing. Not fear. Not life. Not even the knowledge that there was such a thing as life. I saw myself as I would be if I followed the old man – hollow-eyed and white with death in the blackness at the bottom of the sea.


As violently as I had been forced behind his eyes, I was thrown free. I looked down at Tostig’s pale hands, which trailed upwards in the silty water as he sank away, clothes billowing around him. I watched until he vanished from sight, then climbed with the bubbles from his flooded lungs until I reached the rolling tundra of the waves.


I rose from the sea like a newborn drawn from the womb, returned into this house of blood and bone, screaming and thrashing and blind with the salt of my tears.


Halfdan held me by the neck, my face only an arm’s length from the water rolling by. Halfdan was about to push me overboard when Kalf shouted at him to stop.


‘Not that one! Wait until we get to Hedeby, then sell him to one of those Slav traders.’ Kalf rubbed the tips of his fingers together in front of his face. ‘Do not let him go to waste.’


Halfdan dragged me back to the mast and tied me up again.


I cried until I was hoarse, howling like a dog and struggling at the rope until it choked me into silence.
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The remainder of the journey lasted three days, during which time I did not eat the food they put before me nor drank the water which they ladelled from a barrel with a wooden scoop and held against my mouth. I tucked my knees against my chest and did not speak, only slept or stared out at the sea. My mind went blank. I no longer cared what happened to me. Living or dying seeemed one and the same.


On the morning of the fourth day, we reached the port of Hedeby, a place many times the size of Altvik. Smells of smouldering peat, sour milk, roasting meat and human dirt fanned out to greet us. As we rode into the harbour, I saw two huge pillars silhouetted against the sky on a barren patch of land overlooking the water. Each was carved with a face, like the pillars in my village. Sacrificed animals hung from iron hooks embedded in the pillars. Fires smouldered on the shingle beach below and fur-clad figures hunched around them, shifting in the smoke.


The harbour was crowded with heavy-bellied trading ships.


Before we went ashore, Kalf divided the goods from Altvik. He carried out his work with a solemn face, selecting items from the jumble of property and laying them one by one at the feet of his men.


The raiders sat cross-legged and silent, never taking their eyes off the growing piles, most particularly the one that Kalf made for himself. He favoured the English Danes, which seemed to be expected by the Norsemen. But even the eyes of the English Danes grew dark as Kalf’s hoard towered above their own.


By the time Kalf had finished, I felt sure the crew would kill him. But no one complained or lifted a finger against him. They gathered up their belongings and rowed into town in one of the many small boats which ferried people back and forth from their ships.


Kalf and his crew were not strangers in Hedeby. The arrival of their ship drew an assortment of cripples, some of them so torn from their natural shape that they barely looked human at all. Beside them stood owl-eyed merchants in gaudy fur-trimmed cloaks and long-toothed women with faces creased by scowls. They scattered when the rowboats began ferrying us ashore. The merchants looked down at their shoes as we walked by, and the cripples slunk back into the shadows, like snails retreating into their shells. Only the women held their ground, with the hard, unfocussed stares I had seen in the eyes of slaughtered sheep.


Everywhere around us, houses were being built. The blond glare of new wood stood out against the smoked timbers of the older buildings. Some structures were roofed with tent-cloth, others turf-capped like the buildings of my home. Everybody seemed to be shouting. Their words merged into a meaningless chant, while hands clawed the air with angry urgency. Women in mud-fringed dresses carried their shoes, walking barefoot with the cautious tread of herons in a pond. In the darkness of one building, I saw the glowing outline of a red hot sword and heard the coughing hiss as a blacksmith lowered it into a vat of water. Musty-smelling steam billowed out into the street. Down an alleyway, I glimpsed an old woman in the moment that she slapped a young girl in the face. The girl’s nose immediately began to bleed.


Halfdan tied a rope around my neck and pulled me after him, clearing a path through the crowds. I felt as if I were watching myself from a great distance in the sky. Beyond sadness. Beyond hope.


In the market square, standing among clumps of horse-shit seething with brown flies, I was put up for sale.


Men with dark skin and pointed beards gathered around me. Their clothes were long and draping and their breath carried a smell of smoke and sweat. They made me open my mouth. One man tapped my front teeth with a coin. They set their thumbs beneath my eyes, drawing down the skin to look under my eyelids. They made me take off my shirt and walked their fingers down my spine.


Three of these men began to bargain with Halfdan. They sat on a rug which one of them had laid on the ground. Onto the carpet in front of him, each man emptied a pile of coins, some of which were broken into pieces. As one added to his pile, the second increased his own. The third man, seeing the amounts laid out by his friends, began to sweat even though it was a cold day. He gathered up his coins, let them rattle back into the leather pouch that he kept around his neck, stood up and walked away.


The dealing continued. The men removed gold or silver rings from their fingers and threw them on their piles.


Halfdan kept glancing at me and then back at the men. He began muttering to himself.


The brown-skinned men looked at each other questioningly.


Suddenly Halfdan climbed to his feet. He held one hand flat at the level of his chest, then made a cutting motion outwards, to show that there would be no sale.


The other men began to protest. They babbled sharp and fast and raised their hands to Halfdan.


Halfdan folded his arms and looked at the ground, waiting for the noise to die down.


But the chattering only grew louder and angrier.


I worried they might draw the long, curved blades which they carried at their sides.


Before that could happen, Halfdan strode right through them, pushing the men aside and treading on the carpet, which upset the piles of coins. He walked over to where I stood, grabbed my arm and hauled me away.


The scattering of their coins distracted the brown-skinned men, who scrambled to gather up their money and immediately began to argue over which coins were whose.


As he led me away, Halfdan paused for a moment to watch the brown-skinned men. I saw his fist loosen around the rope.


I did not think about what I did next. The thought and the action came at the same time. I took hold of the rope and wrenched it out of his grasp. The cord slid between his palm and fingers, and Halfdan cried out as the rope burned his skin.


I ran, hearing angry voices as I barged down the narrow, crowded street. I ducked into an alley and then into another. I sprinted through a slaughter yard. Beheaded animals hung upside-down from wooden crossbeams, bleeding into the mud. Huge piles of entrails, kinked and twisted like the rope around my neck, were being shovelled into waiting carts. I crossed another street. Not knowing where I was headed. Only to get away. I could not tell if he was following. The rope scratched at my neck. I gathered the loose end against my chest.


A moment later, I slammed into a woman carrying a reed basket of green-and-black-backed mackerel. She was coming out of a house. The basket flew out of her hands, and the fish fell on the ground. Some of them were still twitching. The smell of freshly-caught fish, the colour of the woman’s hair and the way she had braided it shoved before my eyes a vision of my mother. For a moment, everything that had happened to me since I left Altvik took on the substance of a dream. I felt myself sliding through veils of sleep towards the instant when my eyes would open. I expected to wake, and for my mother to be there beside me, having somehow trespassed into my imagination. But then the woman screamed a crow-like cawing shriek which drilled into my head and I knew then it was no dream. I dropped the rope and with my next footstep I tangled in the coils and fell.
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