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            Episode
          1
      

            In the Depths of the Earth
      

         

         The wolf rapidly comes closer. The lips are curled back, and the long fangs are exposed. It growls hoarsely and gazes intently at him. He wants to fight against it, but there is no strength left in his arms. He wants to escape, but his legs feel like water. In a panic, he thinks he is completely doomed. Then the wolf crouches down and leaps towards him…

         Buri woke up with a scream. He opened his eyes, and the nightmare loosened its grip on him. It was dark in the small bed-chamber where he had been sleeping next to his brother, Regin.

         His brother sat up in bed and angrily hissed, “You woke me up. Again! I’m really getting fed up with you doing that.”

         “I couldn’t help it,” Buri said quietly. “It was that nightmare again—the one with the wolf. I’ve had it three nights in a row now. And each time, it gets closer and closer. I’m afraid something bad’s going to happen.”

         “Ugh! You with all your forebodings,” Regin said. “No wolf would dare to even come close to the King’s dwelling. They never go where there are this many people.”

         “No, I suppose not,” Buri mumbled, without feeling entirely convinced. He could still feel the fear inside him.

         Regin swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood up.

         “I can’t fall asleep after all this talking,” he said. “And I could use a snack. We can easily sneak over to the kitchen and steal a couple of honey cakes. They baked them fresh yesterday. You coming?”

         “What if we get caught?” Buri asked.

         “We won’t,” Regin said. “It’s the middle of the night. Everyone’s sleeping. Come on.”

         Buri and Regin were the King’s sons. Regin was one year older than Buri. They were both growing rapidly, with long arms and even longer legs. Buri’s spiky hair was so blond that it was almost white. Regin’s hair was just as bright in colour, but it hung down over his forehead and the back of his neck. “As if a cow licked him,” people said, but only when Regin was out of earshot.

         The boys pulled on their trousers and shirts, stuck their feet into their shoes and left the chamber.

         “Why don’t we ask Signy if she wants to come along?” Buri asked.

         Regin shook his head.

         “We’d better not. She’ll just tell us not to do it.”

         Signy was their older sister. She was a couple of years older than the boys. Their mum had died several years before. Their father, Alrik, was King of Nordmark—a land of rocky coastlines, green valleys, dark moors, and high mountains whose peaks were covered in snow the entire year.

         Regin and Buri left the house where they had been sleeping and sneaked across the open space between the buildings that made up the King’s dwelling. They could see the white fog hanging over the fjord between the houses.

         Suddenly the dead silence of the night was broken by a loud horn signal, followed by loud yelling and the clanging of steel from the direction of the beach.

         “Someone’s sounding the attack!” Regin burst out. “What’s going on?”

         The two boys stopped to look out at the fjord.

         Just then, a man came running towards them with a torch in his hand. It was Skakke, one of the King’s most trusted men.

         “There you are!” he said with relief. “I’m glad I’ve found you. You have to come with me.”

         “Where? Why? What’s happening?” Regin asked.

         “We’re being attacked,” Skakke said. “We don’t know who the enemy is. Their longboats suddenly appeared out of the fog. The King led his warriors to fight them. I was ordered to make sure you children were safe. You have to come with me right now.”

         “Safe? Where?” Regin asked.

         “No more talking,” Skakke said and gripped Regin’s arm. “Off we go.”

         He pulled Regin along with him, and Buri had to jog to keep up.

         “What about Signy?” Buri asked.

         “She’s waiting for you,” Skakke said. “She was in her bed-chamber. Not like you two. I didn’t have to run around looking for her.”

         Skakke brought them down to a small mooring pier. A rowing boat was waiting for them. Signy was sitting in the boat, along with another of the King’s most trusted men.

         “Oh, there you are!” Signy breathed with relief when the boys jumped into the boat. She was wrapped in a large shawl to keep out the chill of the night. It covered her long blonde hair and most her nightdress.

         They could still hear angry yells and weapons rattling somewhere in the darkness. The three children tried to guess how the fighting was going. But none of them said anything. Signy bit her lip to try not to cry. Regin squeezed his hands into fists to deal with the anger he had no outlet for. Buri looked around anxiously for enemies approaching.

         “Let’s get out of here quick,” Skakke said, sitting down by one of the oars.

         The men grabbed one oar each, and the boat floated out onto the fjord.

         “Where are we going?” Buri asked.

         “To the island,” Skakke said. “And I don’t want to hear a single word more. We’re not alone on the water.”

         There was a forested island along the fjord, which was where they were going.

         Skakke and the other man rowed powerfully. There were small splashes of water each time the oars hit the water. Everything else was utterly silent.

         The water of the fjord was black and looked smooth. Light wisps of fog drifted slowly over it. Buri couldn’t take his eyes off them. They looked like pale figures slowly walking through the night.

         A moment later, he almost screamed out loud when a black dragon’s head appeared in the fog.

         Skakke and his rowing mate saw it as well. They lifted the oars out of the water and let the boat glide along silently.

         Behind the dragon’s head, the prow of a longboat appeared.

         “Did you hear a splashing noise?” a voice said up on the boat.

         “Just a bird landing on the water,” another voice replied. “Happens all the time. How boring that we have to stay here and guard the boat whilst everyone else reaps all the glory and plunder.”

         “You’re right about that,” the first voice said. “Never anything but bad luck for us.”

         The children were as quiet as tiny mice. They hardly even dared to breathe. Instead, the boat drifted along silently on the current. Eventually the longboat disappeared in the fog behind them.

         Skakke and his mate breathed a sigh of relief and grabbed the oars. Now they were making good progress again.

         The island finally appeared from out of the darkness. The boat slipped into a small inlet surrounded by tall trees. A man was waiting down by the water’s edge.

         Skakke helped the children ashore and said, “This is Grutte Greybeard, he’ll look after you.”

         “I heard the attack was sounded,” Grutte said. “Is it the King’s dwelling?”

         “Yes, and things look grim,” Skakke said. “We have to return right away and fight for our King.”

         “I want to come too,” Regin said. “I…”

         “Absolutely not,” Skakke said. “This isn’t a game for boys. When men go to battle, death’s their constant companion.”

         He got back into the boat, and it quickly sailed away from the island.

         The children looked curiously at Grutte. His beard was streaked with grey, and his skin was as wrinkly as a dried apple. But his eyes were bright, and he stood with his back straight and proud.

         “Why did we have to come out here?” Signy asked. “And who are you?”

         “I’m an old friend of your father,” Grutte said. “I was a man in the prime of my life when he was no bigger than you two lads. I taught him how to use a sword and went with him on many adventures. When I grew too old for fighting and war, I came to live here on the island. I live alone. But I promised your father you could seek shelter here if necessary. As it seems to be now… Come with me to my hut.”

         Grutte Greybeard lived on a cliff overlooking the water. A fishing net was drying in front of his hut, and a small boat was moored to a pole at the bottom of the inlet.

         The children followed Grutte into the hut.

         He spread a couple of thick animal furs on the floor and said, “I know you must be worried about your father. But see if you can get a bit of sleep anyway.”

         They obediently lay down, and despite the chaotic night they’d had, they quickly fell into an anxious sleep.

          
      

         When they woke up, the hut was full of the smell of boiled fish. Morning sunlight was shining through the hole in the roof where the smoke was drifting out.

         “Food’s ready,” Grutte said and placed a bowl on the table. “It’s probably not what you get at the King’s table back home. But it’s all you’re getting.”

         The children sat down at the table, and Grutte opened the door so they could look out at the fjord. The fog had cleared, and the waves were glittering in the sun. A flock of black cormorants was flying close to the surface of the water.

         All three children tried to see if they could spot the King’s dwelling. But a small peninsula covered in trees kept it hidden from view.

         “I wish we knew what happened,” Signy sighed.

         “Dad’s warriors are the best in the world,” Regin said. “They completely vanquished the enemy last night.”

         “I see a ship!” Buri said excitedly. “It’s sailing around the peninsula now. Maybe Dad’s coming to bring us back.”

         Grutte stood up quickly. He went to the door and shaded his eyes with his hand.

         “That’s not one of King Alrik’s ships,” he said. “It’s a dragon thirsty for your blood. We don’t have a moment to lose. Throw your food and bowls into the waste barrel. Then follow me.”

         The children hurriedly cleared the table. Grutte rolled up the furs they had slept on, then led them into the forest.

         The first yellow leaves were visible on twigs here and there. The sun shone down through the branches, but it was still cold and damp in the shade.

         The children had to walk quickly to be able to follow Grutte.

         “I wonder if Dad… What do you think’s happened to him?” Signy asked. “And everyone else?”

         “I don’t know,” Grutte said. “Right now, we need a hiding place for you. The island’s small enough that a group of men can easily search it. But I know a place you can use.”

         Not long after, Grutte stopped by an enormous oak tree, which had once been uprooted by a winter storm. The massive trunk was stretched out on the forest floor with its roots swirling in all directions. There was a vast hole where it had been in the ground. Over the years, the soil had become overgrown with small birch trees and bramble bushes, and a thick layer of withered leaves from past years had been blown into the indentation.

         “There’s a den of sorts underneath the roots,” Grutte said. “You’ll be hidden there. It’s not easy to find unless you know it’s there. A bear hibernates in it each winter.”

         “We’re hiding with a bear?!” Buri gasped in shock.

         Grutte chuckled briefly.

         “It won’t start hibernating until the frost comes,” he said.

         The withered leaves were swept aside, and the children climbed down amongst the bushes. There was indeed a tiny hole in the ground, just big enough for them to sit hunched up inside.

         Grutte swept the leaves back into place and put a couple of long bramble vines on top.

         “That’ll do it,” he said. “Stay here until I come and get you. And remember—don’t make a sound!”

         He hurried back to his hut. He reached it just as a boat with a dragon’s head cast its anchor in the inlet. A group of men leapt over the side and waded ashore. They were armed with spears and axes. Their leader had an ornamental sword hanging in a scabbard from his belt, and a silver ring around his right arm.

         He walked straight up to Grutte and said, “We’re Harwolf’s men. My name’s Bodvar, and I’m his strongest warrior.”

         Grutte clenched his teeth to conceal his anger. He had heard plenty about Harwolf—and never anything good. Harwolf had no land of his own. His power rested in a whole fleet of swift boats. He and his warriors sailed from coast to coast, then went ashore and murdered and plundered as much as they could. They were universally despised, and King Alrik’s men had had several clashes with them.

         “Harwolf has the power now,” Bodvar went on. “He sent us to find three children—a young woman and two boys. Have you seen them? There’s a purse of silver coins to whoever tells us where they are.”

         “Children?” Grutte repeated with puzzlement. “There are no children here.”

         “We’ll see,” Bodvar replied. He turned to his men and shouted, “Get to work, gentlemen!”

         Two of his men had already searched the hut. They joined the others, who had split into smaller groups and gone in amongst the trees.

         “You said Harwolf has the power now,” Grutte said to Bodvar. “What did you mean by that?”

         “It’s very simple,” Bodvar said with a grim smile. “We attacked the King’s dwelling last night, and King Alrik was cut down. But he was a brave fighter, I’ll say that much to his credit.”

         Grutte didn’t move a muscle. He had already prepared himself for the worst.

         “Once Alrik had fallen, many of his men surrendered and joined the service of Harwolf,” Bodvar went on. “The rest made their way to the realm of the dead, with a bit of help. And now Harwolf’s the King of Nordmark. But Alrik has three children, and they were nowhere to be found. A servant woman told us she’d seen two men rowing away in a boat with three children, and that you’re one of King Alrik’s most trusted men.”

         “I’m no friend of Alrik,” Grutte said, spitting on the ground. “I spent many years in his service. That much is true. But when I grew old, and my strength faded, he sent me away. ‘A toothless hunting dog is a waste of my food,’ he said. I’ll never forget those words. His children aren’t here. But if they were, I’d be the first to tell you where.”

         Bodvar laughed tersely.

         “You state your case well,” he said. “But I don’t trust you, you sly old fox. Let’s see what prey the hunters bring back.”

          
      

         Buri was struggling to breathe. The putrid stench of raw dirt in the small cave felt suffocating. He could just make out Signy’s and Regin’s breathing. Everything else was silent. The thick layer of withered leaves shut out every tiny speck of daylight.

         He couldn’t help thinking it was as dark and cold as a grave, and he felt the dread growing inside. When they were discovered and killed, they could just stay there. They were already in the realm of the dead.

         He could imagine them in the dark ground—the many pale faces that had left the light of day and ended up here, frozen in eternal stillness. Their eyes still had the power to see, and all those eyes were turned towards the three frightened children in the cave.

         “The dead…” Buri whispered. “They can see us.”

         Signy clasped her hand over his mouth and squeezed his jaw shut.

         “Quiet!” she hissed in his ear.

         Buri obeyed. Signy listened tensely to the tiny noises outside.

         The outer leaves shook slightly in the breeze. Small birds were twittering quietly.

         Suddenly a jay screeched loudly nearby.

         Signy froze. Without thinking, she put her arms around the boys’ shoulders.

         A moment later, they could hear voices:

         “How long are we supposed to stumble around this forest?” one of them said. “It’s a complete waste of time.”

         “Seems like it,” another said. “But do you want to be the one who tells Bodvar that?”

         “What about those withered leaves down there? Could someone be hiding there?”

         “Sure, it could be either a shrew or a woodlouse. Come on, the others are getting ahead of us.”

         “Let me take a look.”

         Signy held her breath with fear and squeezed the boys close to her. A spear was thrust through the leaves and wiggled back and forth a bit.

         The spear point brushed against one of her shoes, then it was pulled back out.

         “You coming?”

         “Alright, on my way.”

         The two voices were moving away. Signy exhaled slowly. Buri and Regin straightened up a bit. The panic they all shared was slowly receding.

         They had spent quite a long time in the narrow hole where they could neither sit up straight nor stretch their legs. Regin had a cramp in one of his legs. It got worse and worse, so he tried straightening the leg, but it was wedged against the immovable cave wall.

         “They’ve gone,” he whispered. “Why don’t we crawl outside?”

         Signy gripped his wrist hard.

         “What were you told?” she asked. “Stay here.”

         Regin heaved a deep sigh. But he stayed where he was.

         Finally they heard Grutte calling them. They pushed the leaves aside and squinted in the bright sunlight.

         “The men have sailed away again,” Grutte said. “The danger’s passed for now. It was Harwolf who attacked the King’s dwelling. You’ve…”

         “Harwolf!” Buri shouted. “The wolf! I knew it!”

         “What do you mean?” Grutte asked in surprise.

         “Erm… it was a dream I had,” Buri said.

         “I’m sure you’ve heard of Harwolf,” Grutte went on. “He and his men are the worst thieves and murderers in the world. I’ve been in fights against them before I got too old to…”

         “Grutte?” Signy interrupted. “You haven’t said a word about our father?”

         Grutte looked at her with a desperate look of sadness.

         “He… he died, didn’t he?” Signy whispered.

         Grutte nodded his head.

         “He fell whilst leading his men,” he said. “And he died an honourable death, but I doubt that’ll make you feel any better.”

         Signy cried silently with tears streaming down her cheeks. Buri clumsily put his arm around her. Regin’s face turned completely white.

         “Revenge!” he hissed, bunching his hands into tight fists. “Harwolf must die! I’ll chop him into pieces—first his hands, then his feet, and finally his villainous head!”

         Grutte gripped Regin’s shoulder hard.

         “Not until the time comes,” he said. “You have a long way to go. You need to learn to control your temper. Otherwise it’ll lead to your demise. And you need to learn to use weapons properly. All three of you do. There are many who’d like to see you dead.”

         “I’ve learnt how to use a sword,” Regin said.

         “I’m sure you have,” Grutte said. “But you’re no match for a skilled warrior. You’ll need training. And I can give it to you. My hair might be as grey as badger fur, but I haven’t forgotten my fighting skills.”

         The sun was low in the sky when Grutte and the children returned to his hut and ate in silence.

         Buri and Regin glanced out at the water several times as if hoping to see a ship with their father on board. They were struggling to fully grasp the fact their father was gone forever.

         When the food was gone, Grutte found his weapons.

         “I’ve kept them sharp and free from rust,” he said. “I felt I ought to. They served me well in the service of King Alrik. And now they’ll serve his children well. You’re the last remaining members of his family. If you die, there’ll be none left to avenge him. So you need to learn to look after yourselves.”

         The children nodded. Their entire life had suddenly become completely different. They had lost their mother several years ago, and now their father was gone as well. But at least they felt safe with Grutte Greybeard.

          
      

         Grutte started the weapons training the next day. He made two wooden swords for them to start with.

         “I do know how to use a proper sword,” said Regin. “And Buri’s held one too.”

         “That may be,” said Grutte, “but we don’t want you to cut any arms or legs off, neither each other’s nor your own. Regin, you’re the most experienced, you’ll show Signy what to do. Then you can try fighting.”

         “You want me to use a sword?” Signy said doubtfully. “I’ve never tried that. I don’t think I’ll be any good.”

         “We’ll see,” said Grutte, putting the wooden sword into her hand. “Take this.

         And start when you’re ready.”

         “What about me?” Buri asked.

         “You’ll get your turn,” Grutte said. “But right now, you can help me fetch water.”

         Behind the door to the hut, there were two wooden buckets. They grabbed one each, and Grutte took the end piece of a loaf of bread and put it in his pocket.

         The spring was a little way into the forest. The water bubbled out of the ground between two rocks. It flowed into a small pond and became a creek that disappeared between the trees.

         They put the buckets down on the pond’s edge. Grutte took out the bread and placed it on a flat rock.

         “A small offering to those who live here,” he said quietly. “We thank you for the water we’re taking with us.”

         Buri looked at him in puzzlement.

         “It’s for the Unseen. You know about them, don’t you?”

         “I’ve heard of them,” Buri said. “Some people call them Elves, don’t they? I don’t think there were any in the King’s dwelling.”

         “No, they prefer the forests, fields and lakes,” Grutte said. “There are many of them here. The island belongs to them. But I’m wise enough to remain good friends with them. They don’t like it when you make too much noise. And they get angry if you put dirt or blood into the pond.”

         “Have you ever seen them?” Buri asked curiously.

         “Not as such, no,” Grutte said. “They’re called the Unseen for a reason. You might catch a glimpse of something rushing over the forest floor. But was it an Elf, or just the shadow of a branch swaying in the breeze? If they do reveal themselves, it’s often in the guise of an animal. If a crow or a blackbird sits and stares at you, it’s probably one of them.”

         “And they’ve never harmed you in any way?” Buri asked.

         “No, quite the contrary,” Grutte said. “I try to be their friend, like I said. And they help me sometimes. When I look for mushrooms to eat, they make sure I find the very best of them. And three nights ago, there was an owl that landed on my roof and hooted three times. They never usually do that. Then I knew something was going to happen. I stood up and prepared everything, and soon after, the three of you arrived.”

         Buri nodded thoughtfully.

         “It was a jay that warned us,” he said. “Then two men came right past the cave. Do you think that was an Elf?”

         “It very well might have been,” Grutte said. “You’re my guests now, and under my protection. So the Elves on the island will look after you as well.”

         They filled the buckets and started to walk back. Buri looked all around on the way. He hoped to spot an Elf, but he had no such luck.

         When they made it back to the hut, Regin and Signy were busy fighting with their wooden swords. Regin attacked, and Signy parried his thrusts as skilfully as she could.

         “She’s doing well for a novice,” Grutte told Buri. “Regin has more experience. But he’s too focused on attacking.”

         Regin was eager to win the fight. He made a crazed leap to hit the wooden sword out of Signy’s hand. But she nimbly leapt aside from his attack, and before he could manage to protect himself, she hit his sword arm right above the elbow.

         Regin cried out in pain. The sword fell out of his hand, and he grabbed his sore upper arm.

         “Ow! That really hurt!” he shouted.

         Grutte laughed out loud, and Buri and Signy couldn’t help joining in.

         Regin’s face went red, and he scowled at them. But then an embarrassed smile spread on his face.

         “Did that look really foolish?” he asked.

         “A bit,” Grutte admitted. “But Signy taught you a lesson as well. Never forget to keep an eye on your opponent. And now I think we’ll stop for the day. I’m sure you’re all getting hungry?”

         A little while later, all four of them sat by the table and ate. There was fried fish and bread, and a pitcher of light beer to quench their thirst.

         “I hope we’re not eating all your supplies,” Signy said.

         “I won’t be any the worse for your visit,” Grutte said. “The fjord’s full of fish. And there are plenty of berries and mushrooms we can dry and store for the winter. The island provides me with everything I need… except for bread, beer and salt. I trade for those things in Fladstrand—the small town at the bottom of the fjord.”

         Buri was sitting closest to the door. Suddenly he noticed a robin sitting on the ground right outside. It looked at him with its tiny black eyes.

         “Bird or Elf?” thought Buri to himself. There was no way of telling which. But he wanted to be its friend.

         He crumbled a piece of bread between his fingers and threw the crumbs outside for the curious visitor.

          
      

         Harwolf glared at Bodvar and the other warriors from his ships. They were gathered in the large hall at the King’s dwelling a few days after the attack. Harwolf was sitting at the head of the table and wearing the golden King’s crown around the top of his head. No one was to be left in doubt that he was the King now. He was tall and looked sinewy and strong. His face and hands bore the scars of numerous battles.

         “None of you found them?” Harwolf said. “Impossible!”

         “We’ve searched high and low, Lord,” said Bodvar. “But the three kids have completely disappeared.”

         “Keep searching,” Harwolf said. “And double the reward to anyone who tells us where they’re hiding.”

         The warriors left the hall.

         Harwolf looked at their retreating backs and muttered, “You’re all useless. But I’ve heard about someone who might be able to help me.”

         He walked straight down to the stable and made the stable lad saddle a horse for him. Then he rode out of the King’s dwelling alone and over to the hillock away from the coast.

         A woman lived there who everyone had heard of, but few had seen with their own eyes. Her name was Mandrake, and the stories claimed she was skilled in sorcery and in contact with dark forces.

         Harwolf followed a narrow trail snaking its way through boulders and gnarled pine trees. The path led to a hut as grey and mossy as the steep cliff next to it.

         When Harwolf approached the hut, the horse suddenly refused to go any further, rolled its eyes and bared its large teeth.

         Harwolf tied the horse to a tree and walked towards the hut. Away from the door, he hesitated. The animal’s fear had made its way inside him as well.

         “Come in,” called a voice from inside. “It’s too late to turn back.”

         Harwolf made an effort to stand up straight, then opened the door. A sharp smell of wood fire and dried herbs met him. The flames in the fireplace sent a flickering red and yellow light around the dimly lit hut.

         A woman was sitting on a stool in front of the fireplace. A wrinkly face with long grey hair was poking out of the large fur blanket wrapped around her.

         “So, you’ve come to seek the help of old Mandrake?” she asked.

         “I have,” said Harwolf. “And I’ll reward you greatly for it. It concerns King Alrik’s three children. They’ve disappeared, and no one’s seen them. I want to know where they are. I’m worried about what might have happened.”

         Mandrake cackled with laughter.

         “You don’t need to lie to me,” she said. “You’re a wise gardener. You know weeds must be pulled up with all their roots if you don’t want them to come back. I’ll find them for you.”

         “And what would you like in return?” Harwolf asked.

         A devious smile appeared on Mandrake’s face.

         “We can always talk about that later,” she said. “I like being owed a favour. Let’s get to work. There’s a basket in the corner there. I need what’s inside. Fetch it for me.”

         Harwolf picked a heavy round object out of the basket. When he could see it properly, he almost flung it away.

         It was a decapitated head, dry and stiff and black with age.

         “He’s certainly seen better days,” said Mandrake with a laugh. “But he gives good advice. The dead can see what the living cannot.”

         Harwolf carried the head over to Mandrake, cradling it in one arm and pulling out a knife with the other.

         “Stick out your hand!” she commanded.

         Harwolf obeyed. Mandrake gave him a slight nick on the wrist, and a bit of blood started to trickle out. She put the knife down and dipped the tip of her index finger in the blood. Then she smeared it on the dried lips of the head.

         “There we are, my dear,” she whispered. “A bit of life force for you—as long as it lasts. And now you’ll tell the wolf where the three little deer calves are hiding.”

         The dead face tightened its features as if in pain, and the mouth opened into a narrow slit. The words that emerged were as monotonous as a gust of wind rattling withered leaves.

         “Surrounded by water under the root of the oak, in the depths of the earth.”

         “The island!” Harwolf burst out. “I knew it. That fool Bodvar was tricked by the old coot out there.”

         Mandrake handed him the head. Harwolf suppressed a shudder and put it back in the basket.

         Then he hurried out of the hut, leapt into the saddle and galloped back to the King’s dwelling.

          
      

         Signy, Regin and Buri sat on a flat rock by the small inlet where Grutte’s boat was moored. He had returned with his net full of cod, and had shown the children how to prepare them.

         Now they were cutting the fish open and throwing heads and guts into a bucket, placing the split fish bodies into a large bowl.

         It was a sunny afternoon, but a grey wall of clouds was hanging low over the sea out past the mouth of the fjord.

         “I hope it’ll stay dry for a couple of days,” Grutte said. “If these fish dry in the wind, they’ll last all winter.”

         Signy threw another handful of guts into the bucket and wiped her slimy fingers on the grass.

         “So disgusting!” she sighed. “This is servants’ work.”

         “There are no servants here,” Grutte said. “You’ll have to do it yourselves. A worthwhile lesson for you.”

         “I wish I had Harwolf here,” Regin said fiercely. “I’d show him.”

         Buri grabbed a cod by its tail and dangled it back and forth.

         “This is Harwolf,” he said with a crooked grin. “What should we do with him?”

         “Kill him!” Regin said happily. He grabbed the fish and thrust his knife deep into its gut.

         Grutte had hung his net up to dry and was just cleaning the seaweed from it. He was watching the clouds moving whilst he worked.

         Suddenly he froze.

         “A boat’s sailing up the fjord,” he said. “But the sun’s in my eyes. Your eyes are young and sharp. Can you see if it’s a fishing boat?”

         All three children leapt to their feet and looked out over the waves.

         “That’s too big to be a fishing boat,” Regin said.

         “It… it’s a dragon longboat!” Buri cried soon after. “And it’s heading straight for the island!”

         “It must be Harwolf’s men,” Grutte said.

         “But why are they coming back?” Signy asked. “They already searched the whole island.”

         “There’s no telling,” Grutte said. “But I don’t like it. You’ll have to hide again.”

         Grutte looked at the boat, approaching quickly with the wind full in its sail, driven forward by a strong breeze from the sea.

         The children hurried into the forest. They knew the way to the giant fallen oak.

         They all worried about what might happen if they were captured. But none of them dared to say it out loud. That was bad luck, and they all knew it.

         When they reached the oak, Buri stopped suddenly.

         “We… we need to stay away from here,” he gasped.

         “What do you mean?” Signy asked and looked confused.

         “The dead—they know our hiding place,” Buri said. “We’ll get caught if we hide down there.”

         “You’re imagining things,” Regin said.

         Just then, they heard a series of shrill cries high above their heads. They looked up in shock. Two vultures were circling in the sky, carried by the breeze.

         “Can’t you hear it?” Buri said. “They’re warning us.”

         Regin and Signy looked doubtfully at each other.

         “Those men did come close to finding us before,” Signy said. “And they’ll be sure to search more thoroughly this time. The cave might become a death trap. But what can we do instead?”

         “We try to avoid them,” Regin said. “They can’t be everywhere at once.”

         With Regin leading the way, they left the oak behind and walked further into the forest. They listened intently to even the tiniest noises and kept looking around to all sides. It had grown darker underneath the trees. The sun was hidden behind the clouds, and a cold wind swept across the island.

         It wasn’t long before they heard voices in the distance—men calling to one another. And they were moving towards them.

         “We have to get away,” Regin whispered.

         They hurried in the opposite direction, taking care to make as little noise as possible.

         Then they could hear voices in front of them as well, where another group of Harwolf’s men was approaching.

         The children stopped and looked at each other in terror. They had no idea where they might be able to hide now.

         It suddenly grew colder. The humid wind from the sea condensed into a thick fog, drifting through the forest and shrouding the trees and bushes in grey and white.

         The fog made all noises sound louder. The children held their breath and listened to the many voices surrounding them.

         “Bloody fog!” said one of them. “You can’t see your own hand in front of you.”

         “It’s hopeless to look for anyone in these conditions,” said another.

         “Quit your complaining!” a third one commanded. “They’re somewhere on this island—I know they are. Keep going! Look behind every tree and under every bush. We have to find them this time.”

         “That must be Harwolf,” thought Regin to himself. He felt his entire body shivering with rage and fear all at once.

         The voices were approaching from both sides. The children couldn’t decide whether to run for their lives or lie down on the forest floor and hope to avoid detection.

         Suddenly the men heard something mysterious amongst the trees to their right. It was three high-pitched voices. Children’s voices.

         “They’re going to find us.”

         “We have to escape.”

         “Come on! We can run this way.”

         A loud roar of delight arose from Harwolf’s men. They all crashed through the undergrowth in the direction of the voices.

         A couple of men ran right past where Signy, Regin and Buri were hiding. But the men didn’t see them. All their attention was focused on catching up with the three voices luring them deeper into the forest.

         It wasn’t long before all Harwolf’s men were heading towards the other side of the island. Only then did Signy, Regin and Buri dare stand up.

         “Those voices,” said Signy in puzzlement. “They sounded just like us.”

         “It’s the Elves,” Buri said. “I’m sure of it.”

         “What do you mean?” Regin asked in surprise.

         “Grutte told me about them,” Buri said. “He’s friends with them, and that’s why they’re helping us.”

         The children took their chance and went back to Grutte’s hut without being discovered. There was still a dense fog everywhere. But they knew the wind was coming from the sea, and so long as they felt that blowing from their right, they knew they were heading in the right direction.

         It was getting dark when they arrived back. Grutte was pacing back and forth in front of the hut. When he saw the children approaching, he immediately put a finger to his lips and gestured out to the dragon boat anchored in the inlet. A guard was standing by the railing, looking out at the fjord.

         Grutte and the children went a little way from the hut, the children whispering to him what had happened.

         “We need to get you off the island as soon as possible,” Grutte said. “But first, we need to do something about that guard.”

         He told the children what they had to do.

         Then he trekked down to the inlet and called out, “Ahoy there! A question, if I may? Is Harwolf a good master to serve?”

         The guard looked at him in astonishment.

         “I can’t complain,” he said. “There’s loot for everyone, so long as you don’t speak a single word against him. Are you thinking of joining his service? To be honest, you look too old for that.”

         “I’m not as young as I was,” Grutte said. “There’s no denying that. But I still have all my strength left. I shouldn’t wonder if I can still best a young lad such as you.”

         The guard laughed with scorn.

         “Why don’t we make a game of it?” Grutte suggested. “A friendly wrestling match. If I get you on your back, you must admit I’m stronger than you. If you win, I have a large mug of beer for you. How about that?”

         A wide grin appeared on the guard’s face.

         “It’s a deal!” he said with delight. “A mug of beer’s just what I need.”

         He put down his spear and jumped to the shore. Grutte and the guard stood in front of each other with their legs spread. Then they grabbed each other’s upper arms and started trying to force each other down.

         Grutte struggled not to be pushed back right away. But help was on its way. The children had been lying in wait, hiding from view. Grutte had told them what they had to do.

         They ran forward silently. Regin and Buri each grabbed one of the guard’s legs. Signy threw a piece of rope around his neck and pulled hard. The four of them managed to pull the guard to the ground.

         Grutte stuffed a rag into his mouth so he couldn’t make a sound. Then his arms were tied behind his back, and his legs bound together.

         “We did it,” Grutte gasped. “But he was right about one thing. I’m too old for this sort of thing.”

         “Do… do we kill him?” Regin asked hesitantly.

         Grutte shook his head.

         “I’d rather not,” he said. “I’ve killed men in honest battles. But slaughtering a man tied hand and foot as a sheep or calf—no. Even though I’m sure he deserves it. Now he can’t sound the alarm, and he can’t run anywhere. Let’s get out of here.”

         The children got into Grutte’s boat. He hoisted the sail, loosened the mooring and slipped out into the open water.

         The island behind them was still shrouded in fog, but it soon disappeared in the gathering darkness.

         The boat made its way through the fjord. The waves quietly washed against the stern. The mast creaked when the wind caught the sail. Everything else was silent.

         Darkness fell so quickly that it were as if a wall had been erected around the boat.

         “It’s as if we’re alone in the world,” Buri said, his voice a mere whisper.

         “We are,” Signy said. “Dad… Dad’s dead. And we don’t have any friends left in the King’s dwelling anymore.”

         “And Harwolf’s not going to stop trying to find you,” Grutte said. “But I’ve no idea where you’ll be able to hide.”

         “I think I know,” Signy said. “Dad has… Dad had an adopted brother. His name’s Harald. When they were young, they went on adventures together, and they performed a ceremony where they slit open the palms of their hands, mixed their blood and swore eternal brotherhood. Harald’s the ruler in Dalesland on the other side of the mountains. If we can reach him, he’ll protect us. I’m certain of it.”

         “And he can help us avenge Dad,” Regin said.

         “He’d be bound by his honour to help you if they swore brotherhood,” Grutte said. “Alright, I’ll take you to Fladstrand. Then you can make your way to the east.”

         “Aren’t you coming with us?” Buri asked.

         “No,” said Grutte. “I’m too old, and my legs are too stiff for a trek through the mountains.”

         The three siblings were silent and pensive. The first relief of escaping from the island had passed. Now their thoughts turned to the unknown future that lay ahead of them.

          
      

         The bottom of the fjord was a long way away. During the night, the clouds thinned enough that the tall cliffs on either side of the water became somewhat visible. The wind calmed as well, and the boat wasn’t moving very fast.

         Grutte looked behind them frequently. But no dragon boats could be seen on the dark fjord.

         “They must have realised we sailed off,” he said. “I just hope they’ll start by searching the other side of the island out towards the open sea.”

         When daylight broke, they spotted the town. The low timber houses were dotted along the banks of the broad mountain stream that ran into the bottom of the fjord.

         “You see that house with the red door?” Grutte asked and pointed his finger. “That’s an inn. The landlady’s named Turid. I always sell my fish to her. Let’s see if she’s awake.”

         Grutte moored the boat by a small pier, and all four of them went ashore.

         Just then, the door to the inn was opened, and a woman came walking out with a water bucket in each hand. She was portly and broad, and her hair hung in locks down across her freckled face.

         She met Grutte and the children on her way to the stream.

         “You arrived early today, Grutte Greybeard,” Turid said, shooting curious glances at the three strangers. “And who’s this you’ve brought with you?”

         Grutte looked around to make sure they were alone.

         “These are the children of King Alrik,” he said. “Harwolf’s looking for them. They want to make their way to Dalesland. I know the King there once saved your son’s life. Will you help them?”

         “With all my heart,” Turid said. She nodded to the children and went on, “Your father was a good man. It’s a great misfortune for all of us here in Nordmark that we lost him.”

         “Thank you,” Grutte said. “I knew we could rely on you.”

         Then he turned to the children and said, “We shall have to say our goodbyes.”

         “Where are you going?” Buri asked.

         “Far away from here,” Grutte said. “Harwolf’s men must have figured out I helped you escape. I’ll sail north along the coast to where my sister lives. If she’s still alive, that is. They’ll never find me there.”

         “We want to thank you for everything you’ve done for us,” Signy said.

         Grutte looked at all three of them for a moment.

         “I’m glad to have been able to serve King Alrik one last time,” he said. “May you have good fortune on your travel to Dalesland, and may all benign powers protect you on your way.”

         He walked down to his boat. The children looked after him until he had gone aboard. Then they followed Turid to the inn.

         “Let me take a proper look at you,” Turid said as soon as they had gone inside. “I knew well your father had three children, but I had no idea you’d grown this big already. It was fortunate you arrived so early. We should have the inn to ourselves all morning. The guests won’t start arriving until later in the day, and we can’t let anyone discover who you really are. Harwolf’s offered a reward to anyone who can help him catch you. There might be people in this town who’d get tempted by that. So we need to find you some new clothes.”

         The children were overwhelmed by Turid’s talkativeness.

         Signy gathered up her courage and objected.

         “But why? All our clothes were made by the King’s personal tailors. There are none finer.”

         “Exactly,” said Turid. “They’re much too fine. Just look at yourselves! The finest soft wool dyed blue and red. Silver belt buckles. And is that gold thread woven into your dress? Your clothes reveal your identity right away. You might as well walk around the town shouting you’re the King’s children.”

         Her words made the children look at each other with fresh eyes. They had never before realised how different they looked from everyone else.

         Turid opened a large wooden chest and pulled out a pile of clothes.

         “There are some old clothes here,” she said. “Many people come here to quench their thirst for beer, and sometimes they can’t pay everything they owe. Then I accept their cloaks, capes, or whatever they offer as payment instead. Let’s see if anything comes close to fitting you.”

         The children spread the clothes out on the floor and examined them. Most was made from coarse hempen fabric in brown or grey, and almost all was either threadbare or had patches.

         “It’s not what you’ve grown used to,” Turid said. “But this is what most us ordinary folks wear.”

         The children all found something. Regin picked a wolf skin coat that had lost all its hairs. Buri made do with a hempen coat with sleeves that were too long. Both had to wear trousers that had to be turned up by their ankles. Signy picked a threadbare skirt and a modest but well-fitting hooded cape.

         “We look awful,” Signy sighed.

         “We look like tramps—or beggars,” said Regin dourly.

         “You should be glad you do,” Turid said. “It’s a good disguise. No one looks twice at a beggar.”

         Turid hid away the children’s own clothes. Then she brought them to the dining room of the inn. There was a fireplace in the middle of the room, a large beer barrel in the corner, and a few tables and benches along the walls.

         “I imagine you must be hungry,” Turid said, bringing them bread and ham.

         The children immediately started eating; it had been almost twenty-four hours since the last time they had eaten.

         Regin brought his food over to the window and looked out over the fjord.

         “So you want to make your way to Dalesland?” Turid said. “I suppose that might be possible. We often get visits from traders who buy supplies here to prepare to go through the mountains. Maybe you could go with…”

         “A ship’s coming!” Regin interrupted her from the window. “A dragon ship. It must be Harwolf’s men.”

         The other three stood up immediately.

         “Already?” Turid exclaimed. “You’ll have to hurry. I’m sure they’ll want to search our houses.”

         She put the bread and ham into a sack and handed it to Buri.

         “Take that with you,” she said. “And remember, beggars bow their heads and move aside for everyone else. And they speak softly and whimperingly if someone addresses them. Now hurry, get going.”

         “Where to?” Signy asked.

         “Up through the valley,” Turid said. “That’s the only road leading away.”

         They thanked Turid and left the inn.

         The town had woken up around them. Women were fetching water by the stream, children were playing in front of the houses, and clanging hammer blows were coming from the smithy. A herdsman was trying to round up a herd of cows to bring to pasture. No one gave the three strangers a second glance.

         The road ran along the stream, which flowed wide and swift through the valley where Fladstrand had been built. At the bottom of the valley, there were fields and meadows on both sides of the water. Mountains rose steeply behind them on both sides.

         The three siblings quickly left the houses of Fladstrand behind them and kept turning their heads to keep an eye on the dragon boat still coming closer to the town.

         “I hope they didn’t catch Grutte,” Signy said.

         “He’ll be fine,” Regin said. “There are lots of places along the coast where he could hide with his boat.”

         Soon they could see the ship moored by the pier. A group of men went ashore. After the men, horses were pulled off the boat over the boarding plank. Four men leapt into the saddles and galloped along the road, whilst the others spread out to search the houses.

         The three siblings looked at each other in shock.

         “They… they brought horses from the stables in the King’s dwelling,” said Buri in a resigned voice. “There’s no way we’ll get away now.”

         “Isn’t there somewhere we can hide?” Signy asked.

         The small trees and bushes here and there at the bottom of the valley didn’t provide them with any hiding places.

         “We can’t just stand here!” Regin burst out. “We have to move. Come on!”

         “It’s no use,” Buri sighed. But he and Signy still followed when Regin began to run.

         Suddenly they heard a cry behind them.

         “Over there! Three kids. I bet that’s them. Let’s go!”

         The children tried running faster. But they were exhausted already.

         Signy heard faint tinkling from above. She couldn’t help looking upwards. A herd of goats was heading up a narrow trail, driven forward by a shepherding boy. The bell around the lead goat’s neck tinkled with each step it took.

         “Up there!” Signy gasped, pointing to the trail curving this way and up the mountain in sharp turns.

         Buri and Regin followed her immediately. It was hard work to make their way up the steep trail that mainly consisted of loose scree and large boulders. But their fear forced them to go on. The shepherding boy and his goats stepped aside in shock when the children came running up.

         “Where… do you think… the trail goes?” Buri gasped.

         “No matter,” Regin gasped back. “So long as it’s far away.”

         Harwolf’s men had seen them turning away from the road. They tried spurring their horses to go up the trail, but the iron horseshoes couldn’t gather footing on the scree. The four men had to jump down. They grabbed their spears and axes and continued on foot.

         The children reached the edge of the valley. The steep mountainside became a slight slope with grass, small beech trees and a few giant pine trees.

         It was easier to move forward here. The children started running faster. They could hear their pursuers were gaining on them.

         Regin was in front and suddenly stopped so abruptly that the other two almost ran into him.

         In front of them, there was a deep canyon carved into the ground. It stretched away to both sides as far as their eyes could see. It looked like an Ice Giant had split the mountain in two with a chop from an enormous axe.

         The children stared into the abyss feeling an overwhelming sense of dread and doom. The road ahead was blocked. And behind them, death was approaching rapidly.
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