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Storm and Oath: Viking Saga


Immerse yourself in the harsh world of the Vikings! Heiðabýr, a
settlement on the Salt River, stands between storm and oath: King
Sweyn Forkbeard calls for attack, old enemies stalk through the
night, and powerful merchants from London threaten the community
with
cunning and hunger. Einar, Ketill, and Astrid fight not only with
axe
and shield, but with courage, unity, and wise signs against
betrayal
and overwhelming odds. As the tide of danger rises, the inhabitants
of Heiðabýr must learn when to stand firm and when to strike—and
that true strength often lies in the oath and song of their
community. Experience an epic Viking saga full of adventure,
intrigue, and Nordic atmosphere. With gripping battles, mysterious
rituals, and unique characters, this saga tells the story of a
community that stands up against the powers of the North and the
South—forging its own path between tradition and change.


For fans of Nordic legends. Order now and relive
the Viking
Age!
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by Neal Chadwick


CHAPTER I.


THE OATH BY THE SALT FIRE.


The great hall at Heiðabýr, the port of kings, was so crowded on
that early winter evening of 996 that the fresh rushes crunched
underfoot and the air hung heavy with smoke, salt, and damp fur.
Shields stood against the walls, their painted bosses blazing red
and
blue in the torchlight; between them hung ancient spears, worn by
many hands, and horns with silver-tipped edges. At the front,
beneath
the carved dragon beam, a salt fire crackled, just as the old
seafarers knew it: dried seaweed and a piece of resinous wood
smoldered in an iron bowl. It was the custom in Heiðabýr to light
the salt fire at great feasts so that envy and false tongues would
be
consumed by the smoke and oaths would retain the taste of the
sea.


King Sweyn Forkbeard sat on the high seat, gazing with pale, sharp
eyes over the rows of his guests. The Danish king wore not the
large
blue cloak brooch bequeathed to him by Harald Bluetooth that
evening,
but a simple, broad circlet; and yet he seemed taller than usual,
for
at his feet lay three broad wolfskins, and the angled dragon heads
of
the supports cast shadows over his head that resembled horns. To
his
left sat the chieftains of Zealand and Funen; to his right sat the
men of Jomsborg, the famous brotherhood whose very name made even
distant Saxons reach for their axes.


Two skalds sat on stools in the center, their knees covered with
grey
blankets, playing the strings of their harps with their fingers as
they sang of conquests in the Irish Sea, of gold in the river mud
near York, and of heavy horses grazing by the Eider. Their voices
were rough, yet carried surely to the very back rows.


Not far from the queen—a pale woman with a calm mouth, yet her eyes
still vibrant beneath her lashes—sat two young people, heated and
boisterous as flames in a salt fire. One was fair-haired, with
narrow
cheekbones and a slight smile; the other darker and more alert, his
gray eyes flashing sparks like the steel of a freshly oiled sword
when he laughed.


"Ketill, you hold that horn like an old man," whispered the
dark-eyed man, nudging his companion with his elbow. "Don't lift
it like a comb, but like a sail mast; otherwise, it will be obvious
that you were born by the sea."


“And you, Einar Palnason,” came the quick reply, “are talking
too fast. Did you already knock off that blunt thorn on the
worm-shovel this afternoon? I don’t want a fisherman’s boy
decorating the planks with your name tomorrow.”


Einar laughed. His laugh had a tone that made heads turn nearby.
"The
worm guard? My hand would sooner jump off the handle than steal
your
honor, Ketill Ravenhair. Its edge bites into oak like a walrus into
seaweed."


“And yet she squealed on a horse bone yesterday,” came the sharp
reply.


"Horse bones!" shouted a girl's voice before anyone could
reprimand the two boys. "Who lets you sharpen your teeth on
horse bones, Einar? Is the hall now a battlefield kitchen?"


The queen smiled, and the dark eyes of the speaker, a distant niece
of the queen, glittered mockingly. Their names were well known in
the
hall: Astrid of Vendland, the swift, who knew how to tie a cap with
a
single knot, as tight and yet as light as a seagull takes the wind;
Einar Palnason, Palnatoki's grandson, who grew with the bow like a
young birch trunk in spring; and Ketill Hrafnsson, whom the men
called Raven's Hair, because his fair hair was darker at the ends,
like the feathers of a young raven when wet.


“If you want, Astrid,” Einar called, “I’ll stand with you
tomorrow behind the halls by the posts at the harbor. Three shots
at
a shield boss—whoever hits twice, the falcon I got from the
Frisians shall go.”


“Your falcon has bad eyesight,” said Astrid. “Three days ago,
he was sitting on the roof and didn’t see the fox clearing out the
kitchen.”


“He saw him very well,” Ketill raised his horn, looking serious.
“He only gave him the chance to run free because the fox had the
courage to steal a cooking pot in Heiðabýr. Falcons appreciate
courage.”


At these words, laughter broke out, and the laughter jumped like
sparks across the rushes. But suddenly it grew quieter, the harps
fell silent, and the men carefully moved their stools and benches,
for the king rose. He took from a servant the large silver bowl,
its
rim rippled like the sea, and raised it with both hands. The smoke
from the salt fire drifted past him, and he bowed his head as if
worshipping something unspoken. Then he drank, and his Adam's apple
rose and fell gently as all eyes followed him.


When the bowl was empty, he handed it back, stepped in front of the
dragon beam, and placed his right hand on the carved head, whose
wood
was so smooth that it gleamed in the light. He turned to the
men.


“Men of Denmark,” said Sweyn Forkbeard, his voice harsh yet warm,
“you know that the sea is never still, and that honor rusts without
the sea. Here before the salt fire, where the smoke carries the
salt
of the North Sea, I swear: Before three winters have passed, no
English ship will cut the sea between Heligoland and the Thames,
except under my banner. I will gather the fleet and lead it across
the Sound, and Ethelred the Perplexed shall hear the sound of our
oars in his sleep.”


A soft hissing of breaths ran like a wind through the hall, then a
deep, rising murmur, and finally the old custom sprang from every
throat: "Skoal! Skoal!"


Horns clashed, swords clashed against shields, and even the oak
posts
seemed to tremble briefly at the cry. Astrid gritted her teeth
slightly. "Look, Ketill," she said, rarely seriously, "the
queen has grown paler."


The queen, who rarely uttered a word, had indeed turned her face
slightly to the side. A short, thin shadow had crossed her cheeks.
Beside her, a man had placed his hands on the table and now tapped
it
once at most, as if to restore order: Jarl Valthjófr, whom the men
called Valthjófr the Broad-Shouldered, captain of the Jomsborg men,
a man with a dark beard and a heavy gaze, who rarely laughed, yet
when he did, he amazed the ten-year-olds.


“King,” he began slowly, in a voice like the rumble of a cart as
its wheels roll over gravel, “I do not have the hand of a king, but
I bear the hand of my brothers. We too have our salt to swallow.
Hear
my oath: Before three winters have passed, the hall of Lade will no
longer bear the name of a pagan jarl. Whether Hakon lives or
not—his
seat will belong to a man who will not trample the cross
underfoot.”
He spoke the word “cross” in such a way that some of the old men
pursed their lips, but there were enough in the hall who understood
the sign.


Einar raised his head slightly at the sound of Lade's name.
Something
stirred within him, something that had been growing for months: a
dark, sharp rage against those who had betrayed his father years
before. Ketill sensed it and kicked Einar.


"Be careful, Ravenhair," he whispered back, his grey eyes
taking on the same cold tone as the salt fire, "don't mention
Thorgeir. Not today."


But Einar needed no admonition. Valthjófr had sat down, and
immediately—as expected—his younger brother, Thori Longstep, so
named because he could step over two oaring places in one stride,
sprang to his feet. “I swear by our grandfather’s runes,” Thori
cried with gruff fervor, “that I will be the first to enter the
gate of Lade! With an axe that shall have a name.”


The men of Jomsborg laughed and clapped their shields. It was part
of
the game that one oath led to another. And then something happened
that was later sung about in some songs as greater than it actually
was: A man, not particularly tall, whose traveling cloak was darned
in one spot with a red thread, rose and placed his harp on the
bench.
His face was narrow and as sinewy as his neck, and his eyes were
the
color of moorland water reflecting the clouds.


“King,” he said, without raising his eyes, “I am no jarl and no
son-hunter. I am only a singer, and my name is Kari, an Icelander.
I
have eaten your salt and I drink your ale. I will not swear, but I
will tell what I saw before I came over the sea: I saw in a dream a
glowing coal falling from the northern sky, and it fell into a pool
of ice. The ice hissed and bubbled, but it remained cold beneath,
and
the coal did not lose its luster. A man with red hair carried it in
his hands, and the bubbles became shield bosses. I do not know what
it means—only that he who carries the fire must carry it with both
hands if it is not to go out, and that he will burn his fingers
before it warms the others.”


A murmur rippled through the hall, half mocking, half
superstitious.
The king pursed his lips. "Icelander," he said calmly, "may
your dreams frighten good-for-nothings and entertain infants. You
are
a guest in my hall. Sing to me tomorrow of sword and sail, and you
will receive a buckle. But dream in silence tonight."


Kari bowed and wrapped the harp back in its wolfskin. As he left,
his
gaze swept over the corner where the two boys sat—and lingered on
Einar, as if he were drawing a line on his face that only he could
read.


The voices in the hall rose and fell again, but the merriment was
no
longer quite the same. It was as if two flames were suddenly
fighting
each other in the salt fire, one blue and one yellow. Astrid leaned
forward and nudged Einar. "Did you see the Icelander? He looked
at you as if you'd taken the bread right off his plate."


“He looked at me as if he had seen my face before in the runes,”
Einar murmured. “I don’t like that.”


"You're easy to please and hard to bend," Ketill said
dryly. "I like that."


A blow to a door-guard's shield made heads turn briefly. A
messenger
pushed his way into the hall. Snow clung to his hood. He did not
kneel—the messengers of the coasts smelled too much of salt to
kneel before anyone but the gods and the storm. "King," he
cried, his voice rough with the wind, "a boat from the north is
at Quernsteen! It comes from the Trondheim Fjord. They're driving
burning wood before them, they say, and one of them bears a name
that
makes the men of Heiðabýr rise up."


"What name?" shouted the king, faster than was his habit.


"Count Eiriksson, known as the Red. Not the one who seeks
islands; the Younger. He summons Jarl Valthjófr to his
council—tonight."


Valthjófr slowly raised his head, like a bear waking from sleep.
"Let them into the hall, two of them. The rest by the fire
bowl."


The two men who entered could easily have blended in with the
others,
were it not for the look in one of them. He was narrow-faced and
broad-shouldered, and carried an unadorned sword that hung from him
as naturally as the muscles above his wrist. When he threw back his
hood, the color of his hair made some women gasp: a red like some
chains, covered in old rust, when they see the light for the first
time in years.


“King,” he said, “I have little to say. Only this: The loading
hall is not yet cold from the smoke. Hakon lives, as the ravens
croak, and those who serve him bear names that even Jomsborg
croaks.
A young man from the south, born on the Eider, harbors a grudge
against Thorgeir of Nordmøre. And he who is born on the Eider
learns
to hear the sea before he understands the voices in the hall. I
came
to tell Valthjófr: If he wishes to take up his oath not in three
winters, but this winter, he shall send men with shield and fire
with
me tonight, before the ice hardens again on the shore.”


What happened next was strange: not the king, not Valthjófr spoke
first, but Einar Palnason sprang to his feet, so quickly that his
horn fell over and the ale spilled in a dark semicircle over the
rushes. "I'll go with you!" he cried, and his voice was so
loud and clear that even the two doorkeepers, who had already heard
a
thousand shouts, craned their necks in astonishment. "I'll go
with you, by my father's bones!"


A wave of unease ran through the men of Jomsborg, for an old name
had
been spoken, and some considered oaths sworn over the dead more
powerful than those sworn over the salt fire. Valthjófr raised his
hand, and silence returned. “Sit down, boy,” he said, more slowly
than sternly. “Your father led men. You may join them when men
lead.”


Einar half sank onto the bench, his hands rubbing his knees. He
didn't look at Ketill, but Ketill felt Einar burning inside, and
his
own heart burned with it, like a small flame on the side of a great
fire. The Queen and Astrid had put their heads together. The Queen
whispered, and Astrid nodded.


“King,” she said then, without rising, with that certainty given
to only a few women, “if the men sail today or tomorrow, they will
not sail on a flat current, but on whirlpools and ice. Give them a
man from Heiðabýr who can read the sound like a rune. Otherwise,
more wood than meat will float home.”


Svein Forkbeard looked at her, and for a moment his gaze softened,
so
softly that one could almost imagine the man who, unarmed, had
placed
the deer skull from last autumn into his wife's hand. "Whose
hand do you want?" he asked.


“Ketill Ravenhair’s,” said Astrid, even before Ketill could
open his mouth. “He hears the rope sing before it chafes, and
points the edge at sand when others still see water.”


A burst of laughter rippled through the area, but it was warm
laughter. Ketill felt his face grow hot. He wanted to object, but
Einar placed his hand on his forearm.


"Do it," he whispered. "Go with me."


“I obey,” Ketill said loudly, and since he was heard, it sounded
stronger than he had expected. “But I want to see my falcon in the
morning, before we set the first sail, Astrid. You still owe me an
arrow test.”


“Your falcon is still blind,” came the sharp reply, “but it
will find you when you return home—and if it doesn’t, it will
find your skull.”


The king raised his hand a second time. “Enough witty remarks,”
he said, his lips once again hardening. “Red Hrafn, your news is
worth its weight in salt. Valthjófr, you knew I would raise my
banner to the west. If you want the north, do it quickly. I don’t
want a burning hall at my back when I tip the seas.”


“I’m going,” Valthjófr said briefly. “Two dozen by morning.
Twenty more if the ice holds.”


“And I,” said Thori Langschritt, and his teeth flashed in a smile
that was almost like a youth group’s.


“And I,” Einar said again, and this time his voice was deeper, as
if it had settled in the few moments since.


“And I,” said Ketill.


"And you?" asked the king, giving a short nod to the
Icelander Kari, who was sitting against the wall again with his
hands
around the harp.


“I’ll go with them,” said Kari; his voice was quiet, but it cut
through the sounds like a thin knife. “Not to fight, but to see how
the coal is carried.”


“If you cut your fingers,” grumbled a man behind him, “no one
will feel sorry for you.”


“If I warm them up,” said Kari, “everyone will talk about it.”


Then the feast was over, as great feasts end: not with an instant,
but like a receding tide, slowly, with foam and seaweed. The king
gave a signal, and the horns were emptied and laid down; the men
rose, some heavy and tired, others light and bustling. Bundles were
tied in the corners, and men who intended to ride that night set
off
with narrow, swift steps, without waiting for ancient counsel. The
salt fire crackled once more and then died down as if exhaling.
Astrid stayed with the queen until she went to her chamber; then
she
drew her hood over her head.


"Where do you want to go?" asked Ketill, who threw a coat
around his shoulders.


“To the shed by the harbor,” she said. “If you want to see your
falcon at dawn, it shouldn’t be hungry.”


"If you feed him, he won't come to me," said Ketill.


“He goes to whomever he wants,” she retorted. “Falcons are
free, and so are men, if they are worthy.”


“I’ll see him tomorrow,” said Einar, his voice lightening
again. “If he finds you, Ravenhair, so that he’s perched on your
head before you even tie the first knot, I’ll pay you for two
arrows. If not, you’ll take my best sinew.”


"I'll take your tendons with me, whether the falcon comes or
not," Ketill said dryly. "Your tendons are better than your
eyes."


Laughter leaped between them for the third time, soft, warm, and
with
a touch of seriousness in it. The three young people walked
together
to the door and stepped out into the clear night. The Heiðabýrmeer
lay black and smooth, and the stars above it stood sharp as freshly
honed knives. From the ships at the quay came the soft clinking of
rings as an oar was fastened, and a deep, contented hum as a rope
was
pulled taut—the sounds of night work, which loved the great sea
more than the day.


“What kind of coal was that that the Icelander saw?” asked
Astrid, as they walked past the salt fire that was blazing again in
an iron bowl in front of the house.


“Perhaps,” said Ketill, “the coal that my grandmother once got
from a bog and that kept reigniting when you let it breathe.”


“Perhaps,” said Einar, “a man with red hair who carries both
fire and snow. Or…” He paused, and his face returned to how it
had been during the feast: narrow, serious, almost aged. “Or an
oath that requires two hands lest it slip through one’s
fingers.”


"Yours needs both hands," Astrid observed. "And two
more besides."


“I will find hands,” Einar said calmly.


“You have mine,” said Ketill. “The question is whether we can
find enough hands to hold the rudder when the current changes.”


They stood for a moment, and the wind came in from the sea,
brushing
coolly across their faces. A few flakes began to fall—not many, but
enough to know that the ice would harden again during the night.
Suddenly, a figure emerged from the shadows, gaunt and wearing a
cloak that almost reached the ground.


“You are going out into the night, Palnason,” the figure said. It
was Kari, the Icelander, and his eyes had a strange gleam in the
darkness. “Do not carry the coal like a torch being carried through
the village—carry it like bread being brought to a hungry
person.”


“Your mouth is full of parables,” said Einar. “I’ve heard
enough of them today.”


“That’s alright,” said Kari, and a light, short laugh slipped
from his mouth, “one Icelander has to listen to another, whether he
wants to or not.”


“I am not an Icelander,” Einar said.


“No,” said Kari, “but the coal in our bogs glows longer than
elsewhere. Go. I will see before you what the night will
bring.”


He left as quietly as he had come. Astrid shook her head. "I
don't like him. He reminds me of those fishermen who keep a snake
under their cap and feed it in winter so it will bite in
summer."


“He reminds me,” said Ketill, “of a man who collects stories.
Perhaps he will collect ours when we are old.”


“Are we getting old?” said Einar, and now his smile was back. “I
always wanted to know what I would look like with gray hair.”


“You won’t see anything,” said Astrid, “because you won’t
have any eyes left if you keep whipping away with your anger.”


“I can see enough to find my way to the bulwark tomorrow,” Einar
said. “And now let’s sleep, if we have to. Tomorrow the hall will
be quiet and the harbor loud.”


They parted ways in the corridor: Astrid to the right, where the
women's quarters were, pale and warm; the two boys to the left,
where
the benches were covered with furs and the large, dark shadows of
the
stacked shield piles looked like sleeping whales. Ketill lay down,
smelled the scent of salt and wool, closed his eyes—and saw before
him the coal Kari had described, glowing, surrounded by snow. In
his
dream, he reached out to take it and felt the rough fingers of
another grasping his own.


“Mine,” said a voice in his dream.


“Ours,” said another.


When he awoke, the hall was silent. The torches had burned down,
and
somewhere outside a strap creaked. He sat up, heard Einar breathing
beside him, and smiled in the darkness. He knew, even before dawn
in
the east cast its first cold light upon the water's surface, that
the
night had brought them more than oaths.


And while the snow softened the roofs and adorned the posts outside
with a delicate white rim, the same thin, bright layer settled on
the
three young hearts: a quiet seriousness, such as is felt before the
first blow of a weapon; and beneath it the inexplicable, sweet
burning that some call their own fire, others Yngvi's breath—and
still others simply duty.


Outside, at Quernsteen, Count Eiriksson's red hair burst like flame
from the collar of his cloak, and he gazed north, where the loading
bay lay like a dark wedge in the white land. He inhaled deeply, and
his mouth silently formed a word that no one heard: "Home."


In the hall, the salt fire rose as if taking a breath, then
collapsed
again. A small, glowing ember remained in the ashes, with an almost
invisible heart of light. If someone had brushed the ashes away
with
a gossamer needle, it would have been clear that the ember needed
both hands. Sometimes it's like that. Sometimes two boys and a girl
carry something that the men will later claim for themselves.


But that is another story. For this night, it was enough that King
Svein had sworn an oath, Valthjófr had given his word, the
Icelander
had shown his coal, and that Ketill Ravenhair and Einar Palnason,
for
the first time in a hall beneath a salt fire, felt something
greater
than laughter and longer than a sword.


In the morning, the falcon would sit on a post and raise its wings.
And perhaps, if Astrid fed it in time, it would fly to where two
boys
were walking with a piece of coal inside.


CHAPTER II.


THE POST AT THE PORT.


Morning came like a silent enemy—first a cool breath, then a bright
break on the horizon. Heiðabýr lay bathed in pale light, its roofs
dusted with a light layer of snow, the harbor covered by a thin
skin
of ice that crackled close to the pilings whenever someone touched
it
with a boat hook. Below the warehouses, the first smoke was already
rising from low kitchens; somewhere a voice called for caraway and
fish, another for linen and hot water. Dogs ran across the planks,
making them clatter like loose teeth.


Ketill was already standing by the post Einar had mentioned the
evening before. It was an old harbor post, its wood scarred by
deep,
gray furrows carved by ropes. A shield, its bulge reflecting the
sun,
hung from it. Astrid arrived, her bow under her arm, her hair
knotted
at the nape of her neck, a fur draped over her shoulders from which
the hem of a blue dress spilled. She wore no horn at her
belt—Astrid
drank only water in the morning; everyone in Heiðabýr knew this,
and she accepted a bit of teasing for it.


"You're early," she said.


“I spent the night dreaming of falcons,” Ketill replied. “And
you?”


“With dreams of men who don’t listen,” she said, putting down
her quiver. “Where is Einar?”


"He's coming," said a voice, and there was Einar, bow in
hand, mouth tight, eyes clear. "I still had to wake someone to
count our fingers before we draw the strings."


"You mean the Icelander?" Ketill grumbled.


“I mean my conscience,” Einar said dryly. “And Kari has been
awake since it got dark. I saw him in the shadows when I walked
past
the smithy.”


"He sleeps standing up," said Astrid. "Like a horse in
a long winter."


“Are you ready?” a fourth voice chimed in, gruff and gleeful.
Thori Longstep stumbled over a pile of dew, shuffled over to them,
and dug his heels into the wooden plank. Behind him, two or three
Jomsborg men appeared. Word spread quickly through Heiðabýr.


"Three arrows," said Astrid, as if she were in charge.
"Whoever hits the hump twice wins. Whoever misses rinses their
mouth with snow and remains silent."


“You make up rules so you can win,” said Ketill. “You shoot
first, Astrid. So we know where not to aim.”


Astrid stepped forward, raised her bow, exhaled calmly, and her
fingers brought the string to her cheek without the movement being
visible. Her arrow flew—it didn't sing, it swept—and lodged in
the middle of the iron boss, so that the shield tapped softly
against
the post like a heart.


"That was a coincidence," Thori murmured.


"That was practice," Einar said quietly.


Astrid didn't laugh, didn't stumble, nor did she do what some women
might have done if men stared at her as if she were a marvel. She
stepped back, nocked the second arrow, and released it—and it
plucked the fletching of the first, barely a finger's width lower.
Einar pursed his lips even thinner; he knew when a second shot was
harder than nine.


“Your falcon is blind,” said Astrid, without turning around. “But
your shield has eyes.”


“If you bet the third time,” said Ketill, “I will lose my
falcon and my pride.”


“Your pride is tough,” said Astrid, “it won’t die. Your
falcon, however, will.”


She nocked the third arrow. A light gust of wind swept across the
ice, rattling the shields on the boat. Astrid's hair, which had
fallen from its bun, brushed against her cheek. The arrow flew, a
fraction to the left—grazing the edge of the hump, leaving a narrow
mark on the iron, and burying itself in the wood.


"Too bad," said Thori. "The falcon lives."


“The falcon lives, even if I hit him,” Astrid replied. “If he’s
smart.”


Ketill stepped forward. He didn't speak, and his smile vanished as
he
wrapped his fingers around the bowstring. It was clear he was now
serious about the game. His first arrow hit the hump—not the
center, but with a sound that was rich and full. The second flew a
finger's breadth lower, ricocheted, and clattered across the deck.
Voices rose; the men stopped what they were doing and looked
over.


“If I manage to do one more,” said Ketill, without his gaze
wavering, “my falcon will come with you, Astrid.”


"He will not walk with me," she said. "He will fly
above me."


The third arrow flew – there was a sound, dry and hard, like
someone tearing a piece of wood. The shield was struck from the
side;
the arrow ricocheted off the edge. A boat hook pulled the shield
from
the post.


“Hey!” shouted Thori, jumping forward. “Who’s playing games
here?”


A figure stood by the post, the hook still in his hand. A face
carved
from wood—lumpy cheeks, a scar across his temple that looked old
and malevolent. The man wasn't grinning; his teeth were fine, but
they betrayed coldness. Two others stood behind him, their hands
tucked under their coats.


"You have fine marksmen here," said the man. "Shooting
at wood while other men should be looking at the ice. Northward. A
ridge has risen between here and Helgeness. One of your ships,
which
sailed out during the night, is lying on it like a fish on a
rock."


“Who are you?” asked Einar, and his voice was suddenly as harsh
as his gaze.


“Me? An old plank in a new ship,” the man said. “I’m bringing
the message as I received it. The man who sent it doesn’t have
enough time to go into halls. He’s waiting for someone to take
action.”


"Who sent you?" asked Ketill.


“Anyone with eyes can see,” the man said. “Jarl Valthjófr saw
it. Hrafn Eiriksson saw it. And so did Thorgeir of Nordmøre.”


The last word hung in the frost as if it were alive. Einar felt
something cold and something hot surge up in his chest at the same
time. "Thorgeir..." he said, and the air cut him off.


“Thorgeir saw it,” the man continued, “because he’s standing
at the wrong end. He’s in Hvall Bay by a fresh fire. Whoever finds
him can warm themselves. Whoever doesn’t find him will freeze
later. I’ve kept my word.”


He dropped the hook, turned around and left without counting the
heads that watched him go.


“I know that fellow,” Thori grumbled. “He’s like a starfish:
slippery and with more arms than you can see. His name is Runolf;
he
used to be a boatswain for a man from Lade. Now he sells news.”


“He sells both,” said Astrid, who had remained silent until now.
“News and opponents. Whoever believes him believes the sea when it
reflects its light.”


“Whatever he is,” said Ketill, “time is running out. Valthjófr
won’t wait around like an old eel. We’re going down to the jetty.
The falcon can wait.”


“The falcon has been waiting a long time,” Astrid said dryly, and
a hint of a smile stole around her lips. “Go. I’ll come later
when winter has left my hair behind.”


"You're not coming with us," Einar said immediately. "Not
northwards."


“I haven’t decided yet,” said Astrid, picking up an arrow that
was lying on the deck. “I’ll go wherever I go.”


“Be stubborn as a storm,” Ketill muttered. “But pull your skin
tighter around your shoulders.”


They walked without turning around, and the men at the harbor
understood from their pace that the games were over. Beneath their
feet, the ice sang softly—a thin song—and amidst the shouts of
the boatmen, something else could be heard: the click of small
pieces
of metal falling into sacks. In Heiðabýr, they called it: “Feeding
the mouths of the axes.”


Valthjófr stood on the jetty, heavy in his coat, and Hrafn
Eiriksson
beside him, his red hair like a beacon in the winter light. Kari,
the
Icelander, stood a little apart; he gazed at the ice and closed his
eyes now and then, as if listening, and repeated quiet words that
no
one heard.


“We’ll cross the sound when the sun rises,” said Valthjófr, as
Einar and Ketill approached. “The oars stay under the skins until
the first bay is behind us. Hrafn leads. Thori jumps first if we
hit
wood. Palnason—you hold on until you can’t anymore. Ravenhair—you
listen to me and the ice. If either of them sings off-key, listen
more closely.”


“Understood,” said Ketill.


“And I,” said Einar, without asking, without requesting, “will
receive Thorgeir.”


Valthjófr looked at him—not for long, but long enough for Einar to
feel the gaze pulling at him like a rope on a stake. “You’ll get
him when you stand before him alive,” the Jarl said tersely. “Not
sooner and not later. And you won’t run at him once we’ve tied
you to the ropes. Do you understand?”


“I understand,” said Einar, and his mouth was suddenly dry.


"Good," said Valthjófr. "Men!" he then shouted,
his voice flying across the gangplanks like a stone over water.
"Pursue your blades, fill your shields, bind your knees. We do
not go to feast. We go to find. Those who are light, stay here.
Those
who are heavy, come with us."


The men from Jomsborg laughed briefly – they were all heavy men –
and boarded. The first fur sailed over a rowing trestle, and the
soft
creaking of an old block sounded like an old friend wishing you
good
morning.


Kari stepped beside Einar as he climbed onto the board. "You
want Thorgeir," he said so quietly that the wind almost
swallowed it.


“I want him,” said Einar.


"And what if you get him?" Kari asked.


“Then…” Einar began, and broke off. It was difficult to say
“then.” “Then an old hole inside me is no longer empty.”


“Sometimes,” said Kari, “when you try to plug a hole, it only
gets bigger.”


“You’re stuffing it with fake rags,” Einar snarled, turning
away. He disliked the Icelander’s thin sentences, which crept into
his ear like cold fog.


"If you fall," Kari added just as quietly behind him,
"don't fall with too much in your hand. Otherwise you'll sink
faster."


Einar didn't answer. He placed his hand on the stile and felt the
rough, cold wood. The smell of pitch rose to his nostrils, and
something like a mild intoxication set in—not from the ale he
hadn't drunk, but from that old feeling when everything becomes
light
in a body because the decision to leave makes the body as thin as a
blade.


Astrid was standing at the end of the jetty when the ship fired.
She
had the falcon on her arm, the hood pulled over her eyes. "Go,"
she said, not aloud, more as if speaking to herself. "Bring me
back a name. Or yours."


The falcon moved its talons and snapped lightly at the glove.
Astrid
slipped the hood off the bird's head. The falcon blinked, shook its
feathers once, raised its wings—and remained perched. "Clever
creature," she murmured. "It doesn't fly when the ice is
still singing."


CHAPTER III.


THE BAY OF HVALL.


The first light, which painted the fjords with a narrow, cold band
along their edges, brought the raising and lowering of the oars.
Hrafn Eiriksson stood at the bow of the first ship, boat hook in
hand, pushing aside the thin ice where it had formed a veil across
the bay. It crackled and broke, the shards leaping sideways like
small fish. Behind him came Valthjófr's ship, and behind it the
others.


First there was only the ice, then came the rocks, reddish and
black,
with plumes of snow in the crevices. Then boats—two, three—lay at
an angle to the shore; at the edge of a low bay stood wooden
shelters, like those found everywhere along the coast. No smoke
rose.
That was not a good sign; men who had fires usually liked to show
that they had warmth in a cold world.


"They are there," Hrafn said softly. "They are just
silent."


"I like silent opponents," Thori murmured. "They
scream so beautifully when you find them."


“Keep your tongue in your mouth,” Valthjófr growled. “Raven’s
hair – the edge.”


Ketill knelt and leaned his head so far over the edge that his
cheek
grew cold where the water breathed. He placed two fingers on the
wood
and listened. The wood gave him a song in return: a deep tone,
calm,
without that strange, hollow timbre that eddies impart to the hull
when they lurk. He raised his hand. "It's clean," he said.


“What is clean,” Einar murmured, “can get dirty.”


“Everything can get dirty,” said Valthjófr. “Thori – take
six men. Hrafn – hold behind the outermost row of stakes. If an
arrow comes, I want to know where it came from. Kari – stand next
to me if you’re already standing.”


"I am standing where I need to be," said the Icelander.


They went inside. It was like putting a tongue into a tooth that
had
been aching. Everything was where it seemed to be: posts with no
fresh ropes hanging from them; a shed whose door stood half open;
tracks in the snow—many—yet so scattered as to obscure rather
than reveal. That's an art; men who want to fall run about in
confusion. Men who want to hunt conceal their direction. Hrafn
raised
his hand—then an arrow flew, silently, with the old trick—from
the side, not from the front. It landed with a dull thud in a
shield.
No one shouted. That was the second bad sign.


“Left,” said Hrafn, and his boat hook plunged into the shadows
like a spear. A man staggered out, a short gasp, then Thori’s axe,
so fast that its trajectory was invisible, only the result: the man
sank, his hair spreading in the snow, dark.


“I know that,” Valthjófr said suddenly, and his voice changed.
“That’s not a bay. That’s a mouth.”


Einar saw it now too: two hooks in the rock, ropes above them
casting
slings; at the edge of the row of stakes, dark, slender shadows,
not
stakes, but men in furs, motionless. And behind them – the shed,
its door half-open, was wide and deep enough to accommodate a line
of
men standing with bows, drawn, breathing through their teeth, their
sinews dry.


“Runolf,” Thori crunched. “Starfish. I’ll cut off your arms.”


“Later,” Valthjófr said. “Now get out. Retreat like a catfish.
Slowly – backwards – don’t show that you know.”


They began to walk on as if nothing had happened—and yet they were
walking back. It was an art to do that. Those who lived the longest
could do it. Einar succeeded because Ketill was beside him, his
hand
resting unobtrusively on his arm, guiding him when his muscles
yearned to move forward. Then, as if growing out of the ground, a
man
appeared before them—neither tall nor short—wearing a cap of wolf
fur, and in his face lived two eyes that one never forgets once
seen:
hard, bright, and yet with that spark that some hate, others
love—the
light of a man who knows how to wait. Thorgeir of Nordmøre.


“Palnason,” he said, as if he saw an old acquaintance in a
market. “Your chin is like your father’s. But you bite down less
hard, from what I hear.”


Einar felt his body lurch forward, and at the same time felt
Ketill's
hand like a clamp, strong, unyielding. The world narrowed in his
mind, became narrow. "Thorgeir," he said. Nothing more.
Nothing less.


“You have his father’s mouth too,” Thorgeir said. “He saw me
a day too early and a man too late. You will see both in their
proper
time.” He raised his chin slightly, as if nodding to someone behind
Einar. “Now.”


The ropes fell. They came from both sides, quickly, with lead rings
at the ends to make them heavy. It was an old fisherman's trick,
applied to men. One of the Jomsborg men went backward as if someone
had swept his legs out from under him. Hooks slid over shields.


“Right!” Valthjófr shouted, and his voice was neither loud nor
high-pitched, but it cut through the noise like a knife through
leather. “Off!”


They ducked, kicked, tore, and cut. The first arrows flew now, and
the air took on that thin, sharp sound only an arrow makes when
passing close. Thori leaped, as his name suggested, and was
suddenly
there where just moments before there had been a shadow. A man
screamed. A second gnashed his teeth; it's a different sound than
teeth grinding together as an axe plunges into the back. Einar saw
Thorgeir, and Thorgeir saw him, and for a long moment—or a short
one—time stood still and yet moved on.


“Come,” said Thorgeir, and there was strangely little mockery in
his voice. “Not now. Not here. You’ll regret it if you do it
now.”


“I haven’t regretted anything for years,” Einar said, and the
statement surprised even him. He jumped—but he didn’t. Ketill’s
hand held him, like one holds a dog that has walked into a trap
containing a bear.


"Einar!" growled the raven-haired man. "Not now."


"When then?" Einar snarled.


"If you're not dead," said Ketill.


It wasn't elegant. It wasn't grand. But it was right. Einar stepped
back, cutting the rope that had wound around one of the men's arms.
Beside him, he heard Hrafn's short, deep shout, the kind only men
who
spend a lot of time in boats understand—the other long stroke of
the oars, not the same, with a hint of delay, that turns the boat.
The vessel did indeed turn, the rest of the motion transmitted out
into this bay, which was a mouth. "Out!" Valthjófr said
again. "Out."


They made it. Not all of them. One of the men remained lying there;
his fur turned dark. Kari suddenly stood beside him, where he
hadn't
been just moments before, and his face was strangely
expressionless—like a lake whose surface is still, though it
harbors eight fish in its depths. He bent down, took hold of the
dying man's hair, the way mothers sometimes hold their sons'
heads—and whispered something no one understood. Then he was gone
again, so still, as if the wind had lifted him up. Einar glanced
back—and saw that Thorgeir was gone. Like fish disappear when you
put your hand in the water: one moment there, the next only ribs
and
light.


On the open water, the ropes came loose from the edges of the
ships,
the ice broke under the bows, the sound of wood and water mingled,
and the first breath the men breathed freely sounded as if they had
been silent for too long.


“Runolf,” Thori said gaspingly, “when I see you, I’ll hang
you up by your own arms.”


“Do that later,” Valthjófr growled. He looked north, where the
fjord opened like a narrow mouth, and then south. “Back. We’ve
seen what we needed to see. The mouth isn’t closed. Not yet. But
it’s snapping. And it has names in its teeth.”


“Thorgeir,” Einar said in a vacant voice.


“Yes,” said Valthjófr.


“He saw me,” said Einar, “and I saw him.”


"This is a start," Ketill said quietly. "It's nothing
more. But it's also nothing less."


CHAPTER IV.


THE NIGHT BEFORE DEPARTURE.


Heiðabýr took the men back, as a great dog takes its master back at
the door: with growling benevolence, with tongue and teeth. The
hall
filled up in the evening, but there was no great feast. The king
did
not speak of the salt fire, nor of the vow of the previous day; he
looked Valthjófr in the eye and nodded. That was all.


Astrid stood to the side, and when Einar entered, she went to him
and, without a word, placed her hand on his cheek. Her fingertips
were cold. Einar held her firmly.


"You are whole," she said.


“No,” said Einar, “but enough to go.”


"I want a name," said Astrid. "Bring it to me."


“Yours or mine?” Einar asked, without smiling.


“One that’s spoken in halls,” she said, and her voice trailed
off. “Not just in the chamber. Bring it to me so I can taste
it.”


“I will bring it to you,” said Einar.


Ketill stood nearby, his back against a post, watching the two of
them. Kari approached him; his face was in shadow.


“Raven hair,” he said, “you can’t carry two fires in one hand
without getting burned.”


“I only have one,” said Ketill.


“You are carrying Einar with you,” said Kari.


“I wear what I have to wear,” said Ketill. “That’s because
I’m a friend.”


"That's because you're a man," said Kari, and his mouth
moved as if a second word wanted to follow, but didn't come.


“Eat!” Thori shouted from the other side of the fire, waving a
piece of meat. “Tomorrow we’ll only have what the sea gives us.
And if it gives us something, it wants something in return.”


Einar ate. He could hardly taste anything. The smoke in the hall,
the
noise, the muffled clinking of cups—everything seemed to be behind
him, even though he was right in the middle of it. As he sat down,
he
felt the weariness in his body; it came suddenly, like a man
stepping
out of a door that cannot be bypassed. He lay down on the bench as
he
had the night before, the furs swallowing his breath.


He dreamed, and in his dream the post by the harbor was there
again,
and the shield, and the falcon. The falcon wasn't sitting on the
post; it was sitting on Thorgeir's arm. "That's not your bird,"
Einar said in the dream.


“No bird belongs to a man,” said Thorgeir. “Only the one who
feeds it.”


“I feed him,” said Einar.


"With what?" asked Thorgeir.


“By name,” Einar said, and then he awoke with a start, realizing
he had said it aloud. Ketill lay beside him, breathing calmly, as
men
breathe who have done enough to sleep. Einar sat up; in the dim
light
he could see the outline of the hall—posts, hides, shield bands.
Someone was snoring softly; another was murmuring in his sleep. A
figure stood in shadow at the edge—Astrid.


“I couldn’t sleep,” she said when she heard him move. “I
thought – maybe you can’t sleep either.”


“I thought I was asleep,” said Einar.


“You’re always thinking,” she said, and it wasn’t a reproach;
more of a statement, like saying, “It’s snowing.” She came
closer. “Einar—” She hesitated slightly; Einar saw her hand,
which had been still just a moment before, open and close as if
holding something and then letting go. “If you leave tomorrow—”


"I'm leaving," he said.


“Yes,” she said. “Then…” She paused. “Then look after
Ketill.”


Einar blinked.


"He's looking out for you," she said quickly. "Always.
I want someone to look out for him."


“I will,” Einar said. It was the only promise he could make
without lying.


“And if you see Thorgeir,” said Astrid, her voice softening,
“then—” She paused. “Then listen to your father’s voice,
not your heart. Sometimes the heart sounds like a storm horn. And
sometimes it’s a liar.”


“My father didn’t lie,” said Einar.


“No,” said Astrid. “He didn’t lie. That’s why he died.”


She turned and left. Einar remained seated until the dim light
behind
the cracks in the hall wall brightened. Then he stood up, took his
cloak and belt with the short knife—he liked short knives; long
swords had a certain dignity, but short knives were honest. Ketill
stood too, in a single fluid, silent movement, like a wave that
rises
and then recedes. They looked at each other and nodded. Words would
have been too much in this moment.


Outside it was morning, and the falcon sat on the post. He raised
his
wings as they passed and jumped up; he did not fly away, he flew
ahead of them, lower than the day before, and perched on a rope by
the jetty.


“Clever animal,” said Astrid, who was walking behind them. “He
knows where he doesn’t need to fly.”


“He knows where I need to go,” Einar said, his voice so calm that
he was surprised. “And I know where I want to go.”


“That’s rare,” said Kari, who had suddenly appeared beside them
as if he had come out of thin air. “Whoever knows both will arrive.
Or they won’t come back.”


“Both are arrivals,” said Ketill.


“Both are arrivals,” Kari repeated, his mouth forming a thin
smile. “One with a body, the other without.”


"Start on it, Icelander," Thori grumbled from the boat.
"You'll end up a priest. And then I'll have to listen to you
die."


“Everyone listens when someone is dying,” Kari said. “But
hardly anyone listens when someone is living.” He pulled his hood
over his head and jumped on board.


The ships pushed off, the oars dipped in, the ice crackled, and a
thin breeze from the sea carried the scent of salt and something
else—something metallic that Einar couldn't name. Perhaps it was
only his own blood he felt, the emptiness inside him yearning to be
filled. Perhaps it was an omen. The Northmen loved omens when they
were like arrows—straight, sharp, easy to read. This one wasn't. It
was like the coal Kari had spoken of: it glowed, but you only saw
it
when you looked, and then you couldn't look away.


Heiðabýr grew smaller and smaller behind them. In the hall, the
queen knelt before a cross fashioned from two beams and placed her
hands on the crossbeam as if it were a board on which to count
waves.
King Svein sat on the high seat, his gaze fixed on a point no one
could see—perhaps the west, perhaps an image in his mind. Astrid
stood on the jetty, the falcon on her arm, the air flushing her
cheeks. She watched the ships until they were nothing but dark
lines,
and then again when they were nothing at all. She stayed until the
falcon's fingers nudged her, reminding her of water. Then, without
turning her head, she returned to the hall, where she intended to
wash her hands in water that smelled of salt.


And the coal – that small, glowing ember – lay somewhere in a
belly, in a hand, in a glance. And it burned in such a way that it
couldn't be seen. Not yet. But soon. Very soon.


CHAPTER V.


THE CRACK IN THE ICE.


The wind shifted to the northeast and increased in sharpness
without
carrying any waves—a knife-edge wind that watered the eyes and tore
the skin on the ankles. The ships kept close to the low shoreline,
which ran alongside them in a dark band. Hrafn Eiriksson had
replaced
the boathook with a spear, its iron flat and with a series of fine
notches around the edge—a tool for pushing ice, not for stabbing
people.


“We no longer go to bays that give everything but what they
promise,” said Valthjófr. “If Thorgeir has placed stakes, then
he has placed them where men expect to find stakes.”


"And if he hasn't set them," murmured Ketill, who was
sitting at the steering bench with his fingers loosely over the
rudder shaft, "then he's someone I don't know yet."


“He is both,” said Hrafn, without turning around. “Someone
everyone knows, and someone no one knows. That’s why he lives.”


"And yet he will die," Einar said quietly. It wasn't a
wish. It was a statement, as simple and as cold as the north
wind.


They were silent for a while. The sound of the oars filled the
space
between their sentences. In the sky, above the waterline, a gray
blanket lifted, hanging low. "Snow," Thori said. "Not
good snow. The kind that comes when the sea wants to speak."


“He should speak,” said Valthjófr. “I want to hear what he has
to say.”


Around midday, they spotted a crack in the ice—not large, but long,
as if a giant had run his fingernail across shiny skin. Where the
crack met the scree-covered beach, something dark and low, which
was
not a stone, was moving. Hrafn squinted. “A sled,” he said, “and
one with a domed box.”


“Runolf,” said Thori, as if the name were a curse. “The
bastard.”


"He brings something," said Ketill. "Or he gets
something. Both are bad."


“Get him,” said Valthjófr, his voice unwavering in its
conviction. “But don’t kill him before he has spoken.”


They landed where the crevasse met the shore. Two men jumped ahead,
then Thori, then Einar. The sled was fast—pulled by two small,
hardy ponies, heads low, nostrils white with frost. Runolf stood at
the back, reins in one hand, the other arm around the sled's curve.
He didn't even look back. Einar ran as fast as he could across the
hard sand, feeling the cold settling on his thighs like nails.
Thori
bellowed; it wasn't clear whether he was calling to Runolf or the
ponies.


Ketill cut across. He wasn't running faster than Einar, but his
path
was better—like water finding a shortcut where others still make a
wide arc. He came to the side of the sled and threw the body in—not
like a man fighting, but like one taking on a burden. The sled
nearly
tipped over, Runolf cursed, yanked on the reins—and then the man
lay on the sand, his coat caught in the rope that ran to one of the
hitching rings. A short, sharp blow to the ear—Ketill's hand, not a
weapon. Runolf fell silent.


“My arms,” Thori gasped as they pulled the man to his feet, “I’ll
leave them on. But I swear, I’ll take each finger
individually.”


"Do you want him to talk or whistle?" Ketill asked, pulling
the rope off Runolf's cloak. "Tie him up. Not too tightly. The
snow will do the rest."


They pulled the man into the lee of a rock. Runolf blinked, and the
blink was offended, not fearful. "You're fast for men who love
oars," he said, as if it were a compliment. "What do you
want? I have little bread, and the ponies are hungry."


“You have a tongue,” said Valthjófr, who rode up, his cloak open
as if to encourage the cold. “And I have ears.”


Runolf spat out the snow that had frozen to his lip. “Thorgeir
didn’t stay in Hvall,” he said without hesitation—a man who
knew when to act quickly. “He went to the mouth of Frøyfjord. He
had men to meet. Eiriksson’s men—not Hrafn, who’s standing
there—others. Wolves from the forest. I don’t say anything bad
about wolves. They do what they do.”


“Eiriksson’s people?” repeated Hrafn sharply.


“Not your father’s,” said Runolf, “others. The land is full
of Eiriks, like the banks are full of splinters. And when I say
Eiriksson’s people, I simply mean men who would rather bear the
name of a jarl than that of a king.”


“Hakon,” said Valthjófr. He didn’t pronounce the name like a
curse, but like drawing a knife from its sheath.


“I won’t name names,” said Runolf, and he did so with such calm
that it almost seemed reckless. “I’ll name paths. Thorgeir
crossed the Sjøbakken. He has a new camp there where the stream
flows into the fjord. A horseshoe-shaped bay. Good visibility to
the
north, a guilty conscience to the south. He’s waiting for you.”


“He’s waiting?” Thori shouted, his laughter sounding like an
axe blow. “Then we’ll make him wait until his legs get stiff.”


“He is waiting,” said Runolf, “because he is clever. He knows
that you want to go west. So he is positioning himself facing
east.”


“You talk a lot,” said Valthjófr, “for a man who dies between
two colds.”


“I am not dying,” said Runolf, his mouth twisting. “Not today.
I have brought you something.” He tapped against the bulge on the
sled. It was made of wood, covered with leather. Something clinked
beneath the leather, metallic, not very heavy and yet not light. “I
got this from a man who brought it from Lade. He was afraid to have
it in his house. He wasn’t afraid to give it to me. I’m not too
afraid to give it to you, Valthjófr, if you let me have the sled
and
a bite of bread.”


"If I let you have the sled, you'll run faster than the wind,"
grunted Thori.


“I don’t run,” said Runolf. “I walk the way I walk.”


“Open up,” said Valthjófr.


Ketill cut the leather. Inside lay five iron rings—large, heavy,
with runes on the inside that were ancient and blackened the
fingers
when run over them. There was an axe inside, its blade broad and
bearing a snake carved into the end of the handle. And beneath it—a
small bundle wrapped in cloth. Valthjófr took it carefully. He
unwrapped the cloth. Inside the cloth lay a length of cord—no
longer than a hand, but the material was unusual. It was spun from
many fine, black fibers that shimmered dully in the light.


“Walrus line,” Hrafn said, surprisingly softly. “Good old one.
Strong as an oath.”


“The walrus cord from the hall of Lade,” said Runolf leisurely.
“It hung above the seat. Hakon used it to bind his vows. He bound
many.”


“And some are broken,” said Valthjófr. He looked at the string
as if it could speak. “Why are you bringing this to me?”


“Because men believe things they can see,” said Runolf. “And
because if you hold this up in Heiðabýr, you’ll find men who say,
‘It’s time.’ And because the man I took it from didn’t want
Eirik to hold it. He said he still heard the old king’s voice when
he touched it. I don’t hear voices except when they’re offering
prizes.”


“What do you want?” Valthjófr asked matter-of-factly.


"The ponies," said Runolf. "And a coat. This one is
wet. And bread."


“You’ll get bread,” said Valthjófr. “And you’ll walk. The
cloak belongs to a man who lives and needs it.” He carefully tucked
the walrus cord into the sleeve of his cloak. “If you deceive us
again, Thori will find you. He doesn’t need ponies to catch you.
His legs are longer than your lies.”


“I’m not cheating,” Runolf said seriously. “I’m
navigating.” He stood up, rubbed his wrists as if he had been in a
posh house where rules are observed, and left without turning his
head.


"And now?" asked Einar.


“Now it’s no longer about a bay,” said Valthjófr. “Now it’s
about a land. We’re taking the line to Heiðabýr. And yet we’re
still going east. Thorgeir shall hear that I’m leaving, and see
that I’m coming.”


"He is waiting," repeated Hrafn.


“He’s waiting,” said Valthjófr, his gaze calm. “Then we’ll
make him wait a long time, and then little.” He turned his head
slightly. “Kari! What does your money say?”


The Icelander stepped forward. He touched the walrus cord with two
fingers, as if it could burn him. "It says," he murmured,
"that there are men who hang from ropes they themselves have
tied."


“I’ll hang him on his own,” Einar said.


"If you reach him," Kari said. "If not, you hang
yourself." He smiled thinly. "That's an ending too."


CHAPTER VI.


THE MAN IN THE BLAZING.


They made a short arc to the south, like a quick twist of the hand
before striking. As the gray blanket in the sky tore, the snow came
in slashes—not in flakes, but in small, hard grains like sand; they
scratched the skin on their cheeks and filled the gaps between
cloth
and leather so that even the best coats grew cold at the shoulders.
The men tied cloths over their mouths and noses. Even the horses on
the narrow coastal bend they took that afternoon lowered their
heads
and leaned against the wind as if it were something that could be
pushed.


“We’ll go on foot,” Valthjófr decided, when it became clear
that the ships wouldn’t be able to round the sandbank quickly
enough before the storm obscured their view. “The boats will stay
behind the dune. Thori, you go first, then Einar, then Hrafn.
Ketill
– you stay with me. Kari – walk downwind.”


"Off-topic?" Thori asked mockingly. "That's fine."


“Besides the wind,” Kari repeated. “He has a side that doesn’t
bite.”


They left. It's strange how still the world becomes when snow falls
that's like sand. Even the men's voices were muffled, and the
creaking of the straps lost its sound. Einar felt the weight of the
air on his tongue, and his breath burned in his throat. But
something
else burned more intensely: the name Astrid had demanded of him. It
wasn't revenge that drove him, even though men might later use that
word. It was something else, harder to say and yet sharper: the
need
for a line to fill a gap, like a beam that must rest on two posts
for
a roof to stand.


They came near Sjøbakken, as Runolf had called it: a flat meadow
sloping down to the water, with a stream that, half-frozen, still
made sounds because it hadn't quite been contained. And
there—between
two low junipers—was a figure in the snowstorm, as if the storm had
just formed it: a man wrapped in a gray cloak, collar turned up,
head
half-bowed, but his eyes—his eyes open and clear. A scar across his
temple. A mouth that promised nothing and delivered little.
Thorgeir
of Nordmøre.


He simply stood there. He had no weapon in his hand. That was both
clever and audacious. Valthjófr raised his hand. The men stopped,
their hands on straps, sword hilts, axe handles. Einar took two
more
steps, felt Ketill's hand, and stayed. The snow clung to his
eyebrows.


“You are faster than the storm,” said Thorgeir, and his voice was
smaller than in the bay, only because the snow was eating it
away.


“You are calmer than a rock,” Valthjófr replied. “For a man
who must know that he stands between us and the lake.”


“I am not standing between you and the sea,” Thorgeir said. “I
am standing between you and a mistake.”


"You didn't invent that word," Thori growled. "Step
aside or I'll show you what mistakes look like."


“Thorir,” said Valthjófr, without taking his eyes off Thorgeir,
“keep your fire on a chain.”


Thorgeir smiled. “Valthjófr,” he said. “You have good boys.
They obey you when you say so loudly. Hakon didn’t have men like
that. That’s why he avoided striking where he should have.”


"And you?" asked Hrafn. "Did you beat? Or paint? You
were with Hakon when he starved men in Lodingen."


“I was with Hakon when he was alive,” Thorgeir replied. “I
won’t be with him when he’s dead. I’m not with Eirik. I’m not
with Svein. I’m not with Olaf. I’m not with you.”


“But you are here,” Einar said. A feeling of calm settled over
him. The harder the snow hit him, the quieter his mind became. “And
that is enough.”


Thorgeir turned his head only slightly. "Palnason," he
said. "Your chin is still your father's. Your eyes are not his.
You see too much and too little."


“I see you,” said Einar.


“That’s too much and too little at the same time,” Thorgeir
said. “It will harm you.” He pointed his chin at Valthjófr. “I’m
not here for you. I’m here for him. I want to tell him what he
knows and what he doesn’t know.”


“Say it briefly,” Valthjófr commanded.


“You know that Svein wants to go west,” said Thorgeir. “You
know that Olaf is going east. You know that the halls between sea
and
forest are full of starving men. You know that the ice talks this
year when no one is listening. You know that the wind speaks to men
like it does to boats: sometimes from the front, sometimes from the
back. You know that you have salt fires in Heiðabýr. You know that
you have snow here. You know that Hakon can be dead without his
shadow being gone.”


“And what don’t I know?” Valthjófr asked in a subdued voice.


“That you cannot carry two coals in one hand,” said Thorgeir, his
gaze flickering past Kari for a heartbeat. “If you go east to chase
the shadow, the coal in Heiðabýr will become thin. And if you feed
the fire in Heiðabýr, the shadow in the east will grow thicker. You
cannot do both. You must choose.”


“I have voted,” said Valthjófr. “I voted for her yesterday. I
voted for her today. I will vote for her again tomorrow.”


"Who?" Thorgeir asked.


“The coal,” said Valthjófr.


Thorgeir's mouth twisted. "Then you must go back south," he
said simply. "And you must wear the thing you have up your
sleeve. And you must use it to wipe the forehead of someone who has
none left."


Valthjófr's hand instinctively went to the sleeve where the walrus
cord lay. "You know what I'm wearing?"


“I know what you don’t wear,” said Thorgeir. “You don’t
wear a man who holds the coal long. You wear boys and men who shout
well and fight well. And you wear an Icelander who puts things into
words that are sharp. But you don’t wear the one who holds the coal
in the king’s hand.”


"And you?" Einar blurted out. "Who are you wearing?
Besides your own name?"


“I carry it lightly,” Thorgeir said. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be
here.” He took a step closer. The snow lay on his eyelashes like
salt. “Palnason—if you kill me here, you’ll be too late to
Heiðabýr when the salt fire goes out. If you let me go here, you’ll
be too early to Heiðabýr when the salt fire is burning. Both are
bad. That’s the truth.”


“The truth is,” said Einar, and despite the storm he said it
calmly, “that I want to put your name on my tongue. And that I
don’t want to call it food.”


"Then call it thirst," said Thorgeir. "And go drink."


Valthjófr raised his hand one last time. “Enough,” he said. He
stepped forward until he was so close to Thorgeir that the edges of
their cloaks touched. “You leave as you came,” he said. “And
you will wait no more.”


“I won’t wait,” said Thorgeir. “I’ll go when I go.” He
inclined his head, briefly, almost as a greeting. “Valthjófr.
Hrafn. Thorir. Palnason. Ravenhair. Icelander. See you when the
snow’s gone.”


"I hope not," Thori muttered.


“I hope never,” said Thorgeir, and then he was gone – not
suddenly, not with a trick, but the way men walk who know where the
next hole in the snow is: quietly, surely, without showing
much.


"What's the point of this?" Thori exploded, as soon as the
man in white had disappeared. "We're letting him go like a hen
we're feeding?"


“We don’t feed hens,” Valthjófr said sharply. “We feed what
burns.” He turned around, his shoulders heavy, his forehead blank.
“We’re going to Heiðabýr.”


"And Thorgeir?" whispered Einar.


“Thorgeir,” said Valthjófr, “just pulled our mouths away from
the fire. I resent him for it. And I thank him.”


“I don’t thank him,” said Einar. The calm within him was gone.
The storm was within him. “I want him. And I don’t want him in
the snow. I want him in a hall.”


"You'll get him in a hall," Kari said quietly beside him.
"Just not this week. And not at this time of year."


"Who says so?" Einar snarled.


“The coal,” Kari said, and there was no mockery in his eyes. “And
the wind. And your face. And your father’s voice.”


Einar closed his eyes. He heard nothing but the scraping of snow
against fabric. Then he exhaled, heavily. "Heiðabýr," he
said. "Home."


“Home,” said Ketill, and the word offered no comfort. It was a
path.


They went back. The blizzard subsided, as if their footsteps had
taken its breath away. On the shore, beneath the dune, lay the
ships,
buried under the snow, their edges heavy, their oars like white
fingers. The men shoveled, cursed, even laughed a little—the way
men laugh when they shovel because they can't do otherwise. They
pushed off, and the sea took them—neither hostile nor friendly; the
way it takes men it knows their backs to.


As evening fell, Heiðabýr lay before them, dark and heavy. The salt
fire burned in the hall. Astrid stood by the door, the falcon on
her
arm. King Svein sat on the high seat, his eyes fixed not on the
door,
but on his hand, which lay open on the table as if it were a place
to
put something. Valthjófr entered, pulled up his sleeve, and placed
the walrus cord inside. The king looked at it as if seeing
something
he had seen in a dream, now real.


“The hall of Lade,” said Valthjófr.


“The hands of Danish men,” said the king. Then he stood up, took
the cord, and held it over the salt fire. The smoke rose, mingled
with the smoke of the seaweed, and made a scent that no one knew
and
no one forgot.


“Men of Denmark,” said Sweyn Forkbeard, and his voice was neither
loud nor soft; it came from the belly of a man who knew what he
wanted. “Tonight I will tie a new knot. Not on a god of gold. Not
on a man who is dead and alive. On us. And on the sea. And on the
wind. And on the salt. And on the fire. Whoever binds with me, lay
their hand here.”


He placed the cord in his hand. Valthjófr placed his hand on it.
Hrafn followed. Thori cracked his knuckles and laid his hand on it.
Ketill tilted his head halfway, as if listening to a song, and
placed
his hand on it. Einar placed his hand on it. Kari didn't hesitate,
and his fingers were surprisingly warm.


Astrid stood beside him and watched. Her eyes were dark, and the
skin
around her mouth was taut, as if she held an arrow in her mouth,
not
in her hand. "Bring me a name," she had said. Einar saw the
king take the string and bring its ends together. A voice in his
head
said, "That's one."


Outside, on the post where the shield still hung—the one Astrid and
Ketill had shot at that morning—sat the falcon. He was silent. If
you had gotten very close, you would have seen that he had closed
his
eyes. Some animals sleep when men swear. Some stay awake. And some
do
both.


That night, Heiðabýr was silent, though many men breathed. The
coals glowed, in hands, in eyes, in a string. And Thorgeir stood
somewhere in the snow, raised his head to the wind, and smiled—not
angry, not good; the way one smiles when one smells the scent of a
house one will never live in.


CHAPTER VII.


THE HAND ON THE KNOT.


The morning after the knot was tied, Heiðabýr was like a workshop
whose walls breathed. Men carried planks that lay like ribs on
their
shoulders; pitch bubbled in cauldrons, and the shimmering mist
above
it smelled sweet and heavy. The smiths sang their short, forceful
songs as they forged rings that were more than rings; and in the
square in front of the hall stood three dragon noses side by side,
newly carved, the wood still bright and fresh—their mouths slightly
open, as if they had something to say that would only make sense in
the water.


“Two will go west under my banner,” said King Svein, as he walked
across the square with Valthjófr, Hrafn, and the younger men. “The
third will carry your coal north. I don’t want my back to get cold
when I’m grabbing England by the teeth.”


“You want both,” Kari murmured, not unkindly. “The sea and the
land. The wind and the smoke. Rarely has anyone held both in one
hand
without something slipping out of their grasp.”


“I have two hands,” said the king, without looking at him. “And
men who are my fingers.”


"Then be careful," Kari said quietly, "that you don't
need one hand to grab and the other to hold."


“He’s preaching,” Thori grumbled, pushing a barrel with his
hip. “Someone should put him on a barrel and let him talk until he
gets hot. Then the snow will melt faster.”


"When it gets hot," Hrafn replied dryly, "your tongue
will melt."


Astrid moved between the rows like a water strider: she disappeared
and reappeared in unexpected places. She counted arrows, and when
she
counted, her lips moved. She pulled furs across rowing benches, and
when she pulled, she did so as if she were at home—which she was.
She spoke to the women baking bread, and the flour settled on her
fingers as if it were snow.


When she came to Einar, she looked into his eyes and said nothing.
She didn't have to say anything. That was the difficult part and
the
easy part. Ketill noticed how sometimes she would stop, just for a
breath, and press her forehead against a post, as if listening.
Once
he stepped closer and heard—nothing. Only the rustling of the men,
the clanging of iron. But he knew that she heard something he
didn't.
Sometimes women have an ear for things that men can't name.


On the second evening, a man from the north arrived, with ice on
his
beard that didn't melt even though he stood in the hall. He brought
no long report: "Hakon is dead," he said. "His head
hangs on Nidarholm." It was as if a rope, passed through many
stations, had tightened. Valthjófr closed his eyes for a moment,
not
in relief, not in joy. Rather, in the knowledge that a familiar
shadow was gone, and that other shadows would grow. He raised his
head. "Olaf is in Thrandheim," the man added. "He
baptized Sigurd Lodvarson. He carried the gods from the temple like
wood."


"Wood burns faster than gods," Kari murmured. "But
both produce smoke."


“He also baptized men,” said the messenger. “And some who
didn’t want to be.” He paused, as if he had wanted to say more.
It was the way of the messengers—they brought much, but not
everything at once.


“That is enough,” said King Svein. “Olaf is not my enemy if he
is no longer Hakon. The sea is wide enough for two men to jump
into.
Valthjófr—you take the cord. Bring it to the hall of Lade, not to
tie it to Hakon, but to cut it. Men should see that a cord is
stronger when it is re-tied.”


“I’m leaving,” Valthjófr said without hesitation.


“I’ll go with you,” Einar said immediately. It was a reflex,
like closing his hand.


“You are not leaving,” said the king before Valthjófr could open
his mouth. “Your place is with me when I sail west. I need a boy
who thinks faster than he strikes. And one who does the opposite.”
He looked at Ketill. “And one who listens without speaking.”


Einar wanted to object, but Astrid's hand touched his upper arm at
that very moment, barely perceptible. Sometimes a touch is louder
than a word. Einar remained silent.


It was in this densely packed time—men leaving, men arriving, boats
gliding, chains clanking—that something so small happened that, if
it went wrong, it could cut the hall in two: On the second night,
when the torches burned low in their holders and the guards at the
doors twice pressed their feet—just to keep from falling asleep—a
shadow slipped through a gap in the wattlework beside the kitchen.
He
was small, so small that he looked more like a boy than a man, and
he
smelled of old smoke and stable. He moved with an agility not
usually
found in men who only ever walk by day. In his hand he held
something
that was like a knife, but wasn't—it was a thin piece of iron,
flat, curved at one end, the other sharpened. The kind used to lift
bolts.


Astrid heard him, not with her ear—with her skin. She stood in the
shadow behind the post where the walrus rope had last lain (it had
been in the king's chamber since Valthjófr had brought it), and
felt
the air change beside the wickerwork. She turned her head, not
quickly, more like someone following a scent. The shadow slid along
the edge of the hall, toward the side passage that led to the
king's
bedchamber.


She moved. Not hastily. Inaudibly. Her feet knew the rushes. She
stood in the shadow's way as it rounded the final corner. Its
movement didn't stop. It didn't bounce. It yielded—like water
against a stone. But it hadn't expected the stone to move. Astrid's
hand slipped inside its collar, and her fingers closed precisely
where the fabric was thinnest. The shadow changed hands, the iron
flashed. Astrid released the collar before the iron could demand
what
she didn't want to give, and struck the wrist. It sounded like
someone striking wood with a ring. The iron fell.


“Ketill,” Astrid said, no louder than a breath. She could have
said “Thori” or “guard.” She said “Ketill” because she
knew where he lay: near the hall, his ears where others sleep. He
was
there instantly because he was already awake. Some men sleep with
only part of themselves. His hand went where Astrid’s shadow had
touched hers. He had the man before the latter had completed the
second movement. Not roughly. Not gently. Just enough to make a
bone
twitch and a breath escape.


“Don’t kill,” Astrid said, and it was unusual for her to say
that. She said it quickly because she knew that after two
heartbeats,
others would follow—and in her kind of hall, the third heartbeat
was always dangerous.


“I won’t kill him,” Ketill said. He held the man in such a way
that he couldn’t touch his knife, which was tucked somewhere
between his belt and stomach, and in such a way that he couldn’t
scream without it being worth the effort. Two guards came, then a
third, a strand of hair hanging from his cap. Thori came because he
could hear anything that sounded like iron.


"He wanted to go to the king's side," said Astrid.


“Or to the cord,” Thori said. “It lies with the king.”


"He wanted both," murmured Kari, who always seemed to be
where he wasn't visible. "Cords are nothing without hands. Hands
are nothing without heads."


“Ask him,” said Einar, who was also standing there and whose
lungs were cold.


Ketill turned the man so he could see him. He was younger than
Astrid
had thought, but not young—more like someone who had started early
and learned quickly. His nose was broad, his teeth good. His eyes
didn't dart back and forth. They were looking straight ahead.
"Who?"
Ketill asked tersely.


“Nobody,” the man said.


Thori laughed, but not jokingly. "Nobody is somebody all the
time."


“He’s not from Heiðabýr,” said Astrid. “The snow on his
shoes is different.”


“Frøyfjord,” said Hrafn from the edge, who had quietly joined
the group, “the grains are finer there.”


The man didn't blink. "Nobody," he repeated.


"Hurt him," said a voice from the background. It sounded
harsh, hungry. Einar realized it was coming from within him and was
slightly startled. He rubbed his forehead as if something were
stuck
there.


“I won’t hurt anyone who doesn’t give me a reason,” said
Ketill. His hands could say a great deal without him speaking. Now
they were saying, “You breathe because I want you to. And if you
keep breathing, say something that isn’t snow.”


The man breathed. It was as if his lungs weren't used to air
carrying
things you can't see. Finally, he said, "My brother."


“That’s not a name,” Thori said. “But it’s a start.”


“My brother lies in Hvall,” the man continued, as if balancing on
a plank. “With a hole in his head that wasn’t his. The men who
made the hole carried a dragon on their shields. I wanted a dragon
before I die. Or a string.”


"He wasn't entirely lying," Kari said quietly. "Some
lies have a backbone."


Ketill relaxed his hands slightly without releasing them. "Runolf,"
he said.


The man looked at him, astonished. "Runolf has hands like an
eel," he said.


“And many brothers,” Thori said.


"He sells brothers," Hrafn added dryly. "Just like he
sells news."


“I’ll take him to the shed,” decided Valthjófr, who had come
as quietly as a great man can be. “Not to the dungeon. I want to
see if his eyes know what his tongue says. Ketill – you go with me.
Astrid – you go to sleep.”


Astrid wanted to object, but she didn't. She was clever enough to
know when she didn't need to be cleverer than a jarl. She looked at
Einar; he looked back; she nodded, and he understood. Sometimes
nods
are knots.


The night passed, and Heiðabýr remained quiet. In the morning, a
thin mist rose from the water, although it was cold. Valthjófr came
out of the shed, his eyes tired and his face like wood still to be
carved. "The man knows where others wait," he said simply.
"Not Thorgeir. Others. I take two handfuls of men and go. Not
far. Not long. Just enough for the ice to know we hear."


“I’ll go with you,” said Ketill.


“You will stay,” said Valthjófr. “You are the hand that holds
the king when he holds his coal to the west wind.” He turned to
Einar. “And you are the hand that reminds him that it burns.
Sometimes kings forget that fire is hot when they hold it for too
long.”


“I won’t forget it,” Einar said. He remembered the night,
Thorgeir in the storm, Astrid’s finger on his arm. He didn’t want
to leave. He did want to leave. He was exactly where men are who
want
two things that won’t come at the same time.


At midday, the first dragons set sail. It wasn't the grand
departure,
when an entire nation fills your heart and the sea counts your
breath, but it was enough to make the gangplank creak—a sound sweet
to the ears of those leaving, and bitter to those who stay. King
Svein stood at the bow of the first ship; the walrus snare lay,
coiled into a loop, beside his right foot. He didn't look down at
it.
He knew it was there.


“Einar,” he said without turning around, “when I look at you, I
see a man who is straight as a spear. If I look at you for a long
time, I see that it bends at the tip. Be careful.”


“I’m being careful,” said Einar.


“Ketill,” said the king, “when I look at you, I see water. It
carries and takes. Be careful that you don’t take more than you
carry.”


“I’ll take what I can carry,” said Ketill.


“Astrid,” said the king, turning around after all, “when I look
at you, I see a falcon. It sits when it should sit, and it flies
when
it must fly. Don’t fly when it rains.”


"I fly when I fly," Astrid said coolly. "Ask the
falcon."


The king laughed softly. "I'm not asking him," he said.
"I'm not begging him. I'm hoping he'll help."


The oars went into the water, the hides on the yards came loose.
The
dragon heads stretched their necks, as if to see if the sea was
still
there. It was. It had always been there. It only changed. Like men.
Like fire.


Kari stood on the quay, his hands tucked inside his coat—not
because he was cold, but because he was holding things he didn't
want
anyone to see. "This won't be the song I thought I'd sing,"
he murmured. "But it will be a song."


“Sing,” said Astrid, who was standing next to him without
looking.


“Later,” said Kari. “If someone comes back. Or if no one comes
back. Both are songs.”


“There’s one more,” said Astrid. “The one you sing when
someone arrives on time.”


Kari looked at her. "Yes," he said slowly. "It exists.
It's difficult."


“Difficult is not impossible,” said Astrid, and her mouth
twitched.


“No,” said Kari, “only rarely.”


Out on the water, a thin line stood out—not a wave, not wind, more
like a different color on the skin of the sea. Ketill saw it first.
“There,” he said calmly. “A boundary.”


"Between what and what?" asked Einar.


“Between what was and what is to come,” said Ketill, without
smiling.


"That's what men say when they can't see anything,"
grumbled Thori, who was standing on the second ship and whose voice
carried above the water as always.


“I see enough,” said Ketill. “That’s enough.”


The ships glided over, and nothing happened—as often happens when
crossing borders: no bang, no cry, just a different wind. In
Heiðabýr, the salt fire rose a little higher. In a shed, a young
man slept who had given no names. To the north, Valthjófr set foot
in snow that was no longer snow and heard something like a song,
though no human was singing. And somewhere amidst all this,
Thorgeir
stood tying a cord around his wrist—not tightly, just enough so
that he could feel it when he opened his hand.


The sea breathed. So did the men. And somewhere a ember glowed,
which, if carried with both hands, would not go out. Only if one
was
let go. Only then. Only then.


CHAPTER VIII.


THE CHAIN ​​IN THE RIVER.


The Danish fleet cut through the cold skin of the sea until the
grey
line of the English coast appeared, first like a shoulder of
clouds,
then like a long, low ridge with a few trees forming its forehead.
This was not the proud, steep land of the north; it was a land that
seemed made more of earth than stone, with muddy estuaries
stretching
inland like the fingers of an unknown hand, but whose grasp one
could
feel.


“Wessex,” said King Svein, as if he could taste it. “They have
bells there that run faster than men. We’ll see if they run when
they see us.”


“They run,” Thori grumbled, “but they stumble.”


"You know a lot about bells," murmured Hrafn.


“I know what metal sounds like when you hit it,” Thori replied.


Ketill was at the helm; Einar at the bow with the hook. They
weren't
heading for the great Thames, but for a tributary whose banks were
shallow; the air smelled of mud and wet grass. At its mouth lay a
narrow village of wood, clinging to the bank and pretending to be
larger. As the ships came into view, men ran among the huts; some
carried bows, others only poles with iron ends. A bell began to
clang.


“They have chains,” Ketill said calmly, tilting his chin forward.
A heavy chain lay across the river, half in the water, half above
it,
attached to two bollards driven into the ground. “They pull them up
when they’re scared.”


“Then they’re afraid,” said Einar. The chain lifted; the water
above it rippled.


“Not head-on,” Svein decided, without anyone offering
suggestions. “Not at half tide. We’d be a net full of fish.”


Ketill laid his hand flat on the rudder shaft. "There's a second
mouth," he said quietly. "The one you miss because you
think it's a puddle. Where the reed bed breaks."


“If you hear wrong, we’ll cut our bellies open,” warned Hrafn,
not dismissively, but like someone who likes facts.


“I’m not mishearing,” said Ketill.


"He hasn't misheard anything so far," said the king. "If
he mishears today, he'll learn it tomorrow. Better that than not at
all."


They veered off as if pushed to the left by the wind. The second
mouth was hardly a mouth at all—more of a wet slit; the water there
was stiller than it should have been. A few fishermen had hung out
their nets to dry; an old man sat on a cart, reading nothing. As
the
kites headed toward the slit, he stood up and walked. He didn't
run.
He walked.


Some of the men held their breath. Ketill didn't calculate, he felt
–
where the bottom was softer, where the keels had a finger's width
of
clearance, where the reeds were thinner. The ship glided – not
quickly, not gracefully – but it glided. Two men jumped into the
water with poles and pushed, keeping their arms intact. The second
ship followed. The third got stuck for a moment; Hrafn cursed, but
he
cursed calmly and correctly. It freed itself. And suddenly they
were
behind the chain, which now formed a line in the river, as if it
were
saying: "This far."


"Up to this point," said the king. "And beyond."


The villagers now stood on the main street; their faces peered out
from behind their caps. There was a strange silence – not the
silence of terror, but rather the silence of people thinking: “We
have done what we could; now it is up to those up ahead.”


“Don’t burn it,” Svein said quietly, so that only those next to
him could hear. “Not now. Not here. I want the country to still
have something to eat in two weeks.”


Thori looked briefly surprised. Then he nodded; he could do both,
burn and not burn, if he was told. The men leaped onto the bank;
the
shield line advanced; arrows came, thin. One man fell; another went
to his knees and rose again. Einar felt as if he were running up a
sandbank: you make progress, but you don't know how deep the bottom
is. He looked around at a Saxon man, young, with a fur coat, chaff
still caught in his hair; his eyes were bright and full of anger,
but
not hatred. Einar raised his hand—something inside him wanted to
speak to him before he struck him. The man looked back and raised
the
pole. Thori intervened and blocked; the man stumbled, but did not
fall; Hrafn thrust him with the shaft. He went to the ground, but
not
dead.


“We’ll take the chain block,” cried the king. “If they can no
longer raise or lower the chain, anyone can trade.”


They pulled on the bollards; the rings were old and rusty, but
well-made; four men braced themselves; the axe of the blacksmith
from
Heiðabýr, whom they had brought along, struck; sparks flew. The
chain link gave way—not with a great, glorious noise, but with a
grumpy crack that said, "What do I care?" The chain sank,
the water breathed differently.


An elder stepped forward, slowly, his hands empty, his cap in his
hand. He was not tall; his beard was soft and gray.


“Your master,” he said, in English that Einar half understood and
more than half felt, “has already taken from us what we had. Don’t
take everything. Leave us what we see every morning.”


“I take what I need,” said the king, and his voice was not harsh.
“And I leave behind what you need, so that I can take again.”


The man nodded, slowly. He understood. Some things are the same
everywhere. King Svein turned around. "Einar," he said,
"you go through the village with three men. Don't plunder like a
wolf. Search like a crow. Bring me what talks—not what
glitters."


Einar left. He took two Jomsborg men and Hrafn. In the third
hut—which smelled of hay and milk—he found a woman holding two
children by the hands. Her gaze was defiant and clear; she stared
at
him as if he were a dog who had just slipped into the kitchen. “I
don’t want anything from you,” Einar said in Danish, which she
didn’t understand. He raised his hands to show they were empty. She
narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin. Hrafn pulled aside the
curtain
that separated the back room. A man sat there—a monk, recognizable
by his hood—his hands on a bowl containing strips of parchment. He
looked up, and his gaze was so pure that Einar was startled for a
moment. “What is this?” Hrafn asked.


“Runes that aren’t,” Einar murmured, stepping closer. The man
spoke something that, even without words, meant “peace.” Einar
pointed to the stripes; the man lifted one. “London,” he said
slowly, pointing to symbols Einar couldn’t read. “Ethelred.
Money. Chain.” He pointed to the door, toward the river. Then he
made a movement as if closing a loop. Einar didn’t quite
understand. But enough. “King,” he said; the man nodded
eagerly.


They brought the monk to the king. The king looked into his eyes as
if reading them like a book. "He says," translated Hrafn,
whose ears knew many things, "that the chain is for more than
just us. That it's part of a bargaining chip—money for peace.
Ethelred pays men to stay. And chains to make others leave."


“He pays poorly,” the king said tersely. “And we are not
leaving.” He set the monk free, and the news spread through the
village as fast as fire falling on dry grass—but it didn't burn; it
warmed the villagers. Bread was brought. It was coarse and heavy;
men
ate it. This brought them no shame, and it took no dignity from the
villagers.


“We will not go up the Thames,” the king decided that evening.
“Not now. Not when Olaf is burning in the east and Valthjófr is
showing the rope in the north. We will leave behind the smell of
smoke, not the fire. And we will leave behind rumors, not corpses.
People should say: ‘They were there. They took the chain. They took
bread. And they left.’ That is enough for today.”


“You’re a king who looks at long lines,” murmured Kari, who –
Ketill later swore he wasn’t on board – was sitting at the stern.
“That’s harder than looking at short lines. Short lines burn
faster.”


"I can do it briefly," said the king. "Maybe tomorrow.
Not today."


CHAPTER IX.


FIRE IN HOLM.


While the dragons came and went along the English coast like
breaths,
Heiðabýr grew bright in the evenings and cool in the mornings. The
workshops continued to operate, but there was a different kind of
movement within them—that of people working with one ear to the
door. Valthjófr had gone north; his absence was like an empty seat
at a feast: you notice him even when everything is full.


Astrid went her own way; she spoke with the women who couldn't
sleep;
she spoke with the men who pretended to be tired. Kari was where he
wasn't. He seemed to be looking at the hall as if it were a
longhouse
on an island islet—and he was paying attention to the drafts.


On the third night after Svein's departure, Astrid suddenly smelled
something that didn't belong in a ship's hall: melted fat that
wasn't
cooking fat; and beneath it, thinly, pitch. She raised her head.
The
smell wasn't strong—it crept beneath the smoke from the torches. It
came from the back, where the ropes were stored, ropes that weren't
needed when many ships were away. She walked away, not quickly, not
loudly. The rushes beneath her feet said nothing.


Between the rope and pulleys lay something that shouldn't have been
there, if everything was as it should have been: a small bundle of
cloth, tightly tied, with a knot that wasn't Nordic. Astrid
squatted
down and untied the knot—the fibers were greasy. Inside lay
something dark that cast a brief, poisonous gleam in the
torchlight:
tinder, soaked; a small ampoule; a slow-burning wick so thin you'd
forget it was there if you weren't looking closely. It was already
lit. It was spreading, slowly, in a direction not far from a
compartment of pitch.


Astrid didn't blow on it. She knew that wicks burned faster when
blown on, if you didn't quite catch them. She pinched it with wet
fingers—she had a habit of wearing a piece of cloth around her hand
that was always damp—and squeezed. It went dark, then lightened
again. She squeezed harder, in rhythm with her breath. It gave way.
It died. She held it for a moment longer. Then she stood up and
breathed out through her mouth, as if she had been standing on a
hot
edge.


“Good name for that,” said a voice beside her. “Slowfire.”
Kari. He stood there as if he’d stood there since it was
invented.


“It wasn’t ours,” said Astrid. “And it wasn’t made by a
fool.”


“No,” said Kari. “Stupid men tie different knots.” He
squatted down and lifted the ampoule. “This isn’t from around
here,” he muttered. “This isn’t the pitch our blacksmiths make.
It’s thinner. And it smells different.”


“Franconia?” asked Astrid.


“Or further,” said Kari. “Some thoughts travel faster than
ships.”


"Who?" asked Astrid.


“Someone who knows jetties and doesn’t love halls,” said Kari.
“Someone who has sons who lie in bays.”


“Runolf?” growled Astrid.


“He has too many brothers,” said Kari. “And he’s not stupid
enough to catch the same city twice in the same way.”


“Thorgeir?” Astrid said quietly.


Kari was silent for a moment. "He doesn't like burning houses
where children are sleeping," he said then, and it sounded like
no excuse. "He prefers to burn in minds. But he's not alone in
the world."


They searched the edges. They found two more bundles—one by the
back gate, one under a hanging fishing net. Both wicks were still
close to being extinguished. Astrid quenched the flames; her
fingers
were steady. When she was finished, she felt herself trembling—not
in her hands, but in the skin on the back of her neck. “Who?” she
said again.


“Someone who lives in Heiðabýr but doesn’t sleep,” says Kari.
“Someone who thinks Svein is far away. Someone who doesn’t know
that women walk at night.”


They waited—not passively. Astrid sat down in the shadows; Kari
stayed somewhere unseen. The guards weren't increased—that would
have been like holding up a shield to an enemy, telling them where
to
strike. There were only more eyes open that weren't. In the hour
when
torches shrink and men think they're large because they're still
awake, a second figure crept up, different from the first: taller,
more impatient. He didn't crawl; he walked hunched over, but with
anger in his shoulders. He wore a hood pulled low over his face.
Astrid let him pass her for two steps, then stepped in front of him
and said softly, "Your knot is bad."


The man whirled around; his knife shot up—it was too long to be
close. Astrid did nothing—Kari did. He stepped between the man and
the blades, not like someone who wants to fight, but like someone
stepping into a stream at a familiar spot. The knife thrust; it met
air. Kari grasped the hand, not the knife, didn't twist it
hard—just
enough to make the fingers hesitate. And then he was to the side,
and
the man was on his knees because his feet were stepping on
something
that wasn't there—a woven structure that had said yes and was now
saying no because a hand was holding it.


"Who?", said Astrid.


The man panted. He smelled of sheep; his breath smelled of beer.
"Nobody," he said, his voice faltering. Kari didn't push
harder. He pushed differently.


"Who?", repeated Astrid.


“Those who pay Runolf,” he said suddenly. “Not Runolf. Those
who buy it from Runolf. Those who make fires that don’t burn. Those
who plow furrows so others can walk in them.”


"Names," Kari said quietly.


“Two,” the man gasped. “A Franconian – a thin one. A broad
one – from around here.” He spat out a name Astrid knew: a
merchant who sold good iron rings and bad stories.


They wouldn't let the man go—not because they wanted blood. Because
they wanted eyes. In the morning, Astrid went to the king's seat,
where old Seneschal Ulf held the reins when the king was away. Ulf
wasn't young; but his back was strong, and his eyes saw things
others
didn't. Astrid laid the vial down for him. Then the name. Ulf
didn't
blink. He nodded. "We understand," was all he said. "We
have hands."


"Hands that don't strike before they hold," said Kari.


“Hands that can do both,” said Ulf, and his mouth narrowed.


Two evenings later, something was burning in Heiðabýr—but not the
hall. A small shed by the Holm caught fire; it was a shed used as a
storehouse for nets and sometimes for things men weren't supposed
to
see. It burned quickly and brightly. Men hurried as if afraid; but
their haste was one that had eyes. Out of the shadows sprang a
man—the broad merchant—with a chest in both hands. He stumbled
into the light. Someone held out their foot. He fell. The chest
broke. A gleaming river ran out. Not pitch; metal. Small rings,
thin,
of silver, hallmarked—Frankish. Ulf stepped forward. He didn't need
to say the name. The man said it himself. It was the name Astrid
had
brought. And a second. Ulf nodded. "Take him," he said, and
they took him, not to the dungeon, but to a stake. There he stood
until the men who had lost money had cooled their heads.


“This isn’t the end,” Kari said beside Astrid, as they watched
the shed burn down completely. “This is a beginning.”


"Beginnings are tiring," said Astrid. Her fingers still
smelled of the wick, even though she had washed them.


“And awake,” said Kari. “Both.”


Valthjófr returned from the north before the king arrived. He had
hung the walrus cord in Lade—not like a relic, more like a tool.
Men had seen it. Some had laughed. Some had wept. Some had fallen
silent, and it was known they would not sleep that night, for a new
cord lay in their minds. Valthjófr entered Heiðabýr more quietly
than anyone had expected. “We have seen them,” he said to Astrid.
“And they have seen us.”


"Who?" asked Astrid.


“Those who don’t yet know they’re coming,” said Valthjófr,
his weariness a wooden one, not a fleshy one. “And those who are
already here.”


On the third day, the dragons returned from the west. They carried
no
great treasures; they carried bread, rumors, and a chain that hung
on
the post in Heiðabýr, not as a trophy, but as a promise: “We know
where your knots are.” King Svein stepped out, his eyes narrowed,
and looked at the scale that had burned away on the spar. He looked
at the merchant on the post. He looked at Valthjófr. He looked at
Astrid. “We did not die when we left,” he said. “And they did
not die when we came. That is good.”


"And Thorgeir?" asked Einar, who could no longer contain
himself.


“He’s standing deep in the snow,” said Valthjófr. “And he’s
not laughing. That’s bad. For us or for him – we’ll see.”


“We shall see,” the king repeated. “But not tonight.” He
looked at the walrus thong that Ulf had brought him, so that his
hand
would know how it felt again. He laid it on the table beside the
salt
fire. And in the quiet moment that followed, one could hear the
sea—not as one hears it outside, but as one hears it in a hall when
many people breathe: a long, calm breath that said, “I am
here.”


It wasn't the end yet. But it was a line. You could see where you
had
stood and where you had to go. Some paths lead back. Some forward.
Some into people. Some out of them. And above them all glowed a
coal
that needed many hands. Two were no longer enough. Nor were three.
Perhaps—so some in Heiðabýr thought that night, though not all
said it aloud—perhaps the whole country would have to lend both
hands. Or none at all.


CHAPTER X.


Messengers to the north.


The morning after the dragons' return, King Svein called council in
the great hall. It was a different council than the boisterous ones
before battle and voyage; the men sat closer together, the horns
stood empty, and the salt fire flickered calmly, as if waiting for
a
word that needed no shouting. Ulf, the gray judge of the household,
had laid the walrus cord on a board—not in the center of the table,
but slightly to the side, where the men's hands would pass as they
moved. Valthjófr stood with his arms folded; Hrafn Eiriksson leaned
against a pillar; Thori ran his finger along the notches of his
axe;
Astrid stood behind the queen, her gaze shifting from one man to
another, as if seeking the places where the space was narrower.


“So,” Svein began, his tone flatter than usual, “we have the
chain from the west and the cord from the north. And in between,
men
who light fires, and others who put them out. That’s too much for
one hand. I’ll make two hands.”


A low murmur went through the ranks; men shook their shoulders,
knowing what it meant when a king spoke of hands.


“One hand,” Svein continued, “goes west when the ice melts and
the wind smells of the sea again. It will be large and heavy, and
it
will do what kings do when they cut roads into the sea. The other
hand goes north before the paths in the snow become completely
soft.
It is smaller. It carries not a flag, but a cord. And it carries a
word.”


He lifted the walrus cord and held it so that the runes inside the
ring were visible only to those standing close. “Olaf is in
Thrandheim,” he said without harshness, “and he is baptizing men
who only yesterday had gods. He is not my enemy as long as he is no
longer Hakon. But he will be king when winter is over, and a king
with a new cross can stumble if no one shows him the stone on which
he will fall.”


"You want to show him a stone?" growled Thori. "I'd
rather show him a blade."


“It’s not about cutting,” Svein said dryly. “It’s about
binding. He should see that we can bind without taking his hand. He
should hear that we haven’t come to blow out his fire. And he
should know that between his mountains and my sea lies a land that
has men and roads. Valthjófr, you take the cord. You take men who
don’t need to blast horns to be heard. You take a girl who has ears
that men don’t have.”


All heads tilted slightly to the side, as if a gust of wind had
come
from the left, even though no one was leaving. Astrid's eyes
darkened, but she didn't blink. "I'll go if you want," she
said calmly, before anyone could protest. "And I'll go if you
don't want me to," she added, "just later."


A ripple of laughter swept through the rows, but it was one that
only
shifted the tension. The king nodded. "You must go because I
want you to go. And because I want you to come back."


“I’ll be back,” said Astrid.


“Hrafn,” said the king, “you know the fjords where the ice
floes lie. You guide them as far as Agdanes if they don’t go
overland, and then you go back. I want you in the west when spring
comes.”


Hrafn nodded curtly. "And Thorgeir?" he asked, without
hesitation.


“Thorgeir loves paths with half-free ice,” Valthjófr replied.
“He prefers the kind where you break through if you’re not
careful. We go where it seems to hold. And we stop when it
cracks.”


“You take Einar,” Svein suggested, as if he’d been saying the
name for a while. “He has to learn how to bear a name that isn’t
spoken until the time comes. And you take Ketill. He hears what is
invisible.”


Einar felt Astrid's hand on his sleeve even before he stirred.
Ketill's gaze searched for the king, found him, and remained
steady.
Kari stood near the salt fire, gazing into the embers as if
listening
to her. "And you?" Svein asked him, almost against his
will.


“I’m taking things that don’t fit in my pockets,” Kari said.
“If I may.”


"Go," said Svein. "And keep your mouth shut as often
as you open it."


Kari smiled thinly. "I need both."


They left two days later, when the snow crunched again and the
paths
were hard. Hrafn piloted the boats up the coast in a light boat,
close to shore where the jagged, icy rocks looked like old men's
teeth. They touched down here and there—not in harbors, but in
small, icy coves known only to fishermen. Men hauled the boats
overland when the fjords were closed and launched them again on the
other side. Astrid worked like the men, without boasting; she had
sinews that held and hands that knew where to go. Once, Hrafn
silently tucked a warm woolen tube into her coat: "For your
fingers," he said. "They'll need it if you're carrying a
cord."


Occasionally they saw tracks they didn't like: narrow pole marks in
the snow that weren't fishing poles; ruts from sleds too narrow for
hay; human footprints, clearly aware of where they were walking.
Hrafn once pointed up at a black line on the slope: "They're
hanging chains across the river, like the Saxons," he muttered.
"Only their chains are made of wood."


“Thorgeir,” said Einar, and his mouth was dry.


“Or someone who wants to imitate him,” Ketill said. “I prefer
the first one. He’s cleaner.”


On the third day, they left the ship. Hrafn stayed behind with the
boats, hidden in a gully filled with drift ice. "If you're
alive, I'll come to meet you," he said. "If you're not
alive, I'll come anyway. Someone needs to know where you're
falling."


“We won’t fall,” Astrid said lightly. “Not all of us.”


They traveled overland—Valthjófr in front, Ketill behind him,
Astrid beside Einar, Kari positioned so that he was always in sight
but never in the way. The air was clear, and the sun was low, like
a
blade skimming the surface of the streams. They came to a river
that
was broad, its banks lined with willows that stood like old men.
Across the river lay—as Hrafn had said—a chain of wood: two long,
woven logs connected by crossbeams and covered with a film of ice;
at
the ends, they were anchored to the riverbed with stakes. “Not
bad,” Valthjófr murmured. “Not good.”


“The ice here has a voice,” Ketill said softly, lying flat with
his ear against the river's surface. “It speaks in two tones. One
above, one below.”


“Two streams?” asked Einar.


“No,” Ketill shook his head. “A river and its shadow.”


"They were sawing under the ice," said Kari. "Like
fishing. Except the fish is a man."


“Thorgeir,” Einar said again. He wasn’t sure if he was saying
the name because he wanted to, or because he had to say it out loud
for it to carry weight.


“We won’t go through the middle,” Valthjófr decided, as if
nothing were simpler. “We’ll go along the edge, where the willows
will catch you if you fall.”


"The willows are holding you up, trying to drown you,"
grumbled Thori, who had come this far and was now supposed to
return
in the boats. He couldn't resist making one more remark. "But if
you know beforehand that you won't fall, you won't fall."


“Go back, long step,” Valthjófr said without anger. “You jump
when I say so. Not now.”


They tied short ropes around their waists, which ran to the sides;
each man hung suspended in the air above the other. Astrid tied the
knots as if they were hairbands. Ketill went second, his gaze
scanning the ice as if the ice had written something. Kari glided
between the willows, her hands constantly on the bark, without
gripping.


They only realized they were being watched when it was almost too
late. A thin arrow—not a long Viking arrow, but a short, sharp
spike—shot diagonally from above and landed in the trunk of a
willow tree with a sound that reminded Astrid of a walnut cracking
open. “Up top!” Ketill shouted before anyone had to look up. On
the embankment, between the willows, three figures moved—gray, like
the trees, their hoods pulled low, their bows short. Behind them—a
fourth, not shooting. It stood still. A quick, barely visible hand
signal, and the arrows trailed. “He just wants to show he can,”
Valthjófr growled. “Onward.”


In the middle of the river, where the wooden chains lay, the ice
crunched differently. Not louder, not deeper—different. Ketill
paused briefly, not so much that the rope tightened. He raised his
hand. “Here,” he said. “Not on top of it. Underneath.”


"What?" asked Einar, before he stopped.


“A second chain,” Ketill whispered. “Under the ice. It hangs a
little lower. If you walk over it, you’ll break. If you walk under
it, you won’t break—if you know where it is.”


"How do you go under something you can't see?" Astrid asked
dryly.


“With a man to feel it,” Ketill said. He lay flat, arms
outstretched, and slid his hand under a small, round opening he had
just made in the ice with the knife. He felt—the wood was there,
cold, slippery. He placed the knife against it, so the blade was
against it. “When I pull, you pull,” he said tersely.
“Two—three—”


They pulled. The chain didn't give way immediately; it wasn't made
of
leather. But there was a spot—Ketill hadn't seen it, he'd sensed
it—where the shaft had become loose. The ice spike holding it in
place was too thin. When the knife struck the fiber, there was a
crunch—and then, with a dull, soft sound that sent shivers down
Einar's spine, the chain snapped. The ice that lay over it slumped
by
a finger. "Walk!" Valthjófr snarled. "Don't jump.
Walk!"


They walked along the edge, their ropes short, their hands raised.
A
second arrow flew, lower, as if aiming for the willows. It did. No
man fell. The figures above moved with them; they made no attempt
to
block the way. "He just wants to see if we know he's here,"
Kari murmured.


“I know,” Einar said. His breathing was rapid, but not shallow.
There was no anger in him—not at that moment. It was something
else: the feeling of drawing one line correctly before drawing the
next.


They reached the other bank. Valthjófr paused for a moment, then
continued on without looking back. Only when they were up the slope
did he allow a glance back. The fourth figure was still standing on
the other side. One of the three who had fired pointed down to the
spot where the ice had collapsed. The figure nodded. It raised its
hand—a greeting? A mockery? A sign only it understood?


“Thorgeir,” Einar said softly. He thought he recognized something
in the brief raising of the hand that seemed familiar from the
loading bay: an impatience, expressed in lines.


They walked on. The path narrowed; the air tasted of resin, not
salt.
As the sun fell low, a bundle of smoke appeared, not from
fishermen's
huts: narrow, tall, orderly. "Thrandheim," said Valthjófr.
It was not the city; it was a suburb of farms and sounds containing
metal. Men with white crosses on their shields met them; some
nodded,
some glared. No bishops were to be seen; but new signs hung on
posts
that were old.


They were led into an anteroom—not the great hall, but one used for
messengers. A man so old that the tips of his beard were yellow
with
time, not beer, took down the names. “Valthjófr of Jomsborg,” he
said in a dry voice, “and Astrid of Vendland, who speaks two
languages. A young man who won’t say his name because he has
another one in his mouth. And one who talks without speaking.”


“Kari,” Kari said kindly. “From Iceland.”


"The islands bring a lot of smoke," grumbled the old man.
"Wait here." He stopped.


They waited. That is the hardest exercise for men who want to
leave.
The breath grows long; the hands want to do something; the eyes
move
from one edge to the next. Astrid stood still. Einar noticed that
his
anger—the one that always followed him—settled, like a teasel in
water touching the bottom.


As the curtain drew aside, a man entered whom no one could miss,
whose eyes seemed to know no bounds: tall, with red hair that
glowed
beneath his helmet; his mouth steady, as if he had learned to
swallow
noise; his eyes never lingered on one point, but they never
flickered. It wasn't his armor that made an impression, though it
was
clean and rich; it was something rarely seen in halls: a man who
knew
he could lead people because he knew them. Olaf.


Valthjófr stepped forward, so that his shoulders could still see
the
door. He held the walrus cord not like a sacrifice, nor like prey;
he
held it like a tool. “Olaf Tryggvason,” he said, omitting the
“king,” not out of spite, but out of caution. “I bring you this
from Heiðabýr. Not as a gift. As a memento.”


Olaf looked at the cord. He reached out, not greedily, not
hesitantly. His fingers touched the ancient fibers. It was as if he
were grasping a piece of coldness that glowed when held. "Walrus
cord," he said softly. "Hakon used it to bind his vows.
Some he kept. Some he didn't." He raised his head. "You
want me to keep mine."


“I want you to see them,” said Valthjófr. “I want you to see
men who do not sleep in your halls making cords. I want you to know
that between your mountains and the sea there is a place where men
make cords that do not break when someone pulls on them.”


“And that men don’t sleep there if someone comes who leaves at
night,” Astrid added, and the corner of Olaf’s mouth moved as if
someone had said something he liked.


"Who are you?" he asked.


“Astrid,” she said. “From Vendland. I have two languages ​​and
a falcon.”


Olaf laughed briefly and brightly, and the laughter was not hollow:
"That's better than two swords. And more than one needs."


His gaze fell on Einar, who was standing behind Valthjófr, his hand
on his belt as if reminding himself that she was there. "And
you?" Olaf asked.


“A man with one name,” said Einar, “and with another one in his
mouth.”


Olaf's eyes narrowed for a moment; not because he was
suspicious—because he was thinking. "The second name is
difficult," he said, "otherwise you wouldn't wear it like
that. Take it off if the hour is wrong."


“I won’t put it down,” replied Einar, “but I won’t bite
until the man puts his hand on me.”


"Good," said Olaf. "Better this way than the other."


Kari stood still. Olaf's gaze fell upon him as well. "And you?"
he asked. "You see more than you show."


“I’ll see what the coal does,” Kari said. “I want to see if
it burns with your fire or against it.”


Olaf nodded, not offended. "Sometimes she does both," he
said. "Then it gets warm." He carefully laid the walrus
line on the board beside him. "Does Svein say he's coming?"


“He says that he binds,” Valthjófr replied. “He says that he
sees the west and does not forget the north. He says that his men
do
not need wooden gods to stand upright. He says nothing more.”


“That’s a lot,” said Olaf. “Tell him I won’t come to his
halls to eat his salt. Not now. A man who builds houses doesn’t
tear them down until the roof is on. Tell him I’ll take his cord
and not put it around my neck. I’ll hang it where men who think
only one hand holds the land can see it. And tell him that when
Thorgeir of Nordmøre saws the ice, I have men who hear it
sing.”


Einar flinched involuntarily, as if someone had tapped him on the
temple. "He's standing in the snow," he said, before
catching himself, "and he's not laughing."


Olaf looked at him. "Good," he said. "If he's not
laughing, he's listening. That's more dangerous than laughing."


They were still speaking; not for long. They weren't words written
in
clear light. They were knots tied blindly. When they left, the
walrus
cord was no longer in Valthjófr's cloak, and something else was in
their hands, something unseen. On the way back to the river, the
sky
was heavier than in the morning, but it hung higher. At the edge of
the harbor district stood a man with a hood that held the snow. He
didn't step forward. He didn't raise a hand. He stood. Einar knew
he
saw him, even though he couldn't see his face.


"Not yet," he said loudly enough for Ketill to hear, and
quietly enough for the snow to swallow it up.


“Not yet,” Ketill repeated, and he felt Astrid’s gaze pass by
him like a light, warm hand.


When they reached the river again, the wooden chain they had
loosened
under the ice was secured elsewhere; the men on the bank were gone.
Only a short arrow remained stuck in a willow branch. Astrid pulled
it out. It was made of a different wood than what the Heiðabýr
archers carved. She tucked it into her pocket, like a woman puts a
ring in her belt. “Bring me a name,” she had said. Sometimes
things come with names when they are made of wood.


They crossed over. Hrafn waited where he had wanted to wait.
"Alive,"
he said tersely.


“Alive,” said Valthjófr. “And not in vain.”


"Nothing is free," grumbled Hrafn. "Not even snow."


They carried their feet back to the keels, the hides to the oars,
the
salt to their tongues. Heiðabýr lay to the south, and the sea
breathed as they reached their throats. In the hall that night,
King
Svein held the walrus cord in his hand, as if listening to see if
it
spoke to him. And somewhere in the north, on the bank of a river
lined with willows, a man tied a thin cord around his wrist and
then
pulled it off. Not because he wanted to. Because he knew he wasn't
allowed to yet.
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