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The
thirteen-year-old Viking boy Ragnar dreams of going on a great
voyage
and reaching the shores of unknown lands. Then his father sends him
to Haithabu, where he is to be initiated into the secrets of
shipbuilding... 
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The wave broke over the railing of the dragon ship. Buckets of
water
came into the ship and the next moment the water was ankle deep. 



"Scoop!" shouted a hoarse voice, mingling with the howling
wind. 



Ragnar took one of the bailers and helped to scoop out the water
from
inside the ship. For safety's sake, the buckets were fastened with
ropes so that they could not be torn overboard. 



"Come on, before the next big wave comes, we need to have most
of it scooped out!" one of the men shouted. 



It was already the third big wave within a short time. But in the
west it became brighter. The weather improved. But the gusts
remained
treacherous. The sideways wind then pushed into the sail with
sudden
force. The ship tilted and when a wave sloshed into it, it became
dangerous. 



 






 






They waited tensely for the next squall. It was impossible to
predict
when it would come. 



An icy wind swept over the foamed water and drove the dragon ship
through the waves. Spray splashed up. Ragnar Rothaar Einarson stood
at the bow of the SCHAUMKRONE, a thirty-meter-long Schnigge. This
was
the name given to the smaller narrow dragon ships with a crew of up
to forty men. The reddish hair stuck damply to Ragnar's head. He
had
just turned thirteen, and there was nothing better for him than to
sail a dragon ship through the foaming sea. 



In front, the ship lifted slightly, then lowered again. 



This was not the open sea, but a large lake in the north of
Holmgard.
This lake was so large that it could almost be considered a small
sea
- but still it was not the same. Ragnar dreamed of one day sailing
across the open sea in even larger ships, to lands no man had ever
set foot on before. But it would be a few years before that
happened.



Until now, his father Einar had prevented Ragnar from sailing on
one
of these ships as a ship's boy. He was still too young for that, he
had said. 



Ragnar, of course, disagreed, but he had to bow to the decision. 



He let his eyes wander along the horizon. The sky was gray and the
shore almost white, so that it could hardly be seen. In summer,
dense
forests could be seen there, reaching all the way to the lakeshore.
But now there was still snow there. 



After all, the ice on the lake had already thawed, so that it was
possible to sail on it again. That was a sign that it would soon be
spring. 



Einar Einarson stepped next to his son and pointed to the shore.
"We've got a good run on it. Not long now, we'll be docking! I
just hope Oleg has good furs in store for us!" 



"But how do you know where Oleg's camp is?" asked Ragnar.
"It looks the same all along the shore!" 



Einar laughed. "See that twice jagged mountain? You can just
make it out very faintly through the haze." 



"Yes, I see him!" 



"That's where the helmsman is heading. The wind is favorable, we
don't need to cross." 



Suddenly, something caught Ragnar's eye. Something dark was rising
from underneath the mountain. 



Ragnar stretched out his arm. "There's black smoke rising!"
he noted. 



Einar's face darkened. He stroked his matted beard thoughtfully. 



"This doesn't bode well!" he muttered. 



 






 






Einar urged his men to greater haste. The oars were extended and
the
men put their backs into the oars to accelerate the ship even more.




A column of smoke rising above the trees from this distance could
not
simply have come from a campfire! And that at this time of year
with
all the wet snow a forest fire broke out, was also highly unlikely.




This left only one option. 



Someone had raided the camp of the fur hunter Oleg and set it on
fire. For Einar Einarson, this was a bad thought. He had become
rich
through the fur trade and needed a constant supply of good goods to
resell. Oleg bought the furs from hunters in the area - and Oleg
had
always supplied him with the best and rarest pieces. Bear skins as
well as sable and ermine, from which the ladies had the collars of
their coats made at far away royal courts. 



Ragnar also sat down on the rowing bench. The SCHAUMKRONE now shot
through the water like an arrow. 



Meanwhile, Einar's hand gripped the hilt of the sword he carried at
his side. His face looked grim and determined. "Let someone dare
to rob me of my furs!" he rumbled, although, strictly speaking,
Oleg's furs were not yet his. 



But for him it was his furs. 



 






 






The whitecap approached the shore. For Ragnar, it was the first fur
ride in which he participated. Until now, his older brother had
always accompanied his father. His name was also Einar - like his
father and grandfather. To be able to distinguish him, he had
always
been called red Einar, because just like Ragnar, he had inherited
the
reddish hair from his mother. 



But that winter, Red Einar had died of fever. And so Ragnar now had
to go along for the fur ride. When the rivers and lakes over which
one could sail from Holmgard to the Baltic Sea were no longer
frozen,
the fur traders among the Vikings visited the Slavic hunters in the
area to buy from them the furs they had hunted over the winter. 



But sometimes it happened that individual Viking leaders did not
follow the rules and simply robbed the fur hunters. In addition,
the
Slavic tribes, to which the hunters belonged, were also very often
at
war with each other. 



But no matter what might be behind this case, Einar Einarson was
not
willing to let anyone walk away with the furs he thought he was
entitled to. 



For Ragnar, everything was new and the snow-covered embankment
looked
the same to him everywhere. But the others on board knew their way
around. They found a place where it was easy to moor. Einar threw
Ragnar a rope. He didn't need to be told what to do with it. He
climbed into the bow, where the dragon's head of the SCHAUMKRONE
protruded far forward. 



With a jolt, the ship ran aground. Ragnar jumped ashore and pulled
on
the end of the rope. A few men jumped ashore shortly after and
helped
him. The end of the rope was looped around a gnarled tree, half of
whose roots protruded into the water. On this tree were a few
weathered runes. They had obviously been carved into the bark a
long
time ago. 



"We're in the right place!" announced Einar, pointing to
the runes. 



Ragnar could pull these runic letters together with difficulty.
From
time to time, he had taken lessons from an itinerant teacher in
Holmgard. But he was not really sure about it. 



THOR PROTECTED THE FURRIORS OF EINAR EINARSON, it read. 



Runes had magic power, or so they believed Vikings. 



The thunder god Thor, who drove his goat-drawn chariot across the
sky
and hurled lightning, was supposed to guard Einar's men in this
wilderness. At sea they felt safe and invincible, but here in the
dense forests they were strangers. 



Apart from his protective magic power, the inscription also made it
clear to those other fur riders that the furs of this area were
claimed by Einar Einarson and anyone who did not take this into
consideration could expect trouble. 



Five men had to stay with the ship. 



At first Einar thought it was better if Ragnar stayed there too.
But
he protested. 



"No, I want to go with you!" he demanded. 



"I've already lost one son this winter - I don't want another to
enter the dark realm of our god of the dead, Hel," Einar
replied. 



"But am I not to learn all that my brother had also learned? But
how can I do that if I have to stay here with the ship?" 



Einar thought about it for a moment, then changed his mind. "All
right," he said, while the other men were already putting on
their weapons and helmets to be ready for shore leave. 



Einar handed Ragnar a short broadsword. "Take this. These woods
are full of danger and you never know what will happen to you..."



 






 






The Vikings went ashore. Ravens sat cawing on the bare trees. Now
and
then branches cracked. The snow had become so wet and heavy that
some
branches simply could not hold the load. 



The knee-high fur boots that Ragnar wore sank almost completely
into
the snow with the first steps. Then it got better. The ground under
the snow cover was frozen hard. Tracks of various animals could be
seen on the patches of snow between the trees. Einar marched in
front
and the others followed him. 



In between, they stopped and listened. Voices could be heard very
softly. Screams. 



"Something is going on!" opined Thorfinn, one of Einar
Einarson's experienced retainers. 



"Then let's run faster! Maybe we can still prevent the worst."



The men rushed through the deep snow and Ragnar had to make every
effort to keep up with them. 



They finally reached a clearing where there were several wooden
huts.
Half of them were on fire. Black smoke was rising, forming a long
plume. One of the huts had already burned down almost completely. 



Warriors dressed in fur and armed with spears had rounded up
prisoners in the center of the small settlement. 



In the middle of the clearing was a pile of furs. Some of the
warriors were busy tying them into handy bundles that could be
easily
carried on the back. 



Now the warriors dressed in fur notice the arriving Vikings. 



Loud screams rang out. 



Ragnar did not understand the language of these warriors. Only one
word he heard over and over again. "Rus!" the fur-clad
shouted. "Rus!" 



This meant "rower" and was the name given to the Vikings by
the inhabitants of this land because they often rowed when they
passed the rivers with their ships. The land around Holmgard was
therefore often called "Russia". 



The warriors dressed in fur were obviously very afraid of the
Vikings. They took with them what skins they could carry and then
ran
away. They simply left the bound prisoners behind. 



Within a short time, the attackers had disappeared into the
undergrowth. 



"Aren't they being followed?" asked Ragnar, addressing his
father. Einar shook his head. "No, they are faster and know the
woods better. Besides, there are more of them than us." 



The shackles of the prisoners were loosened. 



"How good that you helped us!" said one of the freedmen - a
man with a fur cap and a chain of wolf's teeth. He spoke the Viking
language with a strong accent. 



Einar walked up to him. 



"Oleg! I'm glad that nothing happened to you!" 



"Nothing happened?" shouted Oleg. He pointed to the furs
piled up in the middle of the settlement. "Those robbers have
taken enough pelts from us, I'm afraid. And only the best pieces,
of
course!" 



"We'll see what's left," Einar replied. "Do you have
any idea who attacked you there?" 



Oleg nodded. "A tribe we've had a dispute with recently.
Unfortunately, they are much more numerous than we are!" 



Einar held out his sword to Oleg and said: "Perhaps the men from
your village should acquire a few of these excellent blades! Then
the
other tribes won't give you such a hassle very soon! Believe me!"



Oleg laughed. "You're only saying that for one reason, Einar
Einarson! You must want to sell me some of those weapons!" 



Einar winked at Ragnar. "You can't fool this guy, Ragnar!"
Then Einar turned back to Oleg. "This is my son Ragnar, by the
way." 



"That's unmistakable. He's the spitting image of you, Einar -
except he hasn't grown a beard yet!" 



Einar raised his sword once again and handed it to Oleg. "What I
said about this blade is still valid, though! Feel how this weapon
feels in your hand!" 



Oleg took the gun and nodded appreciatively. "Yes. That may
be..." 



"A blade from Damascus, forged by Arabs," Einar said.
"These are the best smiths there are! Our ships bring these
weapons across the Black Sea and the great rivers to the place you
call Novgorod." 



Novgorod was the name used by the Slavic tribes for the place
called
Holmgard by the Vikings. 



Oleg weighed the sword in his hand. "And you could get me enough
of these blades?", Oleg made sure. 



"Of course! My trade relations go far..." 



"But I'm afraid I can hardly pay for them!" 



"What about the skins?" 



"First of all, our enemies have stolen the best pieces away from
us, and secondly, what we get in return is already budgeted." 



"I can think of another source of income for you! I would have
wanted to talk to you about that anyway," Einar said. 



Oleg sighed. "Right now, I think we'll have enough to do with
rebuilding everything. Some of our people are injured. But
basically
I'm interested." 



"Do you trust your hunters to catch birds of prey? Eagles,
buzzards, hawks and so on..." 



"It's not easy, but it's possible." 



"Catching, mind you!", Einar pointed out. "Nothing
must happen to the animals." 



"What happens to the animals?" 



"They reach the south on the same way that the blades from
Damascus come to Holmgard. In the court of the Caliph of Baghdad
and
in Cairo, birds of prey are taught to serve as hunting assistants.
Learned animals bring in a fortune there!" 



"I think I can help you there, Einar," Oleg promised. 



"The prerequisite, of course, is that the animals are really not
bent a feather!" 



"Sure." 



 






 






Einar bought Oleg the rest of the skins that the attackers had left
behind. He paid with weight money - silver coins that came from all
over the world and were used to pay by weight. If the weight did
not
match exactly, the coins were simply broken, which is why they were
called breakage money. Coins from Baghdad were among them, as well
as
silver pieces with the head of the emperor of Constantinople. 



"I will save some of it to afford blades from Damascus,"
Oleg said. 



"You can pay them with captured birds of prey," Einar
replied. 



The Vikings loaded the cases on their backs. Ragnar also had to
take
a bundle. Then they marched back to the ship and climbed aboard.
The
skins were tied tightly. After all, they were not to go overboard
if
the SHAUMKRONE ran into turbulent weather. 



Einar turned to his son. 



"This was the last fur trader we visit on this trip," he
explained. 



"Then it's back to Holmgard now?" 



"That's right." 



"And when are you going out to the real sea?" asked Ragnar.



The lakes around Holmgard were all interconnected by rivers.
Through
this system of rivers and lakes, one could eventually reach the
Baltic Sea, across which one had to sail if one wanted to reach the
actual homelands of the Vikings. 



Again and again, Ragnar had heard about it. About the island of
Gotland, where one of the largest markets was located - or the
distant Viking ports of Birka and Haithabu. Ragnar wanted to see
all
this with his own eyes. 



While the whitecap was pushed off the shore and the wind fell into
the sail, Ragnar thought about how he could still convince his
father
to let him go on the voyage as a ship's boy. 



But the death of his brother had, of course, worsened the chances
of
this. After all, Einar was also thinking about who might succeed
him
if something happened to him. 



Although Ragnar had other siblings, they were younger and it would
be
a while before any of them could help Einar. 



 






 






It was already dark when the SCHAUMKRONE returned to the port of
Holmgard. Holmgard was located on a small river that connected two
lakes. The settlement was surrounded by a semicircle of sharpened
wooden palisades, which were supposed to protect the place from
outside attacks. In the center was a square where the Thing was
held
- the assembly of free men who decided everything and also held
court
when a crime had been committed. Among the houses, two different
types were clearly distinguishable. The square log houses of the
Slavs and the elongated wooden houses of the Vikings. Both
populations lived peacefully together in Holmgard. 



A number of ships were anchored in the harbor. Most of them were
slender galleys, because in the interior of Russia a ship sometimes
had to be towed over several kilometers over land from one river to
another. And for that, overly large ships were simply unsuitable.
But
there were some of the larger ship types in the port of Holmgard. A
couple of Skaids, which had crews of up to 60 men, or a Draken with
up to a hundred men. And of course the Knorr, which was much wider
than the other types used primarily as warships. 



The large ships almost always came from the Baltic Sea, because on
the high seas they had advantages over the smaller ones. For
example,
the walls were higher so that water could not wash into the
interior
so quickly when the swell was high. 



However, only a few of the ships were operational at the moment.
During the icy winter, many of them had sustained damage and now
repairs were being diligently carried out everywhere. The hammering
could be heard for miles around. 



Einar smiled when he saw this. "It's a good thing we started so
early - that way we were among the first whose ships were already
operational!" 



"Look, a particularly large Knorr!" said Ragnar admiringly,
pointing to one of the ships, which was almost as wide as two
Schniggen. On board were numerous animals - mainly horses and
cattle
- which were now being carefully brought ashore across a folded-out
wooden bridge. One cow recoiled. A loud mooing could be heard. The
animal slipped on the planks, got back on its feet and finally
reached the shore. 



"I know that painted wolf's head on the bow!" muttered
Einar. "That's Björn Olavson's ship from Haithabu!" He
nudged Ragnar. "Come, let us greet him! That he comes to
Holmgard so early in the year can only mean that the waterways are
now ice-free everywhere!" 



Björn Olavson was a powerful Viking from distant Haithabu. A
merchant and shipbuilder who went to Holmgard once or twice a year
to
bring goods there and return with a ship full of furs. Einar
Einarson
was good friends with him. Björn took a large part of the furs
Einar
acquired from the Slavic hunters on board his Knorr and then resold
them at the Haithabu market. 



Whenever Björn Olavson had come to Holmgard, Ragnar had listened
eagerly to the stories the man told around the campfire. Stories of
distant lands, which Ragnar also wanted to see. 



While Einar's followers unloaded the furs and took them to the
longhouse of Einar Einarson and his family, Ragnar and his father
walked toward the mooring where Björn Olavson's Knorr was tied up. 



NJÖRDS FREUDE was the name of Björn's ship, as could be seen from
the runes that were clearly visible burned into the wood. Njörd was
the god of the sea, who also controlled fire and wind. Among other
things, he protected trade. In smaller runes under the ship's name
was a spell to protect the ship and its crew from pirates and bad
weather, and also noted who had built this Knorr: Björn Olavson,
the
best shipbuilder in Haithabu. 



Björn's wealth was actually based on his skill as a shipbuilder.
His
ships were widely praised - and if it was branded with who had
built
it, that should encourage anyone who saw the ship to also
commission
a ship from Björn Olavson. 



Björn was a very tall, broad-shouldered man. A long-handled battle
axe hung from his belt. A long straight sword he wore girded across
his back. 



The flaxen beard grew almost to under his eyes. He wore a helmet
with
a low nose guard, which already showed some scratches and dents.
Dents that testified to the fact that this helmet had probably
saved
the life of its wearer many times. 



"Greetings, Einar!" exclaimed Björn when he saw Einar
Einarson. "I hope you have a sufficient cargo of furs for me, so
that I don't have to sail back to Haithabu with a half-empty
Knorr!"



"We just got back from a fur trip, and if you want, you're
welcome to check out the goods later - after you've had plenty of
mead and some food in my house as a guest!" 



"The offer of your hospitality I gladly accept!" said
Björn. "And the mead I drank last time I was in your house is
the best beer I've had in a long time. I hope you have a few
barrels
of it I can buy from you!" 



Einar laughed. "Certainly! The mead comes from Kiev! My supplier
was here three weeks ago - but our harbor was still iced over then,
so his schnig had to dock five miles south." 



Björn Olavson frowned. "You're not telling me you're going to
add something to the price because you had to carry the mead
barrels
miles across the country!" 



Einar grinned. "Since you mention it, Björn... Of course it's
reflected in the price!" 



Björn laughed boomingly and slapped Einar amicably on the shoulder.
"One can really learn how to haggle and drive up prices from
you, Einar!" He exclaimed, amused. Then he turned to Ragnar.
"Your oldest hasn't grown at all since last year, Einar!" 



"That is not my elder," Einar replied. His tone changed at
that. "Ragnar is my second-born son. Red Einar died of fever
this winter." 



"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that," Björn said. He looked Ragnar
up and down once. "How old are you now?" he asked. 



"Thirteen years," Ragnar provided information. 



"Can you read the runes?" 



"To some extent. Every now and then an itinerant teacher comes
by to teach me and also tell me the old stories about the gods..."



"Are you interested in ships?" 



"I dream of being a ship's boy on one of the big Drakes that
sail all the way to Iceland!" 



"Then I don't understand why you are still here in Holmgard!
After all, many ships sail from Holmgard!" 



"My father thinks I'm too young to be on a seagoing ship,"
Ragnar said meekly. 



Björn frowned. "Too young? One can be divided on that. But
you're definitely old enough to learn something. A good trade, for
example, that you need everywhere and is well repaid in every
place."



"Honestly, I don't know what they're talking about now,"
Ragnar said. 



"Shipbuilding, of course! I suppose you've inherited your
father's cunning and business sense - if you learn how to build
good
ships on top of that, you'll never have to worry about making a
living! If you want, you can learn the shipwright's craft in my
workshop in Haithabu!" 



Ragnar looked at his father. 



It was quite common for the sons of rich and distinguished Vikings
to
be sent to acquaintances to receive an education. And as far as
shipbuilding was concerned, Björn Olavson was certainly one of the
best teachers imaginable. 



Björn smoothed out his beard and then continued, "I know you'd
rather go straight to sea, Ragnar. I felt the same way at your age.
But think about it for a moment: You'll learn the trade with me for
two or three years, and after that, any Viking captain will be
happy
to take you anywhere. But not just as a ship's boy! But as a
full-fledged follower who gets his fair share of the booty or the
profits of the voyage! Well, what do you say? Wouldn't that be
something for you?" 



The idea of learning the shipbuilder's trade in Haithabu appealed
to
Ragnar. People who knew how to do this were much sought after by
the
captains, because during longer sea voyages it was always the case
that ships needed to be repaired. Sometimes, when a Viking fleet
was
exploring unknown territory, it was even necessary to go ashore to
make a smaller dinghy, which could then be used to explore very
shallow waterways. 



"That's a very generous offer," Ragnar said. 



"It's an offer I don't make to just anyone," Björn
replied. "But I do to Einar Einarson's son! Think about it! You
won't regret it!" 



 






 






Ragnar would have liked to agree immediately. But he knew that he
would have to discuss it with his father first. So he just thanked
him again for the offer. Björn said that he would probably stay in
Holmgard for three days. "You must have decided by the time we
leave again." 



"We will discuss it," promised Einar Einarson, who must
have noticed that his son was quite enthusiastic about the idea. 



 






 






A man with a fur-trimmed helmet approached Einar. He eyed Björn
disparagingly. He gave Ragnar only a brief glance and then turned
to
Einar. 



"I hope I'm not too late to buy some sable skins from you,"
he said. 



"I'm sorry, I already promised Björn Olavson the entire load!"



"And you don't have some sable and ermine furs for me?
Everything else may get who wants, I am only interested in the most
valuable furs!" 



Now Björn Olavson interfered. "Who is this man, Einar?" 



"That's Hakan Holgarson," Björn introduced him. "But
they also call him Hakan the Stingy, because no one is able to
bargain down the prices like him!" 



"It sounds like you're a dangerous man, Hakan!" laughed
Björn. 



But Hakan Holgarson made a throwing away hand gesture. "I'm not
going to get a chance to bargain, after all, since you were faster
and already snatched everything away from me!" 



"Listen, Hakan," Björn then demanded. "I don't want
you to be unhappy. So pick out a sable and an ermine skin each, and
make a price with Einar about it! I will grant you that!" 



Hakan Holgarson sighed. "At least it's better than nothing!"



Ragnar knew Hakan Holgarson quite well. The stingy man was a unique
negotiating talent. But in this case, even his negotiating skills
were probably of no use to him. 



However, Hakan's nickname of the Miser was not only due to his
skill
in bargaining down prices. 



He was also notorious for breaking the coins of the silver weight
money not only into two pieces, but sometimes into three or four. 



In addition to the sword, he carried a hammer at his side. It hung
in
a loop on his wide belt, whose bronze buckle was decorated with
fine
engravings. 



A piece of the hammer had broken off on the striking side, creating
a
sharp, jagged edge. When he used it to split a coin, this jagged
line
could be seen afterwards on the edge of the piece. And if he didn't
hit it right, this shape dug into the soft silver like an imprint. 



When Ragnar had been little, he had once asked Hakan the Miser
quite
bluntly why a man like him, who was quite rich and prosperous,
could
not afford a new hammer. 



"I can already afford it!", Hakan Holgarson had said at the
time. "But I don't want it! Because this piece has brought me
luck! And I think it is Thor himself who holds his hand over me,
because I have been faithful to this hammer! There's no way I'm
giving it up!" 



 






 






Einar went back to the foam crown together with Ragnar and Hakan
Holgarson. Some of the cargo was still to be found there. Einar
instructed Ragnar to open one of the bundles of furs so that Hakan
could choose a good piece of fur. 



Hakan the Greedy was very particular about it and Einar Einarson
was
already rolling his eyes. 



Having finally made up his mind, Hakan reached for the pouch on his
belt. The silver pieces he slid into his palm were mostly very
small
and many of them showed the typical jagged line on the edge. 



"It's always a pleasure doing business with you, isn't it?"
said Einar after they had reached an agreement. 



"You sold the rest of your pelts prematurely!" retorted
Hakan Holgarson. "I bet your buyer didn't give you such a good
price!" 



When Hakan had gone, Einar turned to Ragnar. He showed him his hand
full of silver pieces. "Look at this, how much Hakan paid!"



"And he wasn't even really persistent in acting!" agreed
Ragnar. 



Einar laughed. "No comparison to his other haggling! He must
really need those furs very badly!" 



 






Björn and his men enjoyed hospitality in the house of Einar
Einarson. Not only Einar's family lived in this house, but also his
retainers and their relatives. These were free men who worked for
Einar or served on his ship. In addition, there were serfs,
servants
and maids and their children, who also lived in the large
longhouse,
which consisted of only one room. On both sides, mounds of earth
were
heaped up, covered with mats and straw sacks. There they sat and
slept at night. 



Only the master of the house and his wife had a closet-like wooden
hut to themselves for sleeping. Such a thing was called an alcove,
which came from the Arabic word for niche. 



Einar had built it only last year and Björn Olavson admired it very
much. 



"Al-Kubba is what the Arabs call it," Einar said. 



"A very inventive people," Björn said appreciatively.
"Didn't they also have the custom of training birds of prey to
hunt?" 



"That's how it is. But there are also very strange customs among
them. For example, their knights are said to sing songs to the lute
of a beloved woman." 



"This is a custom that should spread quietly to us!"
interfered Solveig Thorbjörn's daughter. She was Ragnar's mother,
easily recognizable by her red hair. "Dinner is ready," she
said, "None of your men shall close their eyes hungry or thirsty
today!" 



Björn grinned. "That sounds good," he said. 



 






 






Ragnar listened to the stories around the fire. Björn Olavson and
his men had eaten a lot first. Afterwards, the drinking horns were
filled with mead again and again. There was an exuberant mood. 



Björn reported news that had happened in Haithabu. 



"I have now been elected Jarl," Björn reported. 



"My congratulations," Einar returned. "But to your
standing, this choice is entirely appropriate." 



"It is also not always easy to settle the disputes. The most
important thing is to protect the lives of the foreign merchants
who
come to Haithabu. After all, they have no clan to support them in
the
event of a dispute, and they are completely alone in the event of a
dispute! If you don't protect them, they will stay away from the
market of Haithabu and that in turn would have devastating
effects."



A Jarl was elected by the free men. Usually, a particularly
respected
or wealthy man was appointed. 



"Among you, the Jarl is now subordinate to a king, if I'm
informed correctly," Einar noted. "That means you are not
only dependent on the Thing for your decisions..." 



"It's still different up here with you guys, I know," Björn
nodded. 



"What do you mean - yet?" 



Björn laughed and took another sip of mead. "We didn't choose
to have a king over us either. But we had to unite against enemies.
The German king would be only too happy to take possession of
Haithabu with his Saxon warriors and make it his own port. And
should
the Slavic tribes around Holmgard ever unite against you, you'll
have
the same problem here, and you'll surely raise a king over you,
too!"



Einar shook his head. "The tribes of this area are constantly at
war with each other. It is very unlikely that they will unite
against
us!" 



"I wish you to be right!" Björn took a pouch from his belt
and opened it. It was filled with silver weight money. In the glow
of
the fire, the coins were easy to see. "Some think you can
predict the future from the throwing of bones or the condition of
certain organs in slaughtered animals. I can from these coins!" 



Ragnar moved a little closer to the fire to see better. He frowned
and wondered what Björn might have meant. Was the Jarl of Haithabu
perhaps going to perform some magical ritual here and now? Then he
didn't want to miss it. 



Einar frowned skeptically. 



"Look at these coins, Einar!" said Björn. "I took
most of it at a market on Gotland. Most of the silver is Arab
dirhem,
and a smaller portion shows the head of the Emperor of
Constantinople." 



"I don't know what you're getting at, Björn!" admitted
Einar, shaking his head. 



"There is a stream of silver from Constantinople, Arabia and
Persia flowing from south to north through the land of Rus - always
along the rivers. I tell you, this mighty stream of silver will
sooner or later arouse the greed of envious people! Word will get
out
about the riches being carried across the rivers in our ships, and
some of those who hear about it will set out to take some for
themselves. The first ones will be repelled, but more will come and
sooner or later, even in the land of Rus, we will have to unite
under
kings to defend ourselves together! That is the future I see for
you
here in Holmgard, Einar." 



 






 






Ragnar listened intently as Björn spoke of how it was actually
inevitable that a king would eventually be raised in the land of
Rus
as well. 



But as time passed, he digressed and spoke more and more about the
long journeys he had made. He told of the mysterious, misty land
where there were fire-breathing volcanoes and icy glaciers. 



"Iceland is what it's called." 



"I have heard about it. Aren't there supposed to be hot springs
there, whose water can suddenly splash up more than two ship
lengths
high?" asked Einar. 



"These springs exist. They are called geysers. I have seen them
with my own eyes - just like the fire-breathing mountains.
Unfortunately, there is little fertile land there - and what little
there is is already spread out. But that's a good thing, too." 



"Why?" 



Björn lowered his tone and continued speaking more quietly.
"Because
that's why there was very little forest on Iceland - and it's been
almost completely cut down by now!" 



Ragnar understood immediately. "That means Icelanders can't
build houses or ships!" he snapped. 



Björn turned to him. It wasn't really appropriate for him to
interrupt when the adults were talking, but Björn Olavson didn't
seem to take it amiss with Ragnar. He nodded with a smile. 



"You're a smart one, Ragnar! That's the way it is! The
Icelanders have to get their wood from elsewhere. There are already
several shipmasters in Haithabu who have gotten into this business
of
bringing wood to Iceland - and I myself am thinking of getting into
this business." Björn winked at Ragnar. "Personally, of
course, I would love it most if the Vikings of Iceland would not
only
buy lumber from me - but entire ships! I could make a much higher
profit that way!" 



As time passed, the conversation became less interesting for
Ragnar.
Björn and Einar began to haggle over the price of the mead barrels.




Ragnar let his eyes wander through the hall of the longhouse.
Bjorn's
men were all having a great time. But two of them caught Ragnar's
eye. One had a scar across his cheek under his left eye. Around the
other's neck hung an amulet carved from the ivory of a walrus
tooth.
It represented a hammer and was supposed to exert a magical
protective effect on its wearer. 



Mjöllnir!, Ragnar immediately thought. That was the name of the
hammer of the thunder god Thor. Magical dwarves had once forged
Thor
this hammer of legend, and it could be made as large or as small as
the thunder god pleased. When Thor hurled the hammer, Mjöllnir hit
with each throw and returned to the outstretched hand of the god.
At
the same time, Thor used to stand wide-legged on his chariot drawn
by
two he-goats, with which he drove across the sky. Under its wheels
there was a flash of lightning. The earth shook and began to burn,
and the rocks cracked. One spoke then of the roar of Thor - the
thunder. That's why another name of Thor was Donar and even a day
was
named after him - Thursday. 



The man with the Mjöllnir amulet kept grasping the miniature ivory
hammer with his right hand, and it almost seemed to Ragnar as if he
needed the thunder god's magical protection in a special way. 



The man said nothing. He just sat there while the man with the scar
kept talking to him. But so quietly that not a single word reached
Ragnar. 



In any case, it was striking how serious they were. 



One of the bonded maids who served in Einar Einarson's house came
to
them with a jug of mead to fill their drinking horns. 



But, amazingly, they both declined. 



The man with the Mjöllnir amulet now stood up and went to the door
of the house. 



"Now wait, Snorre!" the man with the scar shouted after him
at least loud enough to distract some of the other men for a short
time and make them turn around. 



He now rose as well and followed the man he had called Snorre. As
he
did so, he bumped his foot against a jug of mead that belonged to
one
of the other men who were in Björn Olavson's service. 



"Can't you be careful, Leif?" hissed the man, whose pants
were now soaked with mead. 



"Don't make such a fuss!" the man with the scar muttered
and tried to push his way past, but the man with the stained
trousers
now stood up as well. Only now could it be seen that he towered
over
the man with the name Leif by almost a head and a half. 



A giant of a man. 



He had caught Ragnar's eye at the very beginning because of this,
and
he believed that there was probably no other man in all of Holmgard
who was anywhere near the same height. 



The giant grabbed Leif by the upper arm before he could escape. 



"Wait and don't just steal away like that, Leif. At least you
could apologize! You haven't lost an eye in battle yet. Surely you
can see where you're stepping! Or is it too much to ask to be a
little careful?" 



"It's all right!" growled Leif, who obviously had nothing
else in mind but to get to the door as quickly as possible. Snorre
had already stepped outside in the meantime. 



All at once there was silence in the longhouse. 



No one said a word - but here and there hands wandered to the sword
handles and axe handles. 



"I don't want a fight in my house!" declared Einar Einarson
unequivocally. 



Leif and the giant were glaring at each other with disparaging
looks.
Both were very upset and Ragnar did not really understand why. A
real
reason for a solid argument was actually not present. 



Einar turned to Björn Olavson. "It is your people among whom
the quarrel has broken out, so it is also up to you to arbitrate
between them." 



"I'd like to do that," Björn said, rising now. He clamped
the thumbs of his hands behind the wide belt he wore. "Do not
abuse the hospitality of Einar Einarson," he said very
seriously. 



"Tell him to apologize!" growled the giant. 



Leif took a deep breath and then pressed out, "I'm sorry, Knut!"



Knut let go of him. "There you go! There you go! And in the
future, make sure you don't spill any more mead, you jerk." 



Leif turned around and went to the door. He slammed it noisily
behind
him. 



"Nothing happened worth mentioning!" said Björn Olavson. 



And Einar added: "There is still much mead to distribute! Who
still has thirst, may lift his empty drinking horn!" 



 






 






The matter seemed to be quickly forgotten among the men. Ragnar
heard
Björn tell Olavson that the two quarrelsome men had not gotten
along
well from the beginning. "Actually, I had thought that the
matter would be out of the world by now - but I guess I was wrong!"



"One of them will probably have to go his own way in the
future," Einar surmised. 



Björn shrugged his shoulders. "Good people are hard to find,"
he said. "That doesn't make a decision like this easy. And
besides, they've always gotten their act together so far..." 



 






 






Snorre and Leif returned to their host's longhouse very late.
Everyone was already asleep. Ragnar woke up and watched as the two
men crept to their sleeping places and wrapped themselves in their
blankets. 



Where had they been for so long, Ragnar wondered. In any case, they
had calmed down again. Ragnar was still very tired and so he soon
fell asleep again. 



When he awoke the next morning, he found that Snorre and Leif's
blankets were rolled up. 



The two men seemed to have gotten up early, while the rest of the
Vikings were still fast asleep. Some of them were probably still
humming in their skulls because it had gotten much too late last
evening and they had simply drunk too much mead. 



Gradually, everyone who had been sleeping in Einar Einarson's
longhouse woke up. People stretched and little by little voices
were
heard. 



The conversations of the previous evening continued. Ragnar
listened
to the amazing tales of distant lands and the dangers at sea. He
always found it fascinating to listen to the accounts of
experienced
seafarers when they described how ships had capsized and other
Vikings had attacked and plundered them - or how they had robbed
temples, monasteries and cities in distant lands. There were so
many
lands and such wondrous things that it was hard to imagine. With
some
reports, Ragnar also wondered whether they could correspond to the
truth at all. 



However, Ragnar had hardly gotten up when his mother pressed a
bucket
into his hand. 



"Get some water," she said. 



Ragnar knew that any contradiction was futile. Not only the serfs
and
slaves had to carry water, so that there was always enough in the
house, but also the eldest of the master of the house. 



"Only make the bucket half full," his mother advised him.
"It's heavy enough." 



"I can carry more too!" 



She smiled. "For now, maybe, but if your back hurts every time
you move later, no one will have anything to gain from you filling
the bucket too full today!" 



Ragnar went to the riverbank with the bucket. He was not the only
one
who had been sent from Einar Einarson's longhouse to fetch water.
Several children of serfs and retainers were also on the way. 



So he went to the shore and filled the bucket with water. 



Most of the time he would then spend a few moments looking at the
ships in the harbor. 



Björn Olavson's Knorr was clearly the largest and most impressive
ship. It had been moored to one of the jetties that jutted out into
the river. Smaller ships were simply pulled up the shallow
embankment. 



Near the shore there were some simple wooden buildings that served
as
warehouses. Goods coming from the south were unloaded here, stored
and later transferred to larger ships, which then finally reached
the
Baltic Sea via several rivers and lakes. 



In addition, several shipyards had settled near the shore. Ships
that
had been damaged en route could be repaired here by skilled
craftsmen, and new ships were also built from time to time. 



A half-finished Schnigge could be seen on the river beach. The
removable dragon head was still missing as well as the mast and
part
of the planks. 



When Ragnar came out from behind one of the warehouses, he spotted
Snorre and Leif. They did not notice him, but stood a little apart
from the others who were already in the harbor at this early hour.
Besides those who were fetching water for their houses, these were
mainly guards who had been assigned to guard the harbor. The
valuable
goods that changed hands there naturally attracted envious people
who
would have liked to have these possessions as well. So it was
always
necessary to make sure that enough guards were assigned. 



A cool wind swept over the whole place and carried the conversation
between Snorre and Leif at least partly to Ragnar's ear. 



"Björn Olavson will be surprised." 



"Yeah, I'm looking forward to the look on his face when he finds
out the truth!" 



"But then it will be too late!" 



"You said it!" 



"How good that he trusts us completely..." 



"I just hope that everything goes smoothly! Otherwise Bjorn
Olavson's wrath will strike us, I tell you! And then have mercy on
us
Thor!" 



Ragnar could not understand the rest, just as he could not have
said
exactly which of the two had actually said what. Leif turned around
and let his gaze wander over the harbor. Briefly, he also looked in
Ragnar's direction. Leif had gray eyes like the falcons that were
sold to the Arabs from Holmgard. 



Then he turned around again and pulled Snorre along with him.
Ragnar
could only understand fragments of what the two were now talking
about. 



"Hey, do you fall asleep standing up?" a voice suddenly
asked from behind. 



Ragnar winced. He turned around and looked into the face of
Thorfinn,
the experienced henchman of Einar Einarson, who was also called
Thorfinn the Gray because his hair had turned gray just like his
long
beard. He pointed to the bucket of water that Ragnar had set down.
"I
would imagine that someone is waiting for it!" 



"Yes," Ragnar said. 



Then Thorfinn's gaze fell on the NJÖRDS FREUDE, Björn Olavson's
Knorr. A smile slid across the gray's face. "Yes, now I
understand. There is already a special ship. It's enough to make
you
dream for a moment!" 



"Björn Olavson must really be an excellent shipbuilder,"
Ragnar commented. 



"What you can bet on! I have sailed on ships that Björn has
created! Nothing comes out of the glue, even after years, and the
pitch seals don't let anything through. He just has a feeling for
the
wood and knows what a log can become and how far you can bend
it..."



"Do you know Snorre and Leif?" asked Ragnar, pointing to
the two who were now boarding NJÖRDS FREUDE. 



"These are two men from Björn's entourage! I think they were
definitely there last year and the year before last when Björn
docked his ship in Holmgard." 



"What do you think of them?" 



"Honestly, I don't know them any further. We drank mead together
and had no quarrel. Why do you ask?" 



"Oh, nothing," Ragnar agreed. 



 






 






He brought the bucket of water to the longhouse, where his mother
was
already waiting for it. 



"Your father wants to talk to you," she said, "I guess
it's about whether you're going to Haithabu on Bjorn's ship to
learn
shipbuilding..." 



"Yes," was all Ragnar said. 



His mother smiled. "I'd rather have you here, of course. That's
what I told Einar, too. But on the other hand, it's a chance for
you
to learn something - and from one of the best teachers imaginable."
She put a hand on Ragnar's shoulder. "So, even though it's hard
to let you go - I know how important it is to learn something. You
can't let an opportunity like this pass you by!" 



"Yes, I think so too, mother," said Ragnar. 



He found his father a little later behind the longhouse, where he
was
sorting hides according to different qualities. He put the sable
skins he had bought from Oleg's tribe on the pile. 



"Here look at these pelts! Excellent quality they are!"
said Einar when he noticed Ragnar. "Too bad about the pelts that
were taken by the robbers! Oleg will be upset about that too! I
just
hope Oleg takes my advice and buys some of the swords from
Damascus."



"That would be a good deal at the same time!" said Ragnar. 



"You've got it. By the way, I also talked to Björn Olavson
about this. Blades are made in the Rhineland that are supposed to
be
very shatterproof. The next time Björn comes to Holmgard, he wants
to bring me some of them - and maybe I can sell some of them on to
Oleg and his tribe..." Einar Einarson put his strong arms on his
hips, paused for a moment, and then continued, "Speaking of
Björn Olavson..." 



"I would like to go to Haithabu with Björn Olavson and accept
his offer," Ragnar said. 



"I'm sure he'll be a good teacher for you," Einar said. He
patted Ragnar on the shoulders. "Then later, when you return to
Holmgard, you will build me ships so ingeniously constructed that
they can sail upriver and against the wind." 



They both laughed. 



"I'm afraid not even Björn Olavson's ship designs are that
ingenious," Ragnar said with a laugh. But then he became serious
again. "I have something to ask you, father." 



"Then ask!" 



"Among the followers of Björn Olavson are two men named Snorre
and Leif." 



Einar nodded. "Right. What about them?" 



"I fear they are up to something against Björn." And then
Ragnar gave a full account of the conversation he had overheard
between the two. "I'm afraid that's all I overheard! But now I
wonder if Björn shouldn't be warned?" 



Einar thought for a moment and then shook his head decisively.
"Without knowing if there's really anything to this suspicion?
You've probably just misunderstood the whole thing." 



"But I know what I heard!" objected Ragnar. 



"Yes, but what you heard can be understood quite differently.
Leif and Snorre are old followers of Björn. When Björn was still
making raiding trips to the English coast, they already accompanied
him and fought by his side. Believe me, these two are beyond
reproach!" 



"But the two of them want to do something against Björn! At
least that's what it sounded like to me!" 



"Yes, because you only heard a few sentences out of context and
don't even know what else was said. Or do you have any clear
evidence
of what they're supposedly planning?" 



"No," Ragnar shook his head. 



"There you go! So what was Björn supposed to be told? That his
men said something strange that you couldn't understand properly
and
that's why he should kick them out of his team?" 



"At the very least, he should be warned!" 



"In front of two of a most loyal followers? Without proof?"
Einar took a deep breath. "How do you think that will reflect on
you, if you unjustly accuse Snorre and Leif, and it all turns out
to
be quite harmless? I don't know if Björn will then withdraw his
offer to take you into his home and train you." 



"So you don't want Björn to know about this?", Ragnar made
sure. 



"You would sow suspicion without having any proof. What would
you say if someone spread false accusations about you? You can't
bring something like that up unless you're really sure - and from
everything you've told me about it, you can't be. So I can only
implore you not to say anything." 



Ragnar thought about it. Of course, he didn't want to accuse anyone
unfairly, and basically, his father was right! Ragnar didn't know
the
first thing about their plan, and since he had overheard only a
small
part of the conversation, it was possible that he had misunderstood
everything. 



However, Ragnar took it upon himself to pay attention. He wanted to
keep a close eye on Snorre and Leif - in everything they did or
said.



 






 






The moment of parting had finally come when Björn's ship was fully
loaded. The skins were well secured with ropes - just like all the
other goods. After all, they wanted to avoid anything going
overboard
in choppy seas. 



Of course, especially the valuable furs should also not get wet,
especially since the salt water of the open sea could attack the
goods. The furs would then become fuzzy and lose their luster and
softness when salt settled there. But that water splashed over the
railing could hardly be avoided. Not even on a wide knorr like
Björn's ship NJÖRDS FREUDE. 



Therefore, everything was wrapped from the outside with less
valuable
animal skins - for example, cowhides. These were also quite good to
resell, because they were made into leather. Sometimes also
parchment, in order to write on it. But they were of course far
less
sensitive than the skins of bears, wolves, sables or ermine. 



Ragnar had tied his things into a bundle, which he also tied
tightly.



Just before it started, Ragnar received a gift from his father. 



It was an axe that was very light in the hand and had a shortened
handle. Such axes served simultaneously as a weapon in battle and
as
the most important tool. The blade of the axe was shiny and
shining.
Ragnar stroked the metal. One side was sharp and smoothly ground,
the
other flat and straight, so that it could be used as a hammer to
drive nails into wood. 



"When you learn shipbuilding, you shall have your own tools,"
Einar told his son. 



"Thank you, Father." 



"Put it behind your belt. When you come back, you'll get a
sword! But you're too young for that now." 



Ragnar slid the axe behind his belt. 



"Yes, Father." 



"And one more thing I want you to take with you!" He handed
him a small leather pouch. "Look inside!" 



Ragnar opened it and saw small pieces of silver inside! It was the
price that Hakan Holgarson had paid, as could be seen from their
shape. 



"Thank you!" groaned Ragnar. 



"Who knows, you might need them in Haithabu one day!" 



 






 






Later, however, Ragnar stood at the stern of Björn's ship for a
long
time as it sailed away. The wind was favorable, so there was no
need
to row even in the narrow river. 



The helmsman's name was Harald. He stood at the back of the ship
and
grasped the beam that served as the tiller and moved the rudder.
This
rudder, which consisted of a wooden plate protruding into the
water,
was always located on the right side of Viking ships - on
starboard. 



Finally, the Knorr reached a huge lake that had to be crossed. The
wind remained favorable and so by nightfall one had reached the
other
side. 



Overnight they went ashore and moored the Knorr on the shore.
Guards
were assigned and a campfire was lit. 



Ragnar sat by the fire with the men. You could hear the wolves
howling, which did not have enough to eat after the long, hard
winter
and could therefore become very dangerous. 



But they stayed away from the fire. 



The men drank a lot of mead. They ate and finally Harald, the
helmsman, made a proposal. 



"Let old Thorstein tell a few stories!" he suggested. "Here
we have a skald on board, and I think he should earn his passage!"



The others voted. 



Old Thorstein was a man with perfectly white hair, but it hung down
to his shoulders. His beard was equally white and reached down to
his
chest. No one knew exactly how old he was - and he himself would
probably not have been able to tell. Apart from a sword, which
already had a number of clearly visible dents and at the tip of
which
a piece had also broken off, his possessions also included a lute.
He
used this wooden side instrument to accompany his singing. Singing,
writing poetry and telling stories - these were the tasks of a
skald.
Often they lived for a while in the houses of rich Vikings, because
especially during the long winter months there was a lot of
boredom.
It was good to have someone to provide entertainment. 



Ragnar knew Thorstein. He had listened to his songs on various
occasions. In addition, Thorstein had a good command of runic
writing. So one let from him gladly something on an animal skin or
one of the few parchments, which were available, prescribe, if one
wanted to make for example a rune stone. There, special deeds of a
Viking were carved in stone, so that even many years after his
death,
people remembered what he had done. 



Often, however, it was just a matter of carving simple spells and
curses into pieces of wood, which were then used to either harm or
benefit someone through the magical power of these signs. 



But Thorstein did not like to do such things. He knew only too well
that otherwise the most bitter fights could arise afterwards. And
if
whole clans ended up going at each other well-armed, that was a
great
misfortune for everyone involved. 



"Yes, tell us about the gods!" interjected Björn Olavson.
He pointed to Ragnar. "After all, we have someone among us who
is still very young and may not have heard these stories often
enough
to be able to take the gods as an example or even a warning!" 



"It doesn't matter what Thorstein says!" Snorre now spoke
up. "The main thing is that it's not so boring that we all fall
asleep during it and end up being eaten by the wolves!" 



The other men fell into booming laughter. 



Ragnar tried to see in Thorstein's light blue eyes what the skald's
mood was and whether there was a chance he could be persuaded. 



"You don't want to give an old man a night's rest, it seems to
me," he commented. 



But Ragnar had already experienced him on other occasions and knew
that he liked to be asked a little before he told his tales. 



"Pour me the drinking horn full of mead again first," he
demanded. 



One of the men did so immediately, so that old Thorstein would not
delay the beginning of his tale any further. 



When the horn was half full, however, Björn Olavson intervened. 



"That's enough!" he shouted. "After all, Thorstein
gets to ride on my ship without having to pay for it, or that
anyone
would expect him to row along when the wind is against us!" 



And so Thorstein took one last sip and then began to tell about the
gods. About how the world could only exist because the gods had
fought against giants and driven them away. "But one day,"
Thorstein told us, "the giants will return and face the gods in
the battle of Ragnarok - the last battle that will ever be fought!
For this battle, the gods are already gearing up, and the bravest
warriors of men will ride at their side!" 



Thorstein then told about Odin, the highest-ranking among the gods.
He was one-eyed because he had sacrificed one eye to gain perfect
wisdom. He was also the one who had found the magic runes and
therefore he was considered the protector of the skalds. "When
Odin hurls his spear Gugnir, it hits any target!" old Thorstein
told them, and although the men had all heard these stories before
in
slightly different forms from other skalds, they were all ears. No
one said a word. Only the crackling of the campfire, the crashing
of
the waves on the nearby lake, and the distant howling of the wolves
could be heard. "And when Odin rides along on his eight-legged
stallion Sleipnir, two ravens sit on his shoulders. One is called
Hugin, which means thought. The other is called Munin, which means
memory. They are Odin's constant companions. Every morning he sends
them out so that they can tell him afterwards about what is
happening
in the world. Who knows, maybe they are watching us right now..."



Then Thorstein told about the heroes fallen in battle, who were
received in Odin's warrior hall Valhalla. There, women called
Valkyries entertained them with mead. "But one day these heroes
will join the gods in the final battle against the giants,"
Thorstein continued. "That will then be Ragnarok, the end of the
world. The earth, the gods, the people, and all living things will
then be destroyed." 



Ragnar had often heard this story of the imminent downfall of the
world, but hardly anyone could tell it as impressively as
Thorstein.
He described in detail how the host of giants smashed everything
and
spared none of the gods. Odin could resist them just as little as
his
son, the thunder god Thor with his goat chariot or sea ruler Njörd
and the war god Tyr, who was considered the bravest among the gods.




Since Thorstein was able to narrate so impressively and well,
Ragnar
was more impressed than usual. And it was not only him! Also some
of
the men sat still some time silently and thought-lost there, after
Thorstein had already closed with the words "Thus ends the
history of the world and the gods! 



Björn Olavson was the first to find his language again. 



"Not particularly good prospects for the future, I'd say,"
he opined. "But at least you'll be entertained by the Valkyries
in Odin's Valhalla for a while beforehand, if you died a brave
hero!"



"Still, it's not a nice thought that the giants will return one
day and destroy everything," Ragnar thought. 



"Everything is returning to the way it was before the creation
of the world and the appearance of the gods," old Thorstein
explained in a low, brittle voice. "Humans can exist only
because the gods drove out the all-destroying giants, but
eventually
they will succumb in battle against the forces of chaos. That will
be
the end." 



Harald the helmsman poked around in the fire a bit and then said,
"No
wonder more and more of us are turning away from believing the old
gods and turning to religions that promise better prospects," he
said. 



"Are you talking about the Christian God?" asked Ragnar. 



Harald looked at Ragnar and raised his eyebrows. "Have they
heard about this in Holmgard, too?" 



"Sure! In the south, even some Jarle have already converted to
the Christian faith with their men," Ragnar explained. 



"There is a monk living with us in Haithabu. His name is Brother
Rupert and he also tries to find followers for his faith,"
nodded Björn Olavson. "However, with little success - although
his faith assumes that this Jesus has redeemed the world through
his
death, which sounds a lot friendlier than the prospect that someday
the whole world will be trampled under the feet of giants." 



"I think the Jarlen in the south are more about trade,"
Thorstein said. "I've been there a long time. Many Vikings
believe that you can trade better if you accept the beliefs of your
trading partners. They are more likely to trust you then! 



"And in the empire of the Emperor of Constantinople,
Christianity rules," Harald nodded. "I've heard about that,
too." 



"Then why don't the Jarle in the south become Muslims?"
interjected Ragnar, turning to old Thorstein. "After all, most
of the goods that reach Holmgard come from the realm of the Caliph
of
Baghdad! And Islam is the dominant religion there." 



Thorstein smiled. "Your thought is not so stupid, boy! It has
even been thought about!" the skald confirmed. "However,
Islam has a disadvantage that cannot be outweighed! Not even by the
most beautiful paradise - or by saving the world after all!" 



Ragnar shrugged his shoulders. "What are you talking about?"



Thorstein raised his drinking horn. "Of this," he said.
"Islam forbids mead and wine! And I think this is a sacrifice
hardly any Viking would make!" 



 






 






Early the next morning, the camp was cleaned up and they boarded
the
ship again. The wind had dropped and shifted somewhat. It was now
coming very unfavorably. The men sat down at the oars. Then they
went
along the lakeshore until they found the mouth of a river, where
they
drifted with the current. Only the helmsman Harald literally had
his
hands full. Finally, they reached the open sea - the Baltic Sea. 



Ragnar was completely captivated by the sight. No matter how far he
looked, the water seemed to have no end at all. Even on the
horizon,
there was no shore to be seen. The large, often patched sail was
set
and lashed down. 



The wind came from the side, but the sleek shape of the Viking ship
directed the force forward. It plowed through the sea. The waves
came
from the side at an angle and rocked the ship back and forth again
and again. 



The smell of salt water and seaweed hung in the air. 



"Now we are going to Haithabu!" said Ragnar. 



"With a little stopover," Björn Olavson replied. 



"What do you mean by that?" the boy inquired. 



"We're going to Gotland first. You must have heard of that
island!" 



"Of course!" confirmed Ragnar. "Very many ships
docking in Holmgard came from there." 



Gotland was an island in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Ragnar knew
that. And he also knew that one of the largest markets was located
there. From time to time, Vikings from the island also came to
Holmgard and brought one or the other news from there. 



"We will take additional goods on board in Gotland and perhaps
sell some of what we currently have on board," Björn Olavson
announced. He winked at Ragnar. "Cross your fingers that Njörd
gives me his blessing for my business." 



"Which you can count on," Ragnar replied. 



 






 






For a long time there was nothing to do but to look for a place
somewhere in the ship and to hold on tightly so that one would not
be
thrown overboard by a mighty wave. 



The wind got stronger and stronger, and at times it pushed so hard
into the sail that the Knorr lay very crooked in the water. Now it
proved that the entire load was well tied down, because otherwise
it
would have started to slip. That could possibly have led to
capsizing. 



The wind was getting stronger and Harald the helmsman could no
longer
hold the wheel alone. Another man helped him. His name was Herjolf,
and he was also called Herjolf Ohnehaar, because he had hardly any
hair left on his head, although he was only thirty years old. But
Herjolf Ohnehaar was very strong. Ragnar had overheard the others
talking about how there was no one who could beat Herjolf at arm
wrestling. 



"Come on, help out too, boy!" urged Harald the helmsman
Ragnar after the wind hit the sail particularly hard. 



"Me?" asked Ragnar, puzzled. He crouched by one of the
packs of furs and clung on. Everyone on board had found a safe
place
to hold on to. 



"Is there another boy here?" asked Harald. 



"Leave him alone," said Herjolf Ohnehaar, "he'll only
hang on to the wheel instead of being strong enough to hold it!"



"You underestimate him!" said Harald. 



Ragnar stood up. The ship was crooked. It rose and fell, and Ragnar
had to balance very well not to stagger to the ground immediately.
After a few steps, he reached the helm and clung to the wheel.
Again
the wind pushed into the sail and Ragnar held against it with all
his
strength and body weight, as did Harald the helmsman and Herlof
Ohnehaar. 



"Well, is this how you imagined the trip on the open sea?"
asked Harald, addressing Ragnar, after the pressure on the wheel
had
eased a little for a short while. 



"It's already a bit wilder than on the rivers and lakes around
Holmgard," he admitted. "But even there, the wind can blow
pretty hard." 



"The sail area is too big!" shouted Harald. "We have
to reef!" 



When a sail was reefed, it was wrapped around the cross mast a few
times. This made the sail area smaller and the wind could not
develop
as much power. 



But Björn Olavson did not agree with this solution. 



"We'll leave the sail as it is!" he shouted. "I don't
want us to lose speed!" 



"What if we drown?" cried Harald. 



Björn made a dismissive gesture with his hand. "A helmsman like
you will know how to prevent that," he was convinced. 



But the very next moment, cold spray splashed over the edge of the
ship, to which the shields of the warriors on board were tied.
Björn
Olavson got the water right in his face. 



He shook himself like a wet dog. 



"That was Njörd's answer!" cried old Thorstein, who was
crouching nearby. "He is the god of sea and wind, and when he so
clearly advises you to reef the sail, you should listen to him!"



"Pah!" made Björn Olavson. He pointed to a hammer-shaped
amulet he wore around his neck. It was made of the ivory of a
walrus
tooth. "It is Thor, whom I have chosen as my patron! Not Njörd,
even though I dedicated the name of this ship to him! But Thor is
more powerful than Njörd! Everyone knows that here!" 



 






 






Björn Olavson prevailed. Although some of the men would have liked
to reef the sail to slow down, Björn did not allow that. 



But little by little, the wind died down. The water became
smoother.
Darkness fell, but this time there was no possibility of going
ashore
anywhere to spend the night. 



Gotland was located in the middle of the sea and if you wanted to
go
ashore somewhere, it was only possible on the coast of this
legendary
island. 



Shortly before nightfall, the wind became so weak that the crew had
to help with their oars to keep the ship on course at all and avoid
losing time. 



The journey slowed down and sleep was hardly to be thought of that
night. Again and again, the men took turns at the oars. The wind
had
become so weak that the sail hung limp most of the time. 



Ragnar was also assigned to row. 



Everyone had to use his strength to the full. While rowing, the men
were silent, but every now and then you could see individuals among
them yawning. 



It was absolutely necessary for the Knorr to maintain a certain
speed, because otherwise there was a danger that the fully loaded
ship would drift away and one would have difficulty finding one's
way
again afterwards. 



At night, Björn Olavson oriented himself primarily to the stars. 



Old Thorstein had obviously gathered some knowledge about the
starry
sky. Things that the Arabs had taught him, that he had met in the
south. 



Thorstein told about it. "The Arabs gave names to all these
stars," he explained. Then he pointed toward the sky with a
trembling hand. "And they connect them into images that are easy
to recognize..." 



"Have you ever heard of them being able to find their course on
the sea at night with the help of the stars?" asked Björn
Olavson. 



"No," Thorstein admitted. 



"That's a pity, because that would be very practical. However, I
don't see how that could be possible. After all, the stars also
move
across the night sky during the course of the year..." 



"Still - there are always stories about how wise stargazers from
the Caliph's realm invented a way to use the stars to orient
themselves at sea at night!" interjected Ragnar. 



"Yes, I've heard those stories too," Thorstein nodded. The
old man smoothed his white beard and then continued, "But they
are probably really only stories and not facts. Anyway, I haven't
met
anyone yet who could have demonstrated such a method to me." 



"Wishful thinking, then!" believed Harald the helmsman.
"You could have guessed it right away." He stretched out
his arm and pointed to the horizon. "See that very bright star
there? It's brighter than anything else!" 



"I see that one!" confirmed Ragnar. 



"I'll take my cue from that for now... May it lead us wherever
Njörd's destination may be..." 



"That means you're just relying on your luck," Ragnar
noted. 



"Don't call it luck," Harald replied. "Call it the
will of the gods!" 



"Suit yourself." 



The thought that the ship's helmsman already didn't seem to know
much
about it didn't worry Ragnar much. He knew that Vikings who sailed
away from the coastline often had no choice but to sail on the off
chance. 



Most of the time they succeeded and were rewarded for their daring.
In any case, what distinguished them from the sailors of most other
peoples was that they could use their sails not only when the wind
came from behind. They had understood how to cross with a sideways
wind against the wind direction. This gave them many advantages.
Above all, it ensured that their ships reached their destination
much
faster. And the courage to sail across the open sea meant that they
did not have to worry about who had just conquered the coasts. 



In the morning of the following day, they saw a green band in the
distance. That had to be the island of Gotland. The men cheered. 



"You see!" shouted Harald the helmsman. "You can count
on Njörd to show me the way!" 



A light wind came up. It was quite steady, but not very strong. The
Knorr sailed all the way to the coast. The wind came diagonally
from
behind. At the coast, Harald turned the ship around. He let the
Knorr
sail in a southerly direction along the coast. 



Finally she reached the bay, which formed a natural harbor. Nearly
fifty ships were anchored here, and as many more had been pulled to
shore on shallow embankments. The beating of hammers and axes could
be heard. Apparently, damage to the ships was being diligently
repaired here. 



Ship crews unloaded their goods at jetties that reached far into
the
water. 



It was an image that Ragnar was familiar with from Holmgard - only
here there were many more ships gathered in one place. 



"A huge port!" he groaned. 



"Oh, there are several of them here on Gotland," said Björn
Olavson. "And honestly, that's nothing compared to our native
Haithabu!" 



The whole port consisted of a handful of houses grouped around a
square. Market was held there. Even from a distance, Ragnar could
see
the colorful hustle and bustle there. 



"We won't be here long," Bjorn said. "But I have
promised a smaller shipment of hides here to a man named Thore the
Deceitful. I'm also taking on board skins and antlers from reindeer
brought here from the Nordics. And, of course, the most valuable of
all..." 



Ragnar looked at him questioningly, then realized what Björn meant.




"Amber!" escaped the boy. 



"That's right!" 



On the beaches of the entire Baltic coast amber was found and
exchanged here in Gotland for the silver from the south. Ragnar had
already seen amber many times, because the trade to the south went
through Holmgard. But also in the western countries noble lords had
great interest in the honey-colored sparkling gems. 



Björn's ship stayed in the harbor for half a day. Ragnar
accompanied
the Jarl on his walk through the market, because Björn thought that
the boy could only learn. Goods from all over the world were
offered
at the market. Besides furs and amber, there were also slaves who
had
to work as helpers on the farms of rich Vikings. Mostly they were
prisoners of war or had been taken away during raids. But blond
female hair was also offered for sale. At the royal courts in the
southern countries, they made wigs or brushes from it. 



In addition, a lot of stockfish was offered. This was dried cod
that
had been preserved for a long time and was sold far inland.
Especially on sea voyages, people always needed provisions that
would
keep well - and stockfish was ideal. 



Since Björn also bought some shaggy and very strange looking
cattle,
it later became quite crowded on the NJÖRDS FREUDE. These cattle
were different from any that Ragnar had ever seen on any farm -
whether it had been the farms of Slavs or Vikings. The animals were
much larger and stronger than other species, and most importantly,
they had hair growing everywhere, hanging off their bodies. 



"They come from Scotland," said the merchant, who was the
aforementioned Thore. "They were captured in a robbery." 



"I have heard of this land," Björn said. "The
inhabitants are said to be fierce warriors." 



"That's right! But they don't have good ships, so there's no
danger that one day some of these wild fellows will attack you and
slay you for possessing their cattle!" 



Both men laughed. They quickly agreed on the price. Thore kept
pointing out the special resilience of the animals, which were,
after
all, used to surviving on little grass in bad weather. 



He seemed very friendly, but Ragnar assumed that he did not wear
his
nickname Thore the Deceitful for nothing! But Björn thought he had
made a good deal. 



At the harbor, Ragnar noticed a Viking with a black eye patch. He
wore two swords on his belt - a longer, narrow one and a shorter
one
that was forged all the wider for it. Several men, also well armed,
stood around him. 



"They were already standing here when we entered the harbor!"
Ragnar said to Harald the helmsman after the NJÖRDS FREUDE had been
fully loaded and the last reluctant, shaggy cattle had been brought
on board and tied up. 



"You observed that well," Harald murmured. 



"Sinister fellows they are! And above all, they don't seem to
have anything to do except watch the ships that reach the harbor,"
Ragnar noted. 



"I don't think they're traders," Harald replied. 



He shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe they were hired for a
privateering - these guys are well armed, as if they were equipped
for a war campaign! Look, they're carrying the long, Frankish
swords... They're almost as darn expensive as blades from
Damascus!"



They paid no further attention to the group at first, because now
another group of men came onto the jetty, asking Björn if he could
take them with him to Haithabu - along with their goods. 



The leader of the group was called Sturlos Sigurvinson and he was
ready to pay well for the passage to Haithabu. 



Ragnar and Harald watched as Björn negotiated with him. 



"This Sturlos must be a merchant who has had trouble with
someone here and now wants to get out of Gotland quickly, but
doesn't
own a ship," Harald murmured to Ragnar. 



"And we won't get in trouble because of this?" asked
Ragnar. 



But Harald made a dismissive gesture with his hand. "Hardly
likely. On the high seas, nothing that has been agreed upon here in
the market is valid anymore... Besides, Björn must decide that.
He's
our Jarl!" 



It turned out that Sturlos and his people took a lot of goods on
board, so that the NJÖRDS FREUDE was now already clearly
overcrowded. Dozens of cages were brought on board, with chickens
and
birds of prey fluttering about. However, when stowing the cages,
one
had to be very careful that hawks and chickens did not get too
close
to each other. 



Otherwise, the hawks pecked at the chickens. Since the proximity of
the falcons nevertheless excited the chickens very much, there was
constantly a loud screaming. 



"I hope it will be all right once we set sail!" said
Herjolf Ohnehaar with a sigh, stroking his bald head. 



Perhaps the smoke of the waves and the howling of the wind drowned
out the noise of the animals on the high seas. 



"If we are unlucky, all the restless feathered cattle will end
up driving the Scottish cattle wild," Harald the helmsman said,
addressing Björn Olavson. 



But the latter saw the situation as not so serious. 



"Since I have the best helmsman in all of Haithabu on my Knorr,
I don't think that will be a particular problem!" he believed.
"The main thing is that you have everything well tied down!"



The work of stowing the load took a couple of hours, because
because
hawks and chickens did not get along, many things that had already
been firmly stowed had to be untied again and placed elsewhere -
and
always in such a way that neither hawks, chickens nor cattle came
too
close to each other in the end. 



Ragnar had to work hard to get everything on board. 



As he returned to the ship with a cage in each hand, he noticed the
one-eyed man again. He was now standing at one of the jetties,
talking to a man whom Ragnar could not recognize at first. Only
when
this man turned around did Ragnar see that it was an acquaintance. 



"Snorre!" it escaped from him. 



He stopped. 



"Heh, what are you waiting for, boy?" he heard nearby the
voice of old Thorstein ask. Although the skald was much older than
all the other men on board the NJÖRDS FREUDE, he did not miss the
opportunity to help load and unload the ship like everyone else. 



Now, just like Ragnar, he carried a cage in each hand. In one was a
buzzard, in the other were a couple of excitedly clucking chickens
that could not calm down at all. 



"See the one-eyed man up ahead?" 



"Sure, Ragnar!" 



"What is Snorre doing with him? What's he got to do with this
guy who just watches the ships?" 



"My eyes have grown dim in all these years," said old
Thorstein. "I can't make out who's there. But I don't doubt your
words either, boy!" 



"Do you know more about this Snorre and his friend Leif?"
asked Ragnar. 



But Thorstein shook his head. 



"No, sorry. I certainly don't know any more than you do either!"



"Well, if I were Björn Olavson, I wouldn't trust these two
men!" 



"Perhaps you do this Snorre an injustice," Thorstein
replied. "Among the few things I know about Snorre is, first,
that his father is also named Snorre, for he calls himself Snorre
Snorreson. And the second is that he seems to have always served
Jarl
Björn faithfully, and there has never been any cause for
complaint."



"But isn't it strange that he knows this sinister fellow?" 



"Not necessarily. Maybe they met in Haithabu, Birka, or any of
the other markets Björn Olavson calls at with his ship." 



"Just an acquaintance?" 



Thorstein nodded. "Why not? You are still very young and may
just know Holmgard and the northern part of the Land of Rus. But
Snorre Snorreson has traveled much farther. Why shouldn't he know
the
one-eyed man from some other market? Now get on with it!" 



"Yes, Thorstein," returned Ragnar. 



"It's bad enough that Snorre apparently shirks work and chats
with some old acquaintances, while an old man like me has to bring
cages of chickens and hawks aboard the NJÖRDS FREUDE!" 



 






 






In the afternoon, Björn Olavson's ship set sail. The men were happy
that it was finally starting. Ragnar was also relieved. To be on
the
safe side, the sail was reefed right from the start, because if the
wind pushed too hard into the sail on this fully loaded Knorr,
causing the ship to lean, it could easily lead to a disaster. 



If the cargo started to slide, even a helmsman as experienced as
Harald could not do much. 



At first, nothing much happened. The men huddled in their places
and
Harald held the wheel securely. The wind pushed the ship forward
and
the gray sky indicated that the weather might soon change. 



Ragnar watched Herjolf Ohnehaar pass the time by carving a figure
out
of ivory. 



Who this figure should represent, was already clear, even before
that
one could recognize any details. The figure carried in the right
hand
a hammer... 



So it had to be Thor that Herjolf carved. 



The chickens had calmed down a bit in the meantime. Either they had
noticed that the birds of prey on board were also sitting in cages
and could not do anything to them, or they were simply exhausted
from
the constant clucking. 



"We've got a good run on it!" said Björn Olavson with
satisfaction. He turned to Ragnar, who was standing at the railing
and looking out over the sea. There was nothing but water
everywhere.
Harald the helmsman oriented himself by the position of the sun to
be
able to keep the course. "We have hardly any water in the ship,"
the Jarl then stated. "Do you know why that is?" 



"At the moment there is little spray splashing over the edge of
the ship," Ragnar replied. 



"Right. But water comes into the ship not only from above, but
also from below. There's no way to avoid that. Just leave a ship at
anchor for a few weeks, and you'll have buckets of water to bail
out
afterwards!" 



"Because it was raining!" 



"Even if not a drop fell from the sky, that is." Björn
laughed. "But that's never the case with you in Holmgard, I
suppose!" He pointed to the planks. "I seal the joints
between the planks with tarred animal hair. If you do it really
carefully, a ship becomes much tighter!" 



"A secret of the shipbuilding trade?" asked Ragnar. But
Björn shook his head and continued speaking in hushed tones. "No,
it's not a secret! But most people think that I use some magic
tincture to make the animal hair more supple. Others think that
Thor
and Odin mean it particularly well with me and that I regularly
sacrifice a goat to them when a ship is sealed. But that's all
nonsense. And yet the ships from my yard are less water-permeable
than those from other shipbuilders." 



Ragnar frowned. "And what is the secret then?" he asked. 



"Quite simply, it's the care. I check every crevice, every joint
and every nook and cranny, no matter how hidden, several times, and
I'm not satisfied with having sealed everything just once. That is
the secret! When we get to Haithabu, you'll see it." 



"Do you actually have children?" asked Ragnar. 



Björn Olavson's face became gloomy. A deep furrow formed on his
forehead. "A daughter named Vigdis - and a son named Lars. Are
both about your age." He sighed. "Unfortunately, the plague
has been ravaging Haithabu heavily in recent years. The foreign
ships
that dock in the harbor always bring it with them. I had two other
sons, but they died as well as my wife..." 



At that moment, a call rang out. 



"Ships from astern!" one of the men shouted in a hoarse
voice. 



Ragnar turned his gaze backwards just like everyone else on board. 



In the distance, three sails appeared on the horizon. One of them
was
strikingly striped in red white and blue, another had been patched
with brown rags. 



For a few moments, none of the men said a word. 



"I saw the striped sail on Gotland!" then Herjolf Ohnehaar
spoke up. "It was lying more or less badly folded in one of the
ships anchored in the bay." 



"Who's surprised?" said Björn Olavson lightly. "After
all, we're not the only ones who sail the seas!" 



"Isn't it strange that they are following us?" asked
Ragnar. 



Björn shrugged his shoulders. 



"Not necessarily. They'll just have the same path. Maybe they'll
sail to Haithabu too, who knows..." 



"Anyway, they keep catching up!!!" noted Harald the
helmsman. "They're drakes! They're much faster than our Knorr!"



Björn Olavson turned to Sturlos Sigurvinson. The man who had come
on
board with his men and a pile of birdcages had remained silent
until
now. 



"You're from Gotland, aren't you!" noted Björn. 



"Sure," nodded Sturlos. 



"Do you have any idea whose striped sail that is?" 



"There are so many ships coming to Gotland. How would I be able
to remember whose they all are?" 



"Did either you or one of your men have any trouble on Gotland,
so they might be after us for that?" 



"As I stand here - no!" affirmed Sturlos Sigurvinson. "I
paid everyone I owed about, and I didn't slay anyone!" 



"But you were in quite a hurry to get away from Gotland!" 



"There are many ships coming to Gotland - but not one every day
that sails on to Haithabu and has room enough to hold all my goods
to
boot! So I seized the opportunity!" affirmed Sturlos. 



"I tell you, we'll throw all your junk overboard along with you
and your people if this turns out to be untrue!" growled Herjolf
Olavson. 



 






 






The foreign ships were rapidly catching up. 



As fast as an arrow they sailed through the waves and it was a
question of time when they would have caught up with the NJÖRDS
FREUDE. 



The Draken with the striped sail sailed in front, the other two
longships followed at a short distance. 



However, it quickly became clear that on board the three sailors
were
by no means merchants who happened to have the same route as the
NJÖRDS FREUDE. The men stood fully armed at the railing, waving
axes
and swords. Grim battle cries boomed over to Björn Olavson's ship. 



"It's the pirates!", Harald was convinced. 



"Yes," Björn Olavson muttered somberly, turning to
Sturlos, who, however, seemed as stunned as everyone else. "Out
with it, what have you to do with it?" 



"Nothing! I swear!" cried Sturlos. 



At the same moment, Ragnar thought he couldn't believe his eyes. 



The one-eyed man he had seen in the harbor on Gotland was now
standing at the bow of the Draken with the striped sail. In his
right
hand he held a mighty battle axe, in his left a sword. 



"We'll get you!" he shouted. "Njörd and Tyr are on
our side!" 



His men loudly joined in this shout. 



"Set a course where we get more wind!" shouted Björn
Olavson to his helmsman Harald. But the helmsman hardly had the
chance to increase the speed by doing so, because the wind was
already coming almost ideally from diagonally behind. 



Likewise, it was not possible to fully unfurl the reefed sail again
while still at full speed. To do this, it would have been necessary
to first furl the sail, then unfurl the sail from the cross mast
again, and then pull it up again. 



But in this situation, it was completely impossible. 



In the meantime, the NJÖRDS FREUDE would have lost its course and
it
would have been easy for the pirates to catch up with it and board
it. 



"I saw the one-eyed man in the harbor on Gotland!"
exclaimed Ragnar. "He was watching the ships all the time!"



"Yes, and probably looking out for one that was fully loaded
with valuable goods," Bjorn muttered grimly. His right hand
clutched the hilt of the sword at his side. "But I'm not going
to have my property taken from me so easily!" 



Ragnar watched Snorre and Leif. The two had gotten up from their
seats and gone to the back of the ship. But while most of the other
men on board already had their weapons in their hands, this was not
the case with the two. 



They talked quietly to each other, but hardly anyone paid attention
to them. 



Old Thorstein approached Snorre. "You talked to the one-eyed
leader of that gang in the harbor on Gotland, didn't you?" he
stated, at which Snorre literally winced. 



"Who says so?" 



"Is it true or not?" replied Thorstein calmly. 



"You talk to many in the port. I don't have to tell you that,
Thorstein! You went to sea when even my father and mother weren't
born yet! So you know how it works..." 



"And I thought you might know something about this guy and his
people," Thorstein opined. "I mean, if you guys have been
talking..." 



Suddenly everyone's eyes were on Snorre. 



"Well, come on, speak up! What do you know about the one-eyed
man, who one can only hope lost his eye in battle - and didn't
trade
it for omniscience like Odin!" 



"We were just talking about ships!" said Snorre. "He
complained that there was supposedly not a single decent sailmaker
in
all of Gotland!" 



At that moment, the one-eyed man's ship had come to within half a
ship's length. Arrows were now fired in the direction of the NJÖRDS
FREUDE. Harald the helmsman had to duck, as did Ragnar and Björn.
An
arrow whizzed close over Ragnar's head and finally stuck trembling
in
the mast. Other arrows drove between the cages of the chickens and
birds of prey and caused a great commotion there. The shaggy cattle
also became restless. If they had not been well tied down, their
movements could easily have capsized the ship. 



"Protect the helmsman!" shouted Björn. 



Ragnar, who was near Harald, did not hesitate for long. 



He reached for one of the shields attached to the railing. Herjolf
Ohnehaar did the same. Then Ragnar and Herjolf stepped to the right
and left of the helmsman and raised the shields. They were round
and
painted with colorful war signs or runes. Sometimes spells or
incantations to the gods were carved in runic letters, which were
also supposed to protect the wearer with magic. 



The pursuers shot again with bows and arrows. About a dozen men had
gathered at the bow of the ship with the striped sails, eagerly
inserting arrows. The one-eyed man was one of them. He kept
cheering
the others on with his battle cries. 



But he also took a bow himself. 



Again, a hail of arrows came down on Bjorn's ship. Several of the
projectiles got stuck in the shields that Herjolf and Ragnar held
up
to protect the helmsman. 



"We'll get you!" the one-eyed man's hoarse voice called
after them. "Then you're just fish food!" Not everything he
shouted after that could be understood on the NJÖRDS FREUDE. The
sounds of wind and waves swallowed up a lot - and the animals on
board Björn's ship were now also making a hell of a racket again. 



"Hold the shield a little higher, Ragnar," Harald demanded,
and Ragnar obeyed. 



Another barrage of arrows reached Bjorn's ship. 



But this time they were incendiary arrows. 



Some of them were already extinguished in flight by the damp wind
and
the spraying spray. 



They just hit somewhere and the men of Björn's ship tried to
protect
themselves against it as best they could by hiding behind shields. 



But some of those incendiary arrows found their target. 



One went through the sail. 



The fire jumped over and ate into the cloth. 



Others stuck in the planks at various points a little later. The
flames gnawed at the wood, which was fortunately very damp, so that
it did not immediately begin to burn. The tarred cords that had
been
used to seal the joints between the planks, however, burned like
tinder if there hadn't just been a puddle of water at the spot in
question and they were too soaked. 



Before the flames could spread, Björn's men tried to stamp them out
immediately. They took damp blankets and threw them on the places
where a fire threatened to develop. Sometimes they simply stepped
on
them with their fur boots. This made the animals even more
restless.
Especially the cattle were hardly to be held. 



The ropes with which they were tied stretched to the utmost. 



Now some of Björn's men also took their bows. They lined up at the
stern. Others held up the shields for them. 



So a barrage of arrows also went back to the one-eyed man's ship,
but
without causing any major damage. 



Meanwhile, the hole in the sail of the NJÖRDS FREUDE grew larger
and
larger. The wind, which was getting stronger, had extinguished the
fire that had seized the fabric. But now it nevertheless made sure
that the hole increased. The wind was pushing so hard into the sail
that the fabric was tearing more and more. 



The ship slowed down as a result. 



At the same time, the pursuers were catching up more and more. The
one-eyed man's Draken tried to overtake Björn's ship on the side
facing the wind, thereby taking the wind away from him. 



Harald the helmsman tried to prevent this by changing course
several
times - but the one-eyed man's ship remained on his heels and could
not be shaken off. The other two pursuing ships were a little
further
away, but also steadily catching up. 



Again and again arrows were sent back and forth. But the advantage
was more and more on the side of the pursuers, because their arrows
flew with the wind, while Björn's men had to shoot against the
wind.



Then the ship of the one-eyed man pushed next to the NJÖRDS FREUDE.
The sail of the pursuit ship now caught the wind, while the sail of
the NJÖRDS FREUDE went slack. 



The Knorr slowed down in one fell swoop. 



The one-eyed man's men already let out a howl of triumph. They now
no
longer shot with bow and arrow, but threw iron hooks on rope ends
over to Bjorn's ship. Some slid off and found no footing. Others
were
thrown right back by Bjorn's men, but some bored their points into
the wood. The men of the pursuing ship pulled their own ship to the
NJÖRDS Joy by the ropes. 



Everywhere now the weapons were drawn. 



"Cut the ropes!" shouted Björn Olavson. 



Already both ships had come within jumping distance of each other,
and it was only a matter of moments before the first boarding party
would dare to come aboard. Ragnar pulled out the axe he had
received
from his father. With the shield, he protected himself against the
arrows that were now sporadically reappearing. A few steps on
swaying
planks and he was at one of the hooks. With a blow of the axe he
cut
the rope. 



Björn Olavson and his men did the same. Everywhere where the hooks
had settled, they tried to cut the ropes. 



At the moment when the NJÖRDS FREUDE was no longer connected to the
one-eyed man's ship by hooks, Harald jerked the rudder around. The
wind had freshened considerably and the NJÖRDS Freude gained speed,
although the hole in the sail had already become quite large. 



The ship of the pursuers, on the other hand, had loosened all sail
lines. The sail hung slack from the mast. This had been necessary,
because otherwise the ship of the one-eyed man would have simply
passed the NJÖRDS FREUDE and would not have been able to board her.




But now the Draken did not take the wind away from Björn's ship,
firstly, and secondly, it also got a small lead. 



But Harald, as an experienced helmsman, knew that it was impossible
to escape a Draken with a Knorr. "Help me!" he shouted to
Ragnar and began to push the helm all the way to the side. As far
as
it would go. Ragnar jumped to, even letting the shield slide to the
ground, put the axe away and helped the helmsman. 



The ship turned once around itself in a tight loop. 



Too late, the crew of the Draken realized what Haralda's maneuver
was
intended to do. 



The tip of the NJÖRDS FREUDE with the fearsome dragon head, was now
pointing right into the middle of the pirate ship. 



The Knorr's sail billowed. The hole got a little bigger, but the
NJÖRDS FREUDE still accelerated enough to ram the one-eyed man's
ship. 



The crew of the Draken was left with no way to set sail in time and
gain speed. 



The tip of the Knorr drove sideways into the middle of the pursuit
ship. The wooden planks burst apart. A groaning and creaking could
be
heard, mingling with the horrified shouts of the crew. Water
entered
through the open wall of the Draken within moments. 



The NJÖRDS FREUDE sailed on and had already moved several ship
lengths away from the sinking ship of the pursuers, whose hull was
completely destroyed. 



Already only the mast and the tip of the dragon were sticking out
of
the water, while half of the sail was already floating on the
water.
The men on board clung to broken wooden planks floating on the
water
- like dozens of boxes and barrels with provisions, which had
obviously not been well secured. 



"Well, did you see that?" asked Harald proudly. He turned
to Ragnar. "I hope you paid close attention to how a Knorr can
be used to fend off an emasculating Draken after all!" 



Ragnar could not get anything out. 



He was still too much under the impression of what he had just
experienced. His heart was beating up to his neck. Only gradually
did
he realize how narrowly they had all escaped a terrible fate. 



"The gang would probably have made short work of us," Björn
said grimly. "Now they'll probably become themselves what they
wished us to be - food for the fish, that is!" 



"Hardly!" replied Herjolf Ohnehaar, pointing in the
direction of the other two pursuing ships, which had approached so
far that they must shortly have reached the spot where the one-eyed
man's pursuing ship had just gone down. "They'll probably get
away if their people take them aboard!" 



"That gives us a bit more of a head start, because they do have
to stop driving then!" said Ragnar. 



"Yes, but sooner or later they will still catch up with us,"
Harald was convinced. "A Draken is simply faster than a Knorr,
and that can't be helped. 



"Besides, we have another problem," Herjolf Ohnehaar noted,
pointing to the torn sail. "The wind is going to tear it more
and more. Actually, we should lower it and mend it before we
continue
the journey." 



"We'll hardly be able to afford that!" said Björn. 



"Perhaps the weather will prove to be our ally," old
Thorstein now interfered. 



 






 






The wind had been blowing for quite a while and huge clouds began
to
gather in the sky. 



Ragnar watched as the pursuing ships let go of the sail ropes and
interrupted the journey to take the shipwrecked companions on
board.
And also probably what of the cargo was floating around on the
water.



But the two ships soon became smaller. 



Finally, they resumed the pursuit of the NJÖRDS FREUDE, but by then
the weather had already changed noticeably. A shower of a mixture
of
rain and hail poured down on them. The waves became higher and more
and more frequently the spray splashed up so high that larger
amounts
of water got into the ship. Now they had to scoop and scoop again.
Because when the water flowed back and forth in the ship, it had
the
same devastating effect as when the lashed cargo came loose. 



The wind tore at the sail more and more violently. The tear became
bigger and bigger and the speed slowed down. But at the moment the
tear in the sail was not so bad, after all, the wind could not
press
so violently into the sail this way and the NJÖRDS FREUDFE had less
lean. 



After Ragnar had once again poured a bucket of water into the sea,
he
briefly glanced at the pursuers. The Draken also had to struggle
with
wind and waves. They were faster because they were much narrower,
but
that also meant that they could capsize more easily, especially in
stormy weather with high waves. 



At the moment, however, they were still visibly catching up. 



"They haven't given up yet," Herjolf Ohnehaar said
gloomily. 



"Do you think they'll catch us after all?" 



Herjolf shrugged his shoulders. "I think they're so angry about
losing a ship that they'll hunt us down at almost any cost now!"



 






 






Within the next hour a real storm broke loose. The crew of the
NJÖRDS
FREUDE mostly clung somewhere and could only scoop out the water in
a
makeshift manner. A rope broke and several boxes with provisions
and
a barrel with mead went overboard. 



The waves were now sometimes so high that at times the pursuers
could
no longer be seen at all. 



That's good, thought Ragnar. Then they might lose us! 



The rudder now almost always had to be held by several men because
the pressure was simply too strong. 



Again and again, the ship rose and fell. Ragnar, like everyone else
on board, was completely soaked. 



Again and again waves crashed over the ship and at times the water
on
the NJÖRDS FREUDE was so high that it ran into your boots. 



At first, the sails of the pursuers could still be seen now and
then
in the distance. 



But visibility was getting worse and worse. For the crews of the
two
Draken it was therefore also increasingly difficult to still
maintain
the pursuit. 



Ragnar lost track of how much time was passing. He was too busy
fighting with the others to get the water scooped out. Most of the
time, however, he just held on somewhere and was already glad not
to
be thrown overboard. 



Because one thing was absolutely clear to him. If someone went
overboard in this weather, it was no longer possible to save him. 



The person would have drifted away too quickly, and finding him in
the churning sea would have been a miracle. 



Again and again, Ragnar and the others aboard the NJÖRDS FREUDE
looked to the horizon, watching for the pursuers. 



But for some time now, the sails of the two Draken were no longer
visible. Was this only due to the hazy weather and poor visibility?
Or had it actually happened what Ragnar had been hoping for all
along
- that the pursuers simply no longer knew where they could find the
NJÖRDS FREUDE. 



Finally, dusk fell. Visibility deteriorated further and the storm
abated somewhat. Now and then it hailed and the crew of the NJÖRDS
FREUDE then had no choice but to huddle under the protective
shields
and wait until the spook was over. 



"Thor must be very angry," old Thorstein believed. "The
only question is on whom: on us or on those who wanted to capture
us!" 



"That will soon prove to be the case," Björn Olavson
commented. "If we are still alive in the morning, Thor has meant
well for us, and I will sacrifice one of the cattle to him when we
get back to Haithabu." 



Herjolf Ohnehaar turned to Ragnar, who was very close to him.
"You'll
see, he'll end up sacrificing a chicken at most, but no cattle!"
he believed. "After all, our Jarl is far too stingy for that."



 






 






Towards morning, the storm subsided. The waves became smaller
again.
The water calmed down to such an extent that it was possible to
stay
on course to some extent without being driven away too much by the
waves. 



No one had slept that night. Not even for a single moment. But
still
Ragnar felt wide awake and the mood among the men was good. 



There was a reason for that! 



"Thor's wrath is over!" cried Björn. "We are still
alive, and little of our cargo has gone overboard! Who should not
be
satisfied!" 



When the sun rose, there was no sign of the pursuers. 



"I don't think we'll run into them again anytime soon,"
Björn was quite confident. 



In the meantime, the sail had been torn to such an extent that it
was
actually only hanging in two shreds from the mast and looked more
like a waving banner than a sail. 



Björn Olavson ordered it to be reeled in and patched. 



The men had no choice but to lay it out in the ship. This, of
course,
covered both the cattle and the cages of the birds of prey and
chickens. This had a calming effect on the birds of prey and the
cattle. Not so on the chickens, who didn't like it at all. They
reigned with loud clucking. 



Herlof Ohnehaar knew best the craft of sail making. That's why
everything now listened to his command. 



Needles were handed out and the men set about patching up the sail.
At least it had to hold for the rest of the journey to Haithabu. 



Ragnar also got a needle and helped fix the crack. About half of
the
crew was busy with this. The other half sat down on the oar benches
to give the Knorr some speed in spite of everything. Otherwise the
NJÖRDS FREUDE would have drifted too far off course. 



It took barely an hour before the sail could be hoisted up the mast
again. The wind blew it up, and since no new tear appeared, the
seamstresses had probably done a good job. 



"Let's go to Haithabu!" shouted Björn. 



 






 






The rest of the trip went smoothly and without any particular
difficulties, except for the fact that some of the provisions had
been lost overboard, and therefore the food and drinking water had
to
be carefully divided. But to go ashore anywhere now would have
meant
a big detour and a loss of several days. 



So Björn Olavson refrained from calling at any of the other Viking
ports on the Baltic Sea. 



After a few days, land finally appeared. 



These were islands that already belonged to the domain of the
Danish
king Godfred, to whom Jarl Björn was also subject. In the past,
every head of a large and important Viking clan had called himself
Jarl, but in the meantime, at least in the realm of the Danish
king,
this had become a real office, to which one had to be elected by
the
Thing. 



A few times, when the NJÖRDS FREUDE sailed through straits between
two islands, they encountered another Viking ship. Most of the time
they were also broad knorren, but every now and then Draken and
Skaids. Ragnar looked at this with interest. In Holmgard, the small
Schniggen were in the majority, but here, where the sea was open
and
larger ships could be maneuvered easily, the Draken, Skaids and
Knorren predominated. 



Finally, they reached the entrance to the Schlei, an estuary
reaching
far inland, at the end of which the port of Haithabu lay very well
protected in a bay. 



Since the wind was unfavorable most of the time, they rowed on the
Schlei. But that didn't bother the crew much now. After all, they
were almost at their destination. As great as the efforts of the
last
time might have been, the prospect of reaching Haithabu soon
released
new strength. 



When they finally saw the port of Haithabu appear, jubilation broke
out on board. 



Ships crowded the bay where the place had been built. Much reminded
Ragnar of his home in Holmgard - except that here everything was a
bit bigger and the ships even more numerous than in the port on
Gotland. 



Jetties on wooden piles reached far into the water. Ships were
moored
there and many of them were being loaded or unloaded. 



"I see Sven Wulfgarson's ship!" exclaimed Björn Olavson
delightedly. "He promised to wait for me in Haithabu before
returning to Iceland!" Björn joined hands and turned to Ragnar,
who stood beside him. "Sven is from Iceland, and he'll probably
buy the whole load of furs from me! And he might even commission a
ship from me!" 



"So the trip to Holmgard was probably worth it for you already,"
Ragnar returned. 



"What you can bet on!" 



 






 






The NJÖRDS FREUDE was rowed to the jetty. Ragnar jumped ashore with
a rope end in his hand and moored the ship at the bow. Herjolf
Ohnehaar did the same at the stern. Many people had already
gathered
on the jetty and on the shore. When a ship entered the harbor, it
was
always an event - and if it was the ship of the Jarl returning from
a
long voyage, even more so. Björn Olavson went ashore. A boy and a
girl were waiting there. Björn greeted them joyfully and Ragnar
immediately realized that this must be the son and daughter of the
Jarl. "This is Vigdis and Lars," Björn introduced the two
to Ragnar. "I hope you will get along well with them!" 



The two of them eyed Ragnar disparagingly at first. "Why did our
father bring you?" asked Vigdis finally. She had long blond hair
braided into a pigtail and her eyes shone blue. Lars, on the other
hand, who was obviously a bit younger and half a head shorter, had
dark hair and green eyes. 



"My name is Ragnar Einarson, but they also call me Ragnar
Rothaar! And I am to learn everything about shipbuilding and trade
here in Haithabu from your father." 



"Ragnar red hair - that fits!" said Lars. "Did you get
struck by Thor's lightning, or did you have that hair from birth?"



"From birth," Ragnar said. 



In the meantime, Björn Olavson greeted a man with a gray beard and
broad shoulders. His hair fell long over his shoulders. He wore a
cloak held together by a valuable silver clasp. 



"Sven Wulfgarson! Greetings!" shouted Björn. 



"I hope it was worth waiting so long for you here in Haithabu!"
said Sven. 



"You bet!" replied Björn. "I have some bundles of the
finest sable and ermine furs for you! Just what you're looking
for!"



Sven Wulfgarson's eyes literally lit up and a satisfied smile
appeared on his broad face. "Wonderful! The furs of these little
rodents will be priced in pure silver and will certainly be
snatched
out of my hands when I resell them! I hope you'll make me a fair
price!" 



"If you take everything off my hands, the price we considered
the last time we met will apply." 



"Deal," Sven said immediately. He pointed with his
outstretched hand to one of the ships. It was a Knorr, even
slightly
larger and longer than Björn Olavson's NJÖRDS FREUDE. "There's
my ship, the DRACHENMAUL - you'll remember her!" 



"Of course, it was made in my workshop," Björn nodded.
"But that was eight years ago, and maybe you should start buying
a new one." 



"The DRACHENMAUL is still in good shape," Sven said. "But
I could use a skaid for my son on occasion. He's old enough now to
go
on a cruise by himself. We'll talk about that later. Right now, I'd
suggest you have the skins shipped to my ship. But let's get this
business wrapped up first!" 



Björn made a sign to Herjolf Ohnehaar, whereupon he brought one of
the fur bundles. It was placed on the ground and opened on one
side.
Herjolf folded the cowhides, in which the valuable furs were
wrapped,
a little to the side. The soft pieces of sable and ermine came out.
Sven picked one up, felt the quality, and nodded appreciatively.
"Wonderful!" he said. 



"Don't you want to check each bundle first?" asked Björn. 



"I'll do that later. You know I trust you..." He laughed.
"You won't cheat me if only because then you'd feel my wrath and
I certainly won't buy another ship from you!" 



Björn nodded. "That's a word! The pelts are so carefully
wrapped in cowhides and tied into bundles that they shouldn't have
gotten a single drop of salt water! Do you want only ermine and
sable, or the bear skins as well?" 



"Bear skins not this time, please. But I think you can get rid
of them quickly with someone else. The city is full of foreign
merchants. I've seen merchants from Saxony, Swabia, and Italy. And
there was even a bird buyer in the market with a turban, who must
have come from the land of the Moors in Spain!" 



"That's normal here," Björn said. 



Sven leaned forward a bit and said quietly, "I'll tell you in
confidence, some of these merchants are very glad you're back from
your trip! They already feared that no one guarantees their safety
anymore!" 



As Jarl of Haitabu, Björn had to ensure the safety of the foreign
merchants, as they had no extended family nearby to call for help
if
necessary when there was a dispute. 



"Every inhabitant of Haithabu should understand how important
these traders are to us!" said Björn. "Only through trade
have we all become rich!" However, Björn also knew that some
were not of this opinion and saw the foreign traders only as
competition. 



"I'll be frank with you, Björn, there are some who think that a
Jarl should not sail the seas and doubt whether you are still the
right person for the office." 



Björn laughed out loud. "Should I perhaps no longer be allowed
to take care of my own business, just because I am Jarl? Surely
that's going too far!" 



Sven shrugged his shoulders. "I'm just telling you what I've
picked up here since my ship has been here in port!" 



 






 






Ragnar helped to unload the ship. The bundles of furs wrapped in
cowhides were immediately taken aboard the DRACHENMAUL, because
Sven
wanted to leave as soon as possible. 



All that had previously been laboriously brought aboard the NJÖRDS
FREUDE now had to be just as laboriously put back ashore. The
cattle
had survived the trip well and the birds of prey and chickens were
also quite lively. 



Sturlos Sigurvinson thanked him again for the crossing and made
sure
with his people that the cages were quickly brought ashore. There
already collected prospective buyers - both for the chickens, as
well
as for the birds of prey. 



Ragnar took another bundle of fur and carried it to the dragon's
mouth. Vigdis and Lars were already there and had probably just
brought a bundle on board as well. 



Now Snorre and Leif came over, each unloading a bundle as well. One
of them came loose. The string with which it was tied broke. It had
obviously been worn through during the journey. 



"I'll do it!" said one of Sven Wulfgarson's men. But when
he tried to tie the bundle back together, it turned out that it no
longer had any cohesion. The strings came loose in several places
and
it fell apart. 



Sven Wulfgarson stood nearby and watched. He had just started
weighing the weight money. But now a deep furrow was forming on his
forehead. 



He drew his sword. 



"Move aside!" he shouted, and then he poked around in the
furs with the tip of his sword. There were only a few valuable furs
among them. The rest of the bundle was filled with relatively
worthless cattle hides. "Who would have thought it!"
growled Sven. "Is Björn trying to make a fool of me?" 



 






 






One after the other, Sven now opened the other bundles. And his
anger
grew, because each time it was the same: In the bundles were only a
few valuable sable or ermine furs. The rest were filled with skins,
most of which probably came from cattle. Sometimes there were also
skins of deer or wolves among them, which were also worth much less
than ermine or sable. 



Sven's face turned dark red. "Where is Björn?" he cried.
"I never thought he would try to deceive me in such a crude
way!" 



He drew his sword. Ragnar jumped to the side as he tramped
impetuously along, stepping onto the edge of the ship with his boot
and leaping onto the dock. 



Then he ran up to Björn Olavson, who was trying to land one of the
Scottish cattle together with Herjolf Ohnehaar and Harald the
helmsman. The shaggy, long-horned cow was mooing angrily. 



"This is a disaster!" said Vigdis, addressing Ragnar. She
glanced at the rumpled pelts. "How could this happen?" 



"I have no idea!" said Ragnar. 



"Weren't you there when those skins were loaded?" asked
Vigdis, now climbing back onto the dock as well. Lars followed her.
At the same time, Sven had grabbed his sword with both hands and
shouted, "I hope you're at least man enough to stand up to
fight! I would have expected anyone else to try to pull a fast one
on
me, but not you Björn! And you know what the worst part is? You
should have known that I would find out sooner or later! If you try
to deceive me in such a stupid way, it means that you think I'm
stupid, too." 



"I have no idea what you're talking about!" exclaimed
Björn. 



Together with Harald the helmsman and Herjolf Ohnehaar, he had
every
effort to keep the cow under control.... 



"You can't talk your way out of this!" shouted Bjorn. "I'll
take you before the Thing!" 



With a sweeping movement of his sword, he frightened the cow so
that
it took a step to the side. Herjolf Ohnehaar lost his footing and
fell from the jetty into the water. As he instinctively held on to
the rope guiding the cow, it also lost its balance. She slipped.
The
water splashed up as she fell in and kicked wildly. Fortunately,
the
water was not particularly deep. 



Björn was just able to hold on. 



He shrugged his shoulders. "I really have no idea!" he
exclaimed. 



"It is true, father!" cried Vigdis. "In the bundles
were mostly worthless skins!" 



Björn put the sword away. "NJÖRDS FREUDE is what you call your
ship. But it should be called NJÖRDS SHAME," he said and spat.
"How can someone like you be Jarl of Haithabu and protector of
the merchants when he himself is a fraud!" 



 






 






Ragnar let his eyes wander. Half of the village was standing on the
shore and watched the fight between Björn and Sven with interest.
But when he saw Snorre and Leif disappear into the crowd, Ragnar
became very puzzled. Wouldn't it have been their duty at that
moment
to stand by their Jarl? But instead they disappeared into the
crowd. 



Strange!, Ragnar thought. 



Sven, in the meantime, went to his ship. "Get out of here,"
he hissed at Ragnar. "You're part of this scam, too!" 



Then, full of rage, he began to throw some of the worthless cattle
skins into the water, until one of his people stopped him. "If
this is to go before the Thing, then we still need these scraps as
evidence!" the latter said. 



Only very slowly was Sven able to calm down. Then he turned in
Bjorn's direction and shouted, "You've been a Jarl for the
longest time, you cheat! You'll see!" 



 






 






The cow could be saved. Fortunately, the water was not deep,
otherwise she would have drowned, because cattle could not swim. 



Later, when everyone met for dinner in Björn Olavson's big
longhouse, the mood was naturally very bad. Sigrid, the maid by
whom
Vigdis and Lars had been cared for since their mother died,
complained to Björn Olavson that the beams and planks for the next
ship had still not been cut to size. "The men don't listen to me
when you're away, Björn, because I'm not your wife and therefore
the
mistress of the house! It's time something changed about that!" 



But she had chosen a bad time to bring it up with Björn. He was
still preoccupied with the question of how it had been possible
that
the bundles had contained mostly low-quality furs. 



"You must be careful, Björn," said Herjolf Ohnehaar.
"There are men here in Haithabu who would rather see someone
else as Jarl for a long time. The election has been very close,
after
all... And these people will now use the fur fraud story to hurt
you!
Just wait for the next Thing!" 



"I know that!" growled Björn indignantly. "And since
even you are talking about a fur scam... What will the others
think?"



Now Snorre spoke up. "Didn't you get the pelts from his father?"
he asked, pointing at Ragnar. "Maybe Einar Einarson tricked
you!" 



"You take that back!" shouted Ragnar. "My father would
never do such a thing." 



"But wouldn't it have been possible?" 



"No," says Björn. "I checked the merchandise myself."



"And if she had been exchanged afterwards? Einar could have sold
her a second time..." 



"And then he would have given his son to me for training
afterwards, so that he is in my hands?" asked Björn doubtfully.
He shook his head. "Einar really would never do that. No father
in his right mind would do that to his son. So you can safely rule
out that possibility." 



It was a load off Ragnar's mind that Björn apparently did not
seriously suspect his father. 



 






 






There was excited and loud talking for a long time in Björn
Olavson's house. Some of the free men from Haithabu came to visit
to
ask Björn about what had happened at the harbor. 



Ragnar meanwhile turned to Vigdis and Lars. "I need your help,"
he said. 



"Our help?" asked Vigdis. "With what? And aside from
that, I don't know if I should really be helping you with anything.
Closing hole, I'm still not entirely sure it wasn't your father who
got my father into trouble." 



"That doesn't make any sense," Ragnar said. He looked at
Lars for a moment, then at Vigdis. Neither seemed to know what to
make of him. "We hardly know each other, but I think it's very
important for all of us that Jarl Bjorn's innocence is proven,
don't
you?" 



"Sure," Vigdis nodded. "But I wonder how you, of all
people, are going to pull this off!" 



Ragnar looked around, "Do you know where Leif and Snorre are?"



"What do I know? Why should that be so important?" asked
Vigdis. 



And Lars said, "I saw the two of them go out earlier." 



"The two of them approached the cargo in Holmgard and acted very
strangely," Ragnar said. "Also, I overheard a conversation
that indicated they were planning something." 



"Those two are two of our father's faithful followers,"
Vigdis indicated, frowning. "Why would they do such a thing?"



"Suppose they exchanged the furs for inferior pieces and resold
them to someone. They would have had the opportunity to do that in
Holmgard!" 



"The only way to prove that is to go to Holmgard and find the
furs there," Vigdis said. 



Ragnar knew that this was absurd. The journey was far too long, of
course. In the meantime, the furs would have long since been resold
through several middlemen. Ragnar sighed. "It was just an idea,"
he said gloomily. "But you're right, of course, it can probably
never be proven!" 



"And I wouldn't blurt out loud what you think about Snorre and
Leif either," Vigdis said. "After all, you have absolutely
no proof that your story is true. And let's face it! The two of
them
would only have disadvantages if their Jarl is perhaps sentenced to
banishment by the Thing! After all, they are employed by my father,
and that might be the end of it!" 



 






 






That night, Ragnar was assigned a place to sleep in the house. He
lay
on a few straw sacks, along with everyone else who belonged to
Bjorn's household: Besides his children, these were his retainers
and
serf servants and maids and their children. Björn's house was very
similar to Einar Einarson's house in Holmgard. However, it was a
bit
larger and had three separate rooms: one for living, a workshop
area
and an area where the cattle were kept. Behind the house was a
half-finished Draken, for which Björn's men should really have been
cutting more planks by now. Björn had become acquainted with sawing
tools through traders from Saxony, but did not use them for
shipbuilding. For this, he worked exclusively with the axe. 



But the men Björn had left behind to work had apparently not been
particularly diligent. 



The maid Sigrid took care of the household and provided for
everyone.
As long as Björn was around, she was accepted as mistress of the
house, but Ragnar noticed that they made fun of her as soon as the
Jarl was not around. 



"Perhaps it would really be best if our father took a wife
again," Vigdis said as she was sent with Lars and Ragnar to
fetch water. "Then there would be order in the house again."



"Have you ever thought about who might want to harm your
father?" asked Ragnar. 



"I thought you suspected Snorre and Leif!" she replied. 



"Yes, because it would be possible that Snorre and Leif did not
act on their own, but were instigated by someone." 



"There are, of course, some who would like to be Jarl
themselves. Göran Akeson, for example, who would love to chase away
all foreign traders... But my father has now been elected!" 



"But the Thing could choose someone else, right?" 



"Of course, what do you think!" 



"And if your father looks like a cheat, hardly anyone will raise
their hand for him when it comes to the oath! Don't you understand?
I
think this fraud should be discovered! That's the only way it makes
sense!" 



"Why are you actually so committed to making sure my father
doesn't get blamed for this fraud?" now Lars, who was walking
with them, interfered. 



"I don't want my education here in Haithabu to be over before it
has even begun. Your father is one of the best shipbuilders and a
successful long-distance trader. That is why I would like to learn
from him. Besides, I don't want even a tiny bit of suspicion to be
attached to my father..." 



"I understand that last one," Lars said. "However, I
find it hard to understand why you want to be a shipbuilder so
badly!" Lars sighed. "After all, you chose it yourself."



Ragnar frowned. 



"What do you mean?" 



"Well, do you think I would be given a choice? Actually, I'd
like to be a sculptor or a carver. Someone who can make figures out
of the ivory of walruses! But my father would hardly agree to
that."



 






 






They reached the shore and filled the water buckets. 



"Look who we were just talking about!" said Vigdis. She
glanced at one of the jetties. There was no one else to be seen
there
but Snorre. But not alone. With him was a young woman with long,
dark
blond hair who was laughing a lot. 



"Who is the woman?" asked Ragnar. 



"This is Agneta Göran's daughter, the daughter of Göran
Akeson," Vigdis explained. "They've been fooling around for
a while, but Göran Akeson would never give his daughter to someone
like Snorre Snorreson! He has no possessions and will remain a
simple
follower all his life... He is not even a particularly skilled
craftsman. I can already calculate and weigh better than he can! 



"Maybe he has some more possessions by now!" opined Ragnar.



"What do you mean by that?" asked Vigdis. 



Ragnar raised his eyebrows. "Maybe a bag of silver he got for
selling the missing pelts in Holmgard! He probably didn't get the
full price, after all, he had to get rid of the goods very
quickly..." 



"You won't let up, will you?" sighed Vigdis. "But the
longer I think about it, the more reasonable what you say seems.
I'll
have a talk with my father about it sometime." 



"No, it's too early for that," Ragnar agreed. "As you
yourself have mentioned before: We don't have proof yet!" 



"What do you suggest?" asked Lars. 



"Watching him," Ragnar agreed. "Him and Leif." 



 






 






The Thing was held on the square in the center of the village. The
assembly of free men had been called together because of the
accusations that had been made against the acting Jarl.... 



The numerous merchants' market stalls that otherwise dominated the
square had to stop their business for a while and make way so that
the meeting could be held. 



In the middle of the square grew a mighty linden tree, which was
obviously an ancient sanctuary. Countless runes had been carved
into
its trunk, and perhaps people had prayed to the gods here before
the
town of Haithabu had even existed. Next to this lime tree, Björn
Olavson stuck a spear into the ground and leaned a painted shield
against it. This shield showed the war god Tyr, who was also the
patron of the court. The spear was the symbol of judicial power.
Tyr
was the patron of every Thing assembly. 



Ragnar, Vigdis and Ragnar climbed onto the roof of a house nearby.
From there, they had a good view of the square and could follow
exactly what was happening. 



First, Björn appointed someone to represent him in leading the
meeting. He was the Jarl and actually it would have been his duty
to
lead the Thing, but since an accusation was to be brought against
him, he had to hand over the leadership to someone who was neutral.




He chose the old Thorstein. 



He had not been in Haithabu for a long time, but everyone respected
him - if only because he was a great skald. 



"Who would have thought that I would be entrusted with such a
task the moment I set foot in this place again," he said. "But
since you seem to regard me as one of your own, despite my long
absence, I will do my duty, though I would rather you listened to
my
songs or I perfected your children in the art of runic writing!"



Sven then brought his charges. 



"True, you are not from Haithabu and therefore not entitled to
vote," said old Thorstein. "But I have heard that people
here are particularly proud of the fact that even out-of-town
merchants are given their right when they have been wronged." 



"The fact is that an attempt has been made to deceive me in a
very bungling way!" cried Sven. "And since this was done by
a man whom I thought was a friend, it is especially dastardly." 



Here and there, murmurs of agreement could be heard. This view was
apparently shared by many of those gathered. 



"But there is something else at stake here," a man now
spoke up, wearing a magnificent gold-interwoven headband and his
cloak held together by a very precious clasp of pure gold. The hilt
of his sword, forged from Frankish steel, was studded with amber.
This man was undoubtedly very rich. He stepped into the middle of
the
square so that everyone would listen to him. 



"Who is that?" asked Ragnar, turning to Vigdis. 



"This is Göran Akeson, whom I have already told you about,"
she said. 



"His business doesn't seem to be doing badly," Ragnar said
in response. 



Vigdis screwed up her face. "He may be rich, but he's also very
conceited. At the time, he was counting on being made a jarl, but
the
vote didn't turn out that way. Unfortunately for him, King Godfred
confirmed the election. Three years ago now, and I don't think he
has
gotten over it yet! He has tried again and again to turn the men
against father." 



"Do you think he could do it this time?" asked Ragnar. 



"Who knows..." 



Göran Akeson raised both hands, and the murmuring that had gone
through the ranks of the freemen as well as the spectators fell
silent. "Surely the question we should all be asking is whether
such a clumsy fraud as Björn Olavson should really be our Jarl!
Who,
after all, is supposed to have confidence in him when it comes to
settling disagreements? Every day there are traders in our market
whose scales are perhaps not quite accurate and who therefore take
too much silver from their customers! Or those who sell inferior
goods as something better! Wasn't it only two months ago that a
Saxon
was chased away in disgrace because he offered meat that had long
since gone bad? I am for it that we do the same with a Jarl, who
does
something like that! And many a one in this circle will surely
already regret that he once gave Björn Olavson his vote!" 



Here and there, murmurs of approval could be heard. 



Göran raised his hand again and waited until the noise had calmed
down. Then he continued, "At least three years of banishment I
demand for this outrage against Njörd, the god of the sea and
trade,
who is unlikely to be kind to us any time soon, since Björn Olavson
has already sullied his name by calling his ship NJÖRDS FREUDE. But
how can a cheat be Njörd's Joy, I ask?" 



Loud approval was heard. 



But now old Thorstein intervened. 



"Our Jarl's guilt is not yet proven," he shouted in a voice
that sounded so powerful that one would hardly have believed it of
the old man. 



A fierce quarrel started now and by a hair they would have gone at
each other with weapons. Old Thorstein finally saw no other option
than to adjourn the Thing. 



"Tomorrow we'll meet again here in the same place!" he
shouted. "And maybe by then we'll have come to an amicable
agreement!" 



"Compensation I demand!" shouted Sven Wulfgarson.
"Otherwise, we are welcome to settle this outside the ramparts
of Haithabu in the field! Man to man with sword and axe!" 



"Not until the Thing has finished deliberating about it!"
old Thorstein implored the opponents. "But perhaps the matter
could indeed be settled with compensation!" 



"Then I would admit my guilt!", Björn Olavson shook his
head. "But I can't, because I haven't done anything that would
contradict our laws!" 



"You tried to cheat on a friend! What could be worse than that?"
Sven hissed at him. 



"Perhaps it would be good if we postponed the Thing," Göran
now interfered. "Then we can also prepare for the election of a
new Jarl. For it would only be fair if not only the men here in
Haithabu, but also those from the surrounding farms could vote on
it!" 



"A good thought," concluded Thorstein, who then broke up
the meeting, seeming visibly relieved that it had gone reasonably
smoothly. 



 






 






The next day, Ragnar was to accompany Vigdis to the market to get
salt and some fruits that the maid Sigrid was missing when
preparing
the food. There was a great rush, because in the meantime, of
course,
word had spread that the Thing was to meet again in the afternoon
and
the market was then interrupted. 



"We have to hurry," Vigdis said. "Otherwise the market
will close before we have everything and the merchants put their
goods away..." 



They also met Sturlos Sigurvinson, who had set up his cages with
chickens and birds of prey - but separated by a distance of several
steps. The cackling of the chickens was nevertheless not to be
overheard. 



"Well, how are things?" asked Sturlos, whose business was
apparently going well, for he put on a good-humored face. "Can I
maybe help you out with a chicken? Either roast it over the fire or
have an egg laid every day!" 



"No, thank you," Ragnar defended himself. "Have you
perhaps seen Leif and Snorre? They were both aboard the NJÖRDS
FREUDE..." 



Perhaps Sturlos remembered them. He had talked to them several
times
after he had come onto the ship on Gotland with his birdcages. 



"Is Leif the man with the scar from Björn Olavson's entourage?"



"Yes, exactly!" nodded Ragnar. "And Snorre is the guy
who is always with him!" 



"So this Snorre I saw earlier. He was in that workshop over
there! I called him over to me, but he had no interest in chickens
or
birds of prey." 



Ragnar looked in the direction Sturlos had pointed. A house could
be
seen there. 



"This is the workshop of Markolf the silversmith!" noted
Vigdis. "It's probably about a gift for his beloved - but Göran
will never give him his daughter as a wife. After all, he can
better
marry her off to a rich farmer!" 



"Oh, that Snorre seems to have come into money somehow!"
interfered Sturlos. "You see, I asked him if he could afford the
services of a silversmith, and he just laughed and said he had
silver
enough!" 



"Oh, look at that!" muttered Ragnar. 



 






 






Together with Vigdis he then went to the workshop of Markolf the
silversmith. Markolf was not a Viking, but a Saxon. That is why he
spoke the language of the north with a strong accent. He had a
friendly face and brown eyes. His eyebrows were very bushy and it
looked strange when he drew them together. 



He looked at Vigdis and Ragnar questioningly. "What do you want?
You two are definitely too young for a wedding amulet, aren't you?"



"Did Snorre Snorreson commission something like this from you?"
asked Vigdis. 



"Yes, he did - and amazingly, he even had enough silver for it
that I can make it out of! But what's with the questions?" 



Ragnar's gaze was transfixed on the pieces of silver that lay
spread
out on the table in the center of the workshop. They had been hewn
in
exactly the same way as the silver pieces Ragnar carried in his own
pouch under his clothes. The jagged edge of the hammer of Hakan
Holgarson the Miser from Holmgard was clearly visible. 



So Snorre had sold the pelts to him! These pieces were the proof -
and probably he carried others with him. 



At that moment, a call rang out outside. The Thing was convened.
Apparently, all the free peasants from the surrounding area had
arrived in the meantime. 



"I think you need to stop your work on the amulet for the
duration of the Thing," Ragnar said. "These pieces are
important evidence. And whether the wedding of Snorre Snorreson
will
even take place is questionable..." 



 






 






The Thing continued with its deliberations just as violently as
they
had ended the day before. That a Thing was interrupted and only on
the next day or the day after that a decision was made, was in
itself
nothing unusual. Often the tempers were so heated that an agreement
was not possible. And since a lot of mead had often been drunk
before
the meeting, there was even a fixed rule in some places that
resolutions were always passed a day later, when everyone had
sobered
up again and the anger of the participants had cooled down. 



But in this case, Sven Wulfgarson's anger had not cooled. He was
obviously deeply hurt that a man like Björn Olavson, whom he had
always trusted, had tried to deceive him, as he believed. And Göran
Akeson again suggested to elect a new Jarl after all, because Björn
was unworthy to continue in this office. 



Ragnar and Vigdis crowded in among the spectators. Before the
meeting
began, it had been impossible to get through to Björn and inform
him
of the evidence they had found. 



"What are you going to do now?" asked Vigdis. "We
can't tell my father now! The meeting has begun..." 



"I'll just step up and say what I know!" said Ragnar. 



"You're still too young to have a say in the Thing." 



"I don't care," said Ragnar. "The whole thing is
getting out of hand again like yesterday! And the mood is changing!
Your father will lose the office of Jarl and perhaps even be
banished
from Haithabu if nothing is done." 



Ragnar was about to move into the center of the square, but Vigdis
held him back by the arm. 



"Wait," she said. 



"What else is there?" 



"Wait for a good time. There's no point if what you have to say
no one hears. And besides, we need Snorre..." She let her eyes
wander. And then she spotted him among the men. At his side was
Leif.
The two were talking, but what they were saying was completely lost
in the general noise. 



 






 






"Now," said Vigdis, when old Thorstein finally managed to
restore some semblance of order to the meeting and keep the peace.
For during the course so far there had been wild talk. "Now is
the right moment!" she said. 



Ragnar swallowed. His heart was pounding. He could not spoil
anything
now. 



For a moment he had the feeling of having weak knees. His head was
completely empty, as if he had forgotten what he wanted to say. 



But then he simply gave himself a ruch and stepped boldly into the
center of the square, toward the linden tree inscribed with runes,
next to which the spear and shield bearing the image of the god Tyr
had again been placed. 
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