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            MAIN HISTORICAL CHARACTERS IN THE MIDWINTER DRAGON SERIES BK 1, BK 2 AND BK 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Sicilians

      
        
          	
        King of Sicily – Roger II
      

      	
        Al-Idrisi – court polymath and cartographer
      

      	
        George of Antioch, Emir of Emirs, Sicilian Admiral
      

      	
        Philip of Mahdia, Sicilian noble who succeeded George as Admiral
      

      	
        King Guillaume of Sicily / also known as William the Bad  – King Roger’s co-ruler and heir
      

      	
        Archbishop Hugh of Palermo
      

      	
        Queen Consort of Sicily – Sybille de Bourgogne/ Sybilla of Burgundy, King Roger’s second wife
      

      	
        Queen of Sicily – Elvira of Castile, mother of five, King Roger’s first wife – died of fever 6 Feb 1135
      

      	
        Ibn Hamdis ‘the Sicilian’ – famous 12th century Arab poet, writing about his home, Sicily, in exile
      

      

      

      

      From Other Countries

      
        
          	
        Emperor of Byzantium – Manuel Komnenos
      

      	
        King of France – Louis Capet
      

      	
        Holy Roman Emperor (Germany) – Conrad
      

      	
        Pope Eugene/ Eugenius
      

      

      

      

      Orkneyfolk

      
        
        The Norse naming convention, still used today, usually creates a girl’s second name from her mother’s first name e.g. Ingeborg Asleifsdottir and a boy’s second name comes from his father’s first name e.g. Kali Kolsson. One exception is when the mother or father is dead and the child takes the surviving parent's name e.g. Sweyn’s father was murdered and he is famous as Sweyn Asleifsson, Asleif being his mother.

      

      

      
        
          	
        Hlif (Hlifolfsdottir) – one 12th century runic message in Maeshowe is signed ‘Hlif (female name), Rognvald’s housekeeper’
      

      	
        Ingeborg (Inge) Asleifsdottir – Sweyn’s sister, married to Thorbjorn Klerk, then to Thorfinn (Finn) Bessasson as mentioned in the Orkneyinga Saga
      

      	
        Thorfinn (Finn) Bessasson – Lord of Stronsay, Inge’s husband
      

      	
        Sweyn Asleifsson – sea-rover extraordinaire, Inge’s brother
      

      	
        Thorbjorn Klerk – guardian to the young Jarl Harald, clerk and advisor to Jarl Rognvald
      

      	
        Jarl Harald Maddadson – foster-son to Thorbjorn and Jarl Rognvald (see family tree)
      

      	
        Jarl Erlend – claimant to Orkney
      

      	
        Jarl Rognvald of Orkney (born Kali Kolsson)
      

      	
        Margaret Hakonsdottir – mother of Jarl Harald, with her first husband Maddan (Earl of Caithness), then lived ‘in sin’ with Sweyn’s brother, Gunnr
      

      	
        Ingegerd (Giri, Bleating Booty) – Sweyn Asleifsson’s wife
      

      	
        Bishop William – Jerusalem-farer, Bishop of Orkney, later nicknamed ‘the Old’
      

      	
        Botolf – Icelandic skald living in Orkney
      

      	
        Eindridi – Jerusalem-farer, Norwegian noble who inspired Rognvald to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem
      

      	
        Frakork Maddansdottir – ‘the witch’, alleged murderer, Sweyn’s enemy, grandmother to Thorbjorn and Olvir Rosta, great-aunt to Erlend (see family tree)
      

      	
        Gunni/ Gunnr Asleifsson – brother to Sweyn and Ingeborg (Inge), exiled for living ‘in sin’ with Jarl Harald’s widowed mother, Margaret
      

      	
        Hlifolf – the cook who killed Jarl Magnus (later Saint Magnus) on Jarl Hakon’s orders
      

      	
        Holbodi – Lord of Tiree, who sheltered Sweyn during one of his periods of exile
      

      	
        Jón Fót / Jón Fót (leg/foot) Pétrsson (Jón Halt-foot) – Jerusalem-farer, married to Rognvald’s sister and wounded in the leg/foot by Rognvald in the years they were enemies.
      

      	
        Ingeborg – Rognvald’s daughter
      

      	
        Jarl Hakon of Orkney – predecessor to Jarl Rognvald, co-ruler with Jarl Magnus, whom he had killed
      

      	
        Jarl Paul of Orkney – successor to Jarl Hakon, ‘disappeared’ by Sweyn and replaced by Rognvald
      

      	
        King of Norway – Haraldr Gilli (king from 1135-1136). Then three of his sons co-ruled as kings of Norway until 1155
      

      	
        Kol – Norwegian father of Jarl Rognvald, first builder of St Magnus Cathedral
      

      	
        Olvir ‘the Brawler’ Rosta – Sweyn’s enemy, grandson to Frakork
      

      	
        Rognvald’s wife – one of Rognvald’s poems mourns his lady but she is never identified
      

      	
        Saint (ex-Jarl of Orkney) Magnus – Rognvald’s maternal uncle, murdered on Jarl Hakon’s orders
      

      	
        Other Jerusalem-farers – The leaders: Magnus, the son of Hávard, Gunni’s son; Swein, Hróald’s son; Thorgeir Skotakoll, Oddi the little, Thorberg Svarti, Armód the skald, Thorkel Krókauga, Grímkell of Flettuness, and Bjarni his son; Erling, Jón, his brother-in-law, Aslák and Guttorm.
      

      	
        The Maeshowe rune-carvers – Hlif, Eyolfr, Kolbeinssor, Vemundr, Ottar, Ogmundr, Arnfior, Oframr Sigurdsarsonr, Helgi, Hermundr ‘hard’, Arnfithr ‘food’.
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            MAIN FICTIONAL CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          	
        Skarfr (Cormorant) Kristinsson – orphaned ward and apprentice to the skald (poet) Botolf
      

      	
        Hlif – (developed from one Maeshowe inscription) orphaned and cursed, daughter of St Magnus’ murderer, Hlifolf, ward and housekeeper to Jarl Rognvald
      

      	
        Brigid – woman kidnapped from Ireland, working with Fergus in Botolf’s longhouse in Orkney, caring for Skarfr
      

      	
        Fergus – man kidnapped from Ireland, working with Brigid in Botolf’s longhouse in Orkney, caring for Skarfr
      

      	
        Mamma Maria – powerful Sicilian widow
      

      	
        Mouthy – old Orkneyjar sea rover
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      As Skarfr and Hlif realise, geography changes with point of view. A person can face north, as is the convention in the so-called ‘western’ world, or face south, like al-Idrisi, and see the world differently. Place names are determined by language. As a UK citizen living in France, a kind of voluntary exile, I’m very aware that international place names don’t even sound like the ones I thought everyone knew. We don’t say London here; we say Londres. More frustrating still, if I say London, I get blank looks or am even considered stupid.

      This experience has influenced my choices for place names in Hunting the Sun. For those parts of the story taking place in the Norman Kingdom of Sicily (Sicilia), I have used some Latin/ French names for flavour, (Melita for Malta) sometimes translated into English. The wonderfully named Sea of Darkness comes from the Latin Mare Tenebrarum for the Atlantic Ocean.

      For the chapters set in Orkney, I have mainly used Norse names and have aimed for consistency within the world of The Midwinter Dragon, if not in all my choices. I have kept many modern English names where I saw no reason to change them.

      In the 12th Century, Orkney was an earldom (jarldom) ruled by two jarls and part of the kingdom of Norway. The Jarls of Orkney also ruled over Shetland/ Hjaltland and Caithness / Ness, the north-eastern tip of what we now call Scotland.

      The old letter ð, pronounced ‘th’, is often represented by a letter ‘d’ in modern spellings, so the god known to us as Odin was Óðinn in old Norse, pronounced Othin. The choice made is not consistent and the most common representation of Norðymbralanda seems to be Nordymbralanda, although we spell and pronounce the modern name, Northumberland. Steering a straight course was not easy and even Bernard Cornwell says he can’t claim to be consistent, so I am in good company. Here are the modern place-names for old ones used in my series so far.

      PLACES: OLD AND MODERN NAMES

      MIÐJARÐARHAF/ THE MEDITERRANEAN SEA

      SICILIA/ THE KINGDOM OF SICILY

      
        
        Melita – Malta

        Ifriqiya – North Africa (Tunisia and Morocco)

      

      

      HISPANIA/ IBERIA/ AL-ANDALUS – SPAIN

      THE HOLY LAND

      
        
        Jórsalaheim – Jerusalem

        Mikligard/ Constantinople

      

      

      NORÐVEGR/ NORWAY

      Biörgvin – Bergen

      ORKNEYJAR/ ORKNEY

      
        
        Brogar – Brodgar

        Byrgisey – Birsay

        Egilsey – Egilsay

        Gareksey – Gairsay

        Hamnavoe – Stromness

        Heraðvatn – Loch of Harray

        Hrolfsay – Roussay

        Hrossey – Mainland

        Kirkjuvágr – Kirkwall

        Orkhaugr – Maeshowe

        Papey Meiri – Papa Westray

        Pentlandsfjord – Pentland Firth

        Sandvik – Sandwick

        Scalpeid – Scapa

        Skalpaflói – Scapa Flow

        Skarabolstadr – Scrabster

        Steinnesvatn – Loch of Stenos

        Strjónsey – Stronsay

        Vestrey – Westray

      

      

      
        
        Suðreyjar/ Hebrides, Southern Isles, Isle of Man

        (sometimes the kingdom of Man and the Isles, sometimes directly ruled by Orkney or Norway)

        Hjaltland/ Shetland

        Skio/ Skye

        (sometimes the kingdom of Man and the Isles, sometimes directly ruled by Orkney or Norway)

      

      

      Ness/ Caithness

      
        
        Lambaburg – Bucholie Castle

        Vik – Wick

      

      

      THE LAND OF ÍRLAND/ IRELAND

      THE KINGDOM OF SKOTLAND/ SCOTLAND

      ALBION/ ENGLAND

      
        
        Nordymbraland – Northumberland

        Cornweal – Cornwall

        Dovre – Dover

        Dunholm – Durham

        Grimsby – Grimsby

        Jorvik – York

        Londres – London

        Norich – Norwich

        Tamyse – (River) Thames

      

      

      
        
        Novgorod / Russia

        Snaeland/ the Old Country/ Iceland
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          SKARFR, PALERMO, SICILIA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 1151

      

      

      ‘I saw your wife in the Tiraz,’ stated George of Antioch, Emir of Emirs, Commander of the Sicilian fleet. He looked like a Bible prophet from a Book of Hours, his white locks floating in the breeze and his bearded chin jutting out in accusation of the tall Northman imposed on him by King Roger.

      Such innocuous words. A woman visiting the royal silk workshop known as the Tiraz. Innocuous words. Unless a man was aware that the silk workers earned more of their income from lying on their luxurious sheets than from weaving them. No respectable woman would visit such a place, not least from fear of catching her husband in flagrante.

      The men nearest their emir paused in conversation and stopped selecting their weapons prior to a routine training session in the courtyard of the king’s palace in Palermo. The hush rippled outwards.

      What would be the response from this foreign warrior, who’d proved himself over and over in the five months since his dragon ship had left for the Holy Land without him? He’d proved himself as a warrior, as a sailor and as a navigator, and could make passable conversation in the three languages considered civilised in this most sophisticated of kingdoms. And still George baited him.

      ‘I do believe this man trusts his wife,’ the Emir sneered, including all within hearing in the mockery of such innocence. ‘Do you, Skarfr? Do you trust your wife?’ One corner of his mouth creased upwards in a cynical half-smile.

      Skarfr knew there was a trap but he couldn’t work out what it was. He wanted no part in these games, especially with the boy listening. ‘Yes,’ he said, adding, ‘As all men should.’

      The smile hardened. ‘There is a difference between trust and complacency. One has been earned and the other is ignorance or cowardice. I’ve told you I saw your wife at the Tiraz,’ he repeated. ‘You can no longer hide behind ignorance.’ He made the sign of the horns above his head, drawing more laughter.

      The Northman understood full well the implication of the crude gesture but before he could reply, George’s second in command, Philip of Mahdia, interjected, ‘As long as you only saw her there.’ He gyrated his significant belly suggestively to make his meaning clear.

      Raucous laughter and insults to his manhood threw the provocation back at Philip in the traditional banter all eunuchs endured. The Emir’s second in command had his compensations for such abuse, not least of them the privilege of insulting George with impunity.

      As the laughter died, the tension increased. George was still staring at the Northman.

      ‘I wouldn’t want my wife to visit the silk workshop,’ he persisted.

      ‘In case she saw you there,’ quipped Philip, once more showing the Northman a way out of the confrontation.

      However, to make a crude jest at his wife’s expense was more difficult for Skarfr the Northman, not only because of loyalty to his wife but also because of the boy at his side.

      The men waited.

      When Skarfr finally spoke, it was not to George but to the boy, whose face was screwed up in puzzlement. ‘This too is training, Sea-born, to have words flung at us like stones, and to defend ourselves without the anger which clouds judgement. How do we defend ourselves?’

      His brow clearing, the lad held up his small wooden shield in front of him, with two hands. The metal boss flashed sunlight into George’s eyes, making him blink and step backwards.

      Encouraged by his success, the little warrior growled, ‘Graaaaagh!’ in fierce imitation of a battle cry. Skarfr hid a smile and adjusted the child’s hands, so he could hold the shield with his left hand and a dagger, also wooden, in his right.

      To his men’s delight, the Emir bowed his head in a lightning change of mood, and held his sword out-stretched, hilt first. ‘Faced with such an intrepid enemy, I have no choice but to surrender,’ he said, shaking his head sadly.

      ‘Sea-born, tell the Emir what your mother would be doing at the silk workshop,’ Skarfr told the boy.

      The shield was lowered to reveal a beaming face. ‘That’s easy, Sire. She was buying silk! She’s a trader.’ The pride in his voice would have disarmed men made of steel, not just wearing it.

      This time the laughter was with Skarfr, not against him.

      George sheathed his sword and shook his head again. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

      ‘Because you don’t know my mother.’

      ‘That is undoubtedly true,’ conceded the Emir, apparently finished with his jibes and disdaining the opportunity to make ‘know’ suggestive. But then he added, ‘I wonder if the man you call father really knows her either,’ and he straightened to better aim his words at Skarfr.

      Riding the attention, Sea-born took the opportunity to explain. ‘He really is my father now and I don’t look like my parents because I’m a foster-son, born from the sea when⁠—’

      ‘The Emir knows the story,’ Skarfr interrupted his son gently.

      ‘Oh.’ The child’s shield drooped. ‘More training words.’

      ‘Yes,’ agreed Skarfr. ‘And after the training words comes the action. You go over there by the wall and watch carefully what we do, so you can tell me afterwards. You can make the movements with your dagger but don’t throw it.’

      As Sea-born went to his place, safely out of range of both words and weapons, Skarfr looked a query at the Emir, who nodded and took up a position more commanding but equally distant from the action as the boy’s. After all, this was what the king wanted from his emir: that he should extract every iota of military know-how from the Northman to better prepare his own forces.

      This was what made Sicilia the power which had defied both Byzantium and Christendom: the king’s collection of skilled men. Whatever their reason for landing on the island, few left, whether they were doctors or philosophers, warriors or map-makers. King Roger tailored his rewards to the man, as he had done for a Greek youth fleeing from a jealous ruler in Ifriqiya, the man who now had a white beard and was Emir of Emirs.

      George raised his voice to address his sailors. ‘This is today’s situation. Your ship is engaging with the enemy. They saw you coming and their mast is laid down in its cradle so you can’t easily damage sail or mast. You have hurled whatever missiles your ship carried, whether quarrels from fixed ballistas, short javelins, stones, fire-arrows, rotten fruit, or your mother’s stale bread—’ Pause for the expected laughter. ‘You get the idea. You are within boarding distance. What do you do?’

      Now he had experience of sailing a dromond, not just of attacking one, Skarfr knew how close the two ships had to be to send grappling irons across the gap between them. At least when both ships were multi-decked they were equal in height. Boarding the dromond from the Orkneyjar dragon ships had required more inventive tactics. His inventive tactics.

      The saga story of a man climbing the sheer wooden side to lower the anchor, then ropes to his fellows. A story of vicious hand-to-hand fighting and of a few hostages, including one small boy, who found his enemy less cruel than his birth-father, who never went back to his people. Sea-born’s story.

      Answers to George’s questions flew thicker than imaginary missiles across the training yard. The gist was that men in ships with a spur on the bow should use it to ride over the oars and destroy them. In the few old ships with rams, blunt force was an option, as long as care was taken not to jam the two ships and sink with the enemy. But most battles would be won or lost in close combat.

      ‘Put the ships in a clinch tighter than you had with your first girl,’ George summarised. Pause. Laughter. ‘Use the grappling irons, tie a rope or chain to axe or spear, whatever sticks to the other ship. Then board!’

      The men roared a battle-cry.

      ‘And,’ continued George, ‘our Northman is going to work on your hand-to-hand fighting. Which weapons, Skarfr?’ Now training had begun in earnest, George had lost interest in harrying, and treated him as he would any skilled shipmate.

      ‘All of you, take up a spear or axe, and a shield,’ ordered Skarfr. He had no intention of cracking jokes, having learned from previous attempts that Orkneyjar humour did not translate well. Practical skills, however, worked in any language. ‘The armed warriors and men on the open deck board first. Half the oarsmen come up to the top deck and pick up their shields from the bulwarks. They’re the reserve, if needed.’

      He picked up an axe and a shield, demonstrating his words. ‘We practised how to swing and cut with an axe, which you can use on the rigging as well as on the enemy. The spear has the advantage of length and can secure the grappling of the two ships. But both weapons can be used before you’re within reach of your enemy’s hand weapons.’

      He whirled and embedded the axe in a wooden post. The men nearest him flinched. ‘And it’s unexpected. Even if you know an opponent can throw spear, axe or knife, you won’t know it’s coming if he’s fast enough in shifting his grip. Watch.’

      His back to the men, he showed in slow motion the swing and shift that turned into a throwing hold.

      ‘Now you do it too,’ he yelled. ‘But stop short of the throw if you want the next part of training. I’m not much use with an axe in my back.’

      Again and again, Skarfr swung and shifted, until the movement was memorised in the men’s muscles and all they needed was greater fluidity and speed.

      George inspected the men while they sweated in their motley armour, pointing out holes in a padded jacket, an ill-fitting helmet or a sloppy stance. The oarsmen wore less armour than the warriors but all the protective gear was supposed to be battleworthy, like the weapons — and the men themselves. Any puffing or red faces drew the Emir’s acid comments. Behind his back, the men joked about who’d come under ‘Greek fire’ in training and they didn’t mean the fearsome Byzantine weapon, an evil-smelling substance that turned sea-water to flames. Or so Skarfr had heard.

      He too inspected the men but he stuck to the objective of his lesson and gave as much praise as criticism, pointing out those worthy of emulation.

      Then, just as some were getting blasé, he made them pause and told them, ‘None of you would beat an Orkneyman with axe or spear because there is an element lacking in your training.’

      All eyes were on him.

      ‘Watch,’ he said again. He whirled the axe from right to left, changed grip, and threw. The axe bit deep into the wood and splinters flew. But they’d seen that already.

      Skarfr took the axe in the other hand, swung it right to left, changed grip, and hurled it with his left hand. It flew just as true and stuck just as deep.

      ‘Work your other arm and hand,’ Skarfr told them. ‘Orkneymen use both. Most of you favour one arm and hand — your muscles are more developed on that side as well as being revealed by your stance and action. Be unpredictable.’

      As before, Skarfr turned his back on them so he could model the action with the opposite hand from his first demonstration. But then he alternated facing them and turning his back, always completing the motion in his left hand, so they could use whichever arm they wanted to work on — or both.

      George could no longer identify those unfit, as everyone was panting except Sea-born, who swung his arms with boundless enthusiasm, like a storm-blown windmill.

      One turn each at the post, first throwing with one hand, then with the other, was the last exercise and Skarfr left them to it, while he sorted the remaining weapons into piles to be returned to chests on the vessels they came from.

      The second most powerful man in the courtyard bent over a pile of spears and took the chance to murmur, ‘If you have the boy gelded, he could go as far in the king’s court as I have. There is a monastery on the coast of Ifriqiya, where the monks are skilled in the process.’

      A man did not remind Philip of Mahdia of the stories circulating about how many children died in ‘the process’. Besides, it was true that the king favoured eunuchs. Their loyalty to the throne was more reliable and, without progeny, their ambition was limited.

      ‘It is not our way,’ Skarfr replied, wooden-faced, carefully not imagining Sea-born as a eunuch. The innocent subject of Philip’s proposal was out of harm’s way, hurtling along the length of the yard then stopping short and jabbing his wooden dagger upwards, his mouth working in silent ferocity.

      About eight years old, was Hlif’s best guess, older than she first thought, as she watched Sea-born recover from malnutrition and abuse. Old enough to be a useful ship’s boy but young enough to accept wooden practice weapons. Old enough to have suffered and young enough to accept the shelter of his mother’s arms. His foster-mother’s arms, Skarfr corrected himself. Why did he think of Sea-born as Hlif’s child but hold back some part of himself as a father? The gods knew he did his best for the child they’d given him. But there it was. Sea-born had another man’s hair and eyes, even if he’d clung to Skarfr rather than follow that other man back to his Muslim people.

      The Emir broke into his thoughts. ‘You’ve made yourself useful in the training yard but it’s a different matter at sea. We sail tomorrow at dawn to practise on the open water and I want you to navigate my ship. Bring your sunstone, bring your helm, weapons and wear full armour — and leave the child behind.’

      I’m the one who’s only useful as a ship’s boy, thought Skarfr ruefully, rubbed the wrong way by the continual demand that he should prove himself. No longer Jarl Rognvald’s finest warrior and skald. Condemned to George’s harassment. The Emir’s emphasis on what he should bring for what was just a training exercise was patronising, no doubt meant to ridicule him for being earnest and over-prepared, a beginner. The sunstone was merely another potential source of humiliation.

      ‘You won’t need a sunstone if the weather’s like this,’ observed Skarfr, jerking his head towards the yellow circle overhead. He left a small pause before adding, ‘Sire.’

      Two white brows drew together, noting the near-insolence. ‘If necessary, you’ll navigate blindfolded and shut in the captain’s tent to show what you can do. Or what you can’t.’

      Faced with this impossible prospect, Skarfr grinned. Nothing could make him more ridiculous than the initiation tasks he’d been set in the last five months. The worst was when he’d walked for an hour to arrange lodgings for a lady in a holy community. Holy the community might be but it consisted of lepers. The doorkeeper had laughed with dark humour and hidden face at the name of the ‘lady’, whose afflictions rivalled his own.

      ‘As God wills,’ returned Skarfr, knowing the pious George could have no riposte. ‘Sire.’

      The Emir grunted and marched off.

      Skarfr touched the hard metal shape of his hammer amulet through his tunic and shirt and sent an urgent plea to Thórr. Clouds, he prayed, and true direction. If the Emir learned that this would be the first time Skarfr used the sunstone other than for practice, sharp ‘training words’ could be expected.
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      Flushed and satisfied with the morning overall, Skarfr was indulgent with Sea-born as they lingered in the yard so the boy could demonstrate what he’d learned. Skarfr overlooked a few errors in the boy’s stance and grip, preferring to comment on all that was well-replicated. He would not beat knowledge into the boy as had been done to him and he was proud of his foster-son, whose exuberance was even higher than at the start of the day.

      ‘You behaved in a fitting manner this morning.’ Such words did not come readily to his tongue as he’d never heard them addressed to him when he was a boy, but they had more impact than a gift of a carved dragon ship or wooden shield and Sea-born glowed with the praise.

      The boy was keen to show he’d understood everything he’d observed. ‘Once you’ve thrown the axe, you are vulnerable. And so you must throw to kill, and keep your dagger ready, in case you didn’t.’

      ‘Yes,’ agreed Skarfr, surprised and pleased by this summary of his lesson. They walked through a passageway that linked one palace tower with another, where their ways would part. Skarfr was expected by the map-maker al-Idrisi and Sea-born had lessons to go to, with the monks of St John of the Hermits.

      ‘And you will kill those men for their hurtful words, when the time is right,’ Sea-born added, ‘as I will kill the man who called himself my father.’

      Surprised once more, but not pleased by Sea-born’s astuteness, Skarfr began to explain why killing was not the answer to everything but his foster-son had glimpsed a friend disappearing through the door to the street and was evidently not listening.

      ‘Can I go swimming?’ he asked.

      Even in February, the waters of the Miðjarðarhaf, called the Middle Sea by the Sicilians, were warmer than the lochs of Orkneyjar ever became. Safer too than the treacherous currents and icy cold in which Skarfr had become the second-best swimmer on the islands. Second to Jarl Rognvald, who’d trained in the freezing waves of Norðvegr fjords, daring the sea caves of Doll. Jarl Rognvald, who’d saved Skarfr from drowning once, when their loyalty each to the other was untainted.

      Swimming is a manly skill and good for the boy, thought Skarfr. This gentle sea would teach him well and maybe one day he would master fiercer, colder waters. If they went back home.

      The homily against murder would have to wait. ‘Yes,’ he said and Sea-born scooted off to join his friend.

      Skarfr sighed inwardly, ignoring the steps to the upper stories and ducking under a lintel to enter the map-maker’s chambers. None of the internal doors in the palace were made for a man of his height and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d banged his head.

      Being a father was tricky. Was it harder to be a foster-father? Would he ever think of Sea-born as his son, without the qualifier ‘foster’? He must talk to Hlif about the boy’s reactions to taunts. And about his reactions to the powerful men who’d made those taunts.

      He walked past the solid silver disc on its wheeled platform. Taller than he was and the same width, four times a man’s weight. Al-Idrisi said this would one day be one of the miracles of the civilised world, a ‘planisphere’ showing a simplified version of his geographical work. There was nothing as yet engraved on the side facing Skarfr and his preoccupation with the Emir’s jibes left little room for scientific curiosity.

      She was ordering silk of course.

      The words troubled Skarfr. His wife had not told him she was going to the silk workshop. She knew full well its reputation and what that meant for her own. She knew he would disapprove, if not ban the visit completely — and he had learned early in their relationship that a ban was not well received. So the Emir’s implied question was festering in his mind. Why had she gone to the silk workshop?

      She was ordering silk of course.

      He ducked his head again and went into al-Idrisi’s scriptorium, where the Muslim geographer was standing at a lectern, adding a row of black squiggles to the fleet already in neat formation on the vellum page, which was tilted at an angle to avoid smudges. Squiggles that were writing in Arabic, which didn’t even look like the Christian letters Skarfr knew from Hlif’s household accounts, and from the monks’ illuminated books on Papey Meiri. Nor did they look like the succinct runes any true Orkneyman would use for personal matters.

      The book entitled Pleasant Journeys into Faraway Lands was al-Idrisi’s current obsession. One day this work in progress would join his others on the shelf, including a herbal which listed medicinal plants and their uses, composed and indexed in twelve languages.

      Skarfr was fascinated by the very idea of written and illustrated works, which were the domain of monks and clerks in Orkneyjar. He had expressed polite admiration for the way the compendium was organised by Arabic letters, in the order they were taught to children, but he wondered whether writing made scholars lazy. Would he have memorised all the sagas and classical poetry he could recite without hesitation, if they’d been recorded in a book? He doubted it. And if any man able to read could access such treasures, nobody would appreciate a skald’s skills and training.

      A foolish thought. Nobody in Sicilia did appreciate a skald’s skills and training.

      ‘As-salaam-alaikum, Skarfr.’ Al-Idrisi acknowledged the visitor without taking his eyes off his meticulous work. He dipped his quill in the ink-pot and continued the row, finishing on the left and starting again on the right-hand side, a careful space below the previous row. A most un-Christian way of covering parchment, right to left.

      ‘Wa-alaikum-salaam,’ Skarfr gave the polite response al-Idrisi had taught him was acceptable for non-Muslims to utter.

      He waited until al-Idrisi had come to the end of the page, when he had to wait for the ink to dry.

      The map-maker placed the quill in its rest and turned his attention to the Orkneyman.

      ‘You have come at just the right moment. Before I make a fair copy of my notes regarding England, I want to check that they match your observations during your voyages. But first, look at this marvellous new invention.’

      He indicated a glass container, a handspan in height, standing on a tabletop. Then he inverted the object, and sand began to trickle from the inverted top cup through the narrow neck to the cup below.

      ‘Do you know how to use a sandglass, Skarfr?’

      Al-Idrisi correctly took silence for ignorance and carried on. ‘This is an hour-measure. When the sand has run through to the bottom glass, an hour has passed.’

      He picked it up and passed it to Skarfr, who watched the top cone emptying of sand.

      ‘Are there smaller ones to gauge a more fleeting moment?’ wondered Skarfr aloud, holding the magical instrument.

      Al-Idrisi laughed. ‘If you ask the craftsman, he will tell you that the size of glass is not the only factor in measuring the hour. The size of the grains of sand and the width of the neck also change the speed with which the sand drops. Don’t ask me how he knows what the outcome will be — you’ll have to ask him.’ He retrieved the sandglass and placed it carefully back on the table. ‘And it needs to be on a steady surface or the rate of flow changes.’

      Skarfr’s head hurt from so much science. He had lived thirty years without needing any of these items that Sicilians considered so exciting. Next, they would claim they were indispensable and sell them for outrageous profits. ‘But what use is it?’ he asked.

      A scathing look was the first response. ‘Discovery for its own sake is what matters, finding out how things work.’ Al-Idrisi searched for a comparison. ‘Like you finding new lands.’

      It wasn’t like that at all. Besides, Skarfr was happy if his navigation led him to his destination. The thought of setting out to sea just to know what was out there made him shudder. The whole point of hiring local pilots was to know what was out there, and not get lost or shipwrecked.

      ‘But this is also a tool with many uses,’ conceded al-Idrisi. ‘A man’s work could be timed by turns of the sandglass. What you at sea call ‘a watch’ could be three turns or eight for the night watchmen in the city.’

      Skarfr imagined the sandglass attached in some way to the wale or the mast, heaving up and down with the waves, the work of watching and turning it.

      Ridiculous!

      He didn’t want to be rude to al-Idrisi so he merely said, ‘It would not be practical at sea but we don’t need an additional measure anyway. We can rely on the movements of the sun, the moon and the stars. A man’s stomach is the best timekeeper. And on land, there are the church bells.’

      ‘And the call to prayer for my people,’ al-Idrisi reminded him. ‘Which would be more precise if such a sandglass were used.’

      Skarfr thought about such precision, shrugged and dismissed it. ‘I don’t see the benefits of measuring ever smaller units. It seems to me that such tools deprive men of their skills and weigh them down with too many things they think they need. Or else drive them to consult people who claim to be experts. Until they pay lawyers for every aspect of life.’

      The map-maker’s forehead wrinkled into a frown. ‘If you live here long enough, you might become civilised. But, as the poet Ibn Hamdis says,

      
        
        Take hold of the reins and with the steady pace

        of camels at night

        stride towards your goals and always reach them.

      

      

      As al-Idrisi moved to his lectern and opened the book that was his work in progress, Skarfr gathered that the somewhat obscure quotation meant the discussion of the sandglass was over.

      ‘Now, where did we get to last time?’ al-Idrisi muttered to himself. ‘Ah yes, England, Seventh Clime, Second Section. I want to read this to you.’

      Without wasting time on small talk, al-Idrisi put Skarfr to work. As he read from his notes, he paused occasionally to check that Skarfr found no fault with the geographical description, or to explain an Arabic word in Latin or Frankish, or to show an illustration. ‘This section, the Second of the Seventh Clime contains the part of the Dark Sea where lies England, a large island in the shape of an ostrich’s head. There be found prosperous towns, high mountains, perennial rivers and plains. It is extremely fertile, inhabited by brave, active and decisive men; but winter is perpetual there.’

      The description continued with distances between key towns, both inland and coastal: Wareham and Dartmouth on the extremity known as Cornweal ‘shaped like a beak’; Winchester, Shoreham with its shipbuilding, Dovre, Londres, the river Tamyse, Yarmouth, Norich…

      Skarfr kept nodding, as he knew none of these towns or distances, but he recognised the journey the seaports traced from the west to east coast of England, the reverse of the one he’d made the previous year, sailing the strait between England and Frankish territories to reach what al-Idrisi called the Sea of Darkness.

      At first, in these sessions with al-Idrisi, Skarfr had resented the geographer’s corrections of his names for places. Remembering that the Miðjarðarhaf was the Middle Sea was easy enough, but other names didn’t even sound like those he knew. And why should al-Idrisi’s names be thought better than those his people had coined? A sea was only the North Sea if you went there from the south. To the men of Norðvegr, such a sea was the West Sea. It was as confusing as al-Idrisi’s upside down maps.

      Then Skarfr realised that this too was the price of exile. Not just to speak with your tongue tied by a foreign language but that even names and directions shifted shape. So many ways to be rendered foolish and vulnerable. Al-Idrisi saw him as the foreigner, whereas to Skarfr it was the other way around.

      However, he swallowed his pride and learned quickly, so that he would be rewarded more often by al-Idrisi sharing his expertise and wincing less frequently. There was magic in book-travel and he wove the details of the geographer’s work into the saga he would tell one day, of the Orkneyjar pilgrims who’d sailed to Jórsalaheim. He could see the world from different points of view, just as he could turn around to see south ahead of him and north behind, as in al-Idrisi’s maps.

      Even in exile, he could not help continuing to compose the great work with which Jarl Rognvald had tasked him. Every time al-Idrisi read an excerpt from his book, he fed Skarfr’s dreams and brought back memories of travel across seas, sagas and seamen’s tales. He wanted to hear more about Ifriqiya and Mikligard, or Constantinople as he must now call it.

      Mikligard. The very name conjured up the tales told by one of Rognvald’s captains, who’d been in the Emperor’s Varangian Guard. For the chance of sailing against the might of the Byzantine Empire in a Sicilian war fleet, of regaining his honour, Skarfr would do whatever it took. Even if that meant hours and days of training with the Emir or listening to the dross of al-Idrisi’s boring details, for the sake of the nuggets of true gold that would sometimes appear.

      What saga verse he could make from a sea-battle against Byzantium.

      
        
        
        Riding red-maned sea-stallions,

        fleet against fire flung far

        from prow-towers, hearts high

        the island warriors reach the walls.

        The city falls.

      

      

      

      He savoured the double meaning of fleet. Wouldn’t it be extraordinary to see Constantinople fall? He must ask Emir George more about the fire-projectiles the Byzantines used on their ships. Flung from a catapult, he guessed, erected on the ship’s prow. But the stories men told, of flaming seas, were beyond belief.

      ‘Skarfr!’ Al-Idrisi called his attention back and reread the last sentence. ‘From Lincoln in the interior to Grimsby on the coast is a hundred miles by the river which passes through the centre of both towns and empties into the sea.’

      ‘Yes, I remember the river mouth at Grimsby,’ Skarfr said. ‘The port is on the south and a ferry crosses to the new dwellings across the estuary.’ Grimsby, where Pilot was murdered and where Hlif taught him to dream-walk. ‘Hlif, my wife, said that they trade in top quality wool. And there’s a trade route from Jorvik. I don’t know whether it goes through Lincoln.’

      Al-Idrisi’s sleeve fell back, exposing one brown, very hairy arm, as he dismissed such details.

      ‘That is enough about England.’

      Skarfr volunteered, ‘I know a little of the kingdom of Skotland, to the north of England, and a lot about my home islands, the jarldom of Orkneyjar.’ Dazzling open skies and grey-green fields of barley and wheat, stretching without the interruption of mountain or forest between the sweetwaters of lochs and the saltwaters of wild seas. The Irish thralls, now his friends, Fergus and Brigid, tending his hearth and his farm, keeping home safe for his return.

      ‘Yes, yes, those are in the First Section of the Seventh Clime but they are of little interest. You can tell me about these places after we put the most important features on the maps and I complete those illustrations. Let me show you Constantinople and the Golden Horn on the whole picture, as much as we have so far.’

      Constantinople. At last.
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      Al-Idrisi picked up a sheaf of illustrated pages to take with him into the adjoining chamber and Skarfr followed, feeling it his duty to point out, ‘But I’ve never been there so how can I tell whether you have it right?’

      ‘This is not about where you’ve been but about where King Roger wishes you to go.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said a deep voice. Studying the silver planisphere, which stretched up higher than his head, was a man of medium height with wavy hair, brown dusted with grey, and a neatly trimmed triangular beard, hair and beard both well-oiled. His informal robes were richer in embroidery than Jarl Rognvald’s ceremonial finery and there was no mistaking his status. He exuded power, as much through his studied nonchalance as through the presence of two bodyguards at the outer doorway, their spears crossed.

      ‘My lord king,’ Skarfr echoed al-Idrisi’s reverential greeting and sketched a bow.

      King Roger regularly visited his map-maker, who seemed to welcome his input rather than resent the interruption. He was studying the reverse side of the planisphere. When Skarfr joined him, he could see that the astrological signs of the zodiac were engraved on the silver surface. The design had begun to take shape.

      Sunlight through the narrow window was reflected from the planisphere and etched the king’s face with silvered planes and dark lines, cut deeper than the stars of Gemini or Scorpio on the metal surface Lines carved by grief.

      They said he still mourned the wife he’d lost fifteen years ago; it had been unthinkable he should marry again, nor did he need to, his line assured by four healthy adult sons. But the unthinkable had indeed happened and forced his dutiful second marriage. When the third son died — his eldest — the king chose a bride of suitable lineage and set to the work of begetting more heirs. Two years later, the young queen Sybille was pregnant and the realm could expect a new prince in the autumn. Or, with less joy, a princess.

      Small wonder that King Roger, the second of his name, brooded on mortality and was obsessed with his legacy, that of his kingdom and that of a scientific project that would carry his name into the future.

      ‘You’ve started the celestial representation,’ he observed.

      ‘Yes. I want the terrestrial map completed before I transfer its main aspects to the other side of the planisphere,’ said al-Idrisi as he knelt to lay out the parchment pages on the floor. With his expert eye he put the map together, with Sicilia and the Middle Sea at the centre.

      Skarfr had spent enough time with al-Idrisi to recognise the shapes of the coast hugged by Rognvald’s ships on the long voyage from his home in the north, somewhere off the bottom of the vellum pages, up southwards towards the strait which led to the Middle Sea.

      Never having seen a map before this one, he’d once asked al-Idrisi why south was at the top. In his mind’s eye he’d always imagined north at the top of the cardinal direction points. Not for the first time, Skarfr had been treated to the downturned mouth which meant, ‘Your ignorance is beyond belief.’ But al-Idrisi’s tone had been that of a kind teacher when he’d replied, ‘That is the correct way. All the great geographers in the Arabic tradition have represented the world in such a manner. As have the Chinese.’ All Skarfr knew of the Chinese was that they traded silk but he knew better than to ask too many questions. The map was the thing. And the map was a marvel.

      Surely, al-Idrisi had flown in a bird’s form over land and sea to present the craggy rocks, harbours and river mouths from above, reduced to black outlines and filled in with at least six colours. Skarfr’s spirit bird, the cormorant, would see the world in such a way as she flapped overhead. But a cormorant did not soar over mountains and al-Idrisi had read aloud from his book about peaks that took days to climb and cross, higher than the fjord cliffs of Norðvegr, the realms of ravens and eagles.

      Skarfr glanced at the map-maker, could imagine his golden skin changing to feathers, his curved nose sharpening to a beak and the leathery hands clutching an invisible branch in their talons. But he knew better than to express such fancies to this man of science, who was also a Muslim. One who subdivided all animal and plant life into categories, denying what was self-evident to Skarfr: that the gods took what form they chose and might be in any tree or creature. From ash and elm were born man and woman, and the sap rising linked every living being.

      Here in Sicilia, a wise Northman would keep such thoughts to himself. As if Bishop William of Orkneyjar were looking over his shoulder, he would attend the White Christ’s church as a king’s man. And as one who followed the White Christ in the Sicilian manner, he would show outward respect for the heathen ways of the majority of the king’s subjects, for their mosques and muezzin calls to prayer. Outward respect and inward pity, for they were damned.

      Showing no concern over his damnation, the turbanned geographer pointed to the upper coast of the Middle Sea. ‘Here we are, and over here to the east is Constantinople, on the gulf called the Golden Horn.’ He traced the sea route to the left. ‘Two years ago, Emir George raided the Byzantine Empire’s holdings in the Gulf of Corinth⁠—’

      The king’s deep voice added, ‘And in Corinth he claimed the holy relics of Saint Theodore for Sicilia.’

      ‘Then he ventured as far as Thebes to bring back honour and riches,’ continued al-Idrisi.

      ‘And silk workers for the Tiraz,’ murmured Skarfr.

      King Roger gave one of his rare smiles as he crouched on the ground, peering at the map with them. ‘May God reward him for that alone,’ he said, ‘but his many successes were not capped with the one most desirable and most difficult. His attempt last year on Constantinople itself was not without impact, with arrows fired on the very palace of the Emperor and villas sacked, but he could not land even one of his forty warships.’

      ‘The harbour is defended by a bigger fleet?’ asked Skarfr, looking at the horn-shaped gulf on the map. He’d never taken part in a sea battle against more than one ship and the prospect rippled the dragon tattoo on his arm in anticipation. Would it really come to pass?

      
        
        Riding red-maned sea-stallions.

      

      

      The other two men exchanged looks. ‘They don’t need a bigger fleet,’ said the king. ‘They will lift the chain across the harbour mouth and in the time it takes us to cut through the metal, the Emperor’s fleet will form a line against our crescent. If we sail close enough, they will set the very sea on fire and we will lose all our ships and all our men.’

      ‘That’s not possible,’ said Skarfr, but he could see from their faces that it was. The tales he’d heard were not just sailors’ exaggerations. ‘What is this thing they use?’

      ‘A Byzantine secret. Those who have seen it and survived say dragons shoot flame from the prows of their ships. Each dragon has two or three keepers and at the signal, they call the flame to life.’

      ‘Then we should capture one of their ships and harness their dragon’s power,’ said Skarfr.

      The king shrugged. ‘It has been done. All we found in the dragon’s place was a siphon and bellows, powders. But we could not reproduce the deadly capacity to fire the seas. Nor do we know how the keepers kindle the flame. This is why I want new thoughts when we sail against Constantinople this year. Your thoughts and skills. Your jarl spoke of your skills as a warrior.’ He glanced at the dragon on Skarfr’s arm. ‘We need a miracle.’

      ‘I will serve you as I promised, Sire.’ Every hair on Skarfr’s body prickled with omen. Was this honour meant for him? He so much wanted it. Surely he could make it so! ‘But I am still learning about the kingdom I serve. What is your grievance against the Empire?’

      The king stood, his jaw clenched. ‘The heretic Manuel Komnenos,’ he spat the name, ‘disputes our territory and our very right to the anointed rank of king. He allies with Venezia and the Germans against us, allowing the false Pope, Eugene, to wage war against our mainland territories. We are attacked on all sides, accused of cowardice and heresy for protecting our citizens of many faiths, for resisting the pressure to join in a doomed crusade in the Holy Land. And yet he, the greatest heretic of them all, gains favour by hosting pilgrims and crusaders. Nobody comments on how convenient it is for Byzantium when crusading armies fall prey to Seljuks and Turks when they leave the poisoned hospitality of Constantinople. Don’t ask me why we must rise against the Empire! Ask yourself how we shall win!’

      Breathing shallowly, the king turned to his map-maker, making a visible effort to regain his composure as he spoke. ‘Lord Skarfr has been invaluable in our project this winter. His knowledge and understanding have added precious detail to our book and to our maps.’

      Skarfr had not been praised in such a way since his liege lord had sentenced him to exile in Sicilia then packaged him as a gift to King Roger. It did not bode well. But he had gained fat purses from the work he had done so far and he’d been well treated by the king. So far.

      ‘The Emir tells me that Skarfr’s skills as a warrior were not overstated by his jarl.’ King Roger added, ‘Or by his wife.’

      Skarfr remembered Hlif adding to the array of qualities he was supposed to have, as listed by Jarl Rognvald. Such praise still made him feel as if he were a ghost at his own funeral pyre, listening to his eulogy. Except that the living were expected to live up to their reputation, however exaggerated.

      There was no escape and when the king addressed him directly, Skarfr met his eyes, wondering how to answer politely without making any commitment.

      ‘Men of talent come to these shores for many reasons.’ Roger gestured to Sicilia at the centre of the map on the floor. ‘Usually, they think they are heading elsewhere. But, inevitably, they find that they were mistaken.

      ‘You are such a man of talent and, when the Emir trusts you as a navigator, which I’m sure will be as easy for you as the other tasks you’ve undertaken, you will have a place of honour in the fleet. It is springtime and our ships will sail very soon. I want you to play a key role in our campaign in Ifriqiya. Later in the year, you will be a leader in our campaign against Byzantium.

      ‘And between campaigns, in summer and in winter, you shall have honour in our court, with the freedom of the library. The poets have invited you to join them, to discuss their work and your own. You will find an intellectual life here that will inspire you.’

      The king paused.

      Honour. Riches. Sea battles and foreign lands. The stuff of sagas — and wasn’t his destiny ‘to make sagas’, as the cormorant had prophesied to his mother? Poetry too — in a foreign tongue, his own voice silenced.

      There could be only one response. ‘I am overwhelmed by your words.’ Skarfr was courtier enough to bow. ‘My gratitude is deeper than I can express.’

      He hadn’t said yes. But he hadn’t said no.

      A king did not anticipate or accept ‘No.’

      ‘Then that’s settled,’ said Roger. ‘I shall return tomorrow.’ He nodded to his companions and, his long robes swirling, he swept out, followed by his impassive bodyguards.

      There was much food for thought, but of one thing Skarfr was certain. No fire-breathing Byzantine prow-dragon could bring about his doom. Dragons were his creatures, ever since his victory over the beast in an ancient Orkneyjar tomb. The tattoo on his arm was his talisman and, whether miracle or magic, he’d proved its power often enough.
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