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      I have tried to be consistent within the series but as Skarfr discovers, names change with travel. Rognvald’s company refer to Mikligard but the city is Constantinople to its own residents so I have used both, depending who is speaking and the audience.

      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.

      Here are the modern place-names for old ones used in my series.

      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

        Forsi – the farmstead of Forsie, in Calder Dale

        Gareksey – Gairsay

        Hamnavoe – Stromness

        Heraðvatn – Loch of Harray

        Hjalmundal – Helmsdale, Sutherland

        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

        Thorsá – Thurso

        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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        with an exclusive copy of
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        For the hidden folk, real and imagined,

        who live in the margins of history,

        especially Skarfr, Hlif, a cormorant

        and a one-eyed cat.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THORBJORN, ORKNEYJAR, YULETIDE 1151
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      Yuletide is the perfect time for a deposed jarl to murder his usurper and reclaim his throne. On this, Thorbjorn Klerk and his liege lord, Harald, the erstwhile Jarl of Orkneyjar, were in accord. Short days and black nights led to short tempers and black deeds, exacerbated by confinement in halls with too much ale and feasting. For that reason, powerful men returned to their own halls and weathered out the winter storms beside a warm hearth. Nobody would expect an enemy to take to the sea and bring axe and sword to the festivities.

      On other matters, Thorbjorn, who was also Harald's foster-father, was more sceptical of his jarl’s judgement. At eighteen, Harald was an adult but there was little sign of statesmanship. Twenty years his senior, Thorbjorn blamed Harald for the grey hairs proliferating in his straight black thatch. If there was a way to scupper his own political boat, Harald would always find it. Luckily, the plan was simple and Harald’s ability to board a ship by force and stab a man was never in doubt. Their intended target was the recently appointed Jarl Erlend, whose rule Thorbjorn intended to cut short.

      All Harald had to do was to sail from Ness to Orkneyjar, accompanied by enough men to overcome Erlend and his small retinue, in whatever place he was celebrating the winter festival. The faster they reached Erlend, the greater would be the element of surprise and the ease of victory. Thorbjorn was confident that they would know Erlend’s exact whereabouts from their spies in Orkneyjar, the moment they landed, and that he would be no more than a day’s walk from their landing point.

      With four ships and a hundred experienced fighting men, Thorbjorn and Harald braved the cold Norð Sea and the Swilkie, the most dangerous whirlpool in the Pentlandsfjord. It seemed the gods were with them, and they landed in all secrecy and without mishap in a small cove to the south of Steinnesvatn on the main Orkneyjar island of Hrossey.

      As they waited for Thorbjorn’s scouts to return from a nearby homestead, they were buffeted by the fierce winter wind and pulled their woollen hats lower over their ears. The news was worth the wait. Jarl Erlend was passing Yule in the house of his foster-father Anakol’s brother, Arnfinn. The house, in Finnsland, on the east coast in the Fjordr region, was merely hours away on foot, so half their force remained with the ships and the rest set off in high spirits, singing Yuletide drinking songs. Over-high spirits, as it turned out.

      They’d hardly started their march east across the winter-browned scrubland when the weather turned worse than blustery. The singing stopped. Fighting their way directly into the bitter east wind, through spears of horizontal sleet, under steel skies that threatened storms, the men grumbled about such a manner of passing Yule and pleaded for a day’s grace somewhere dry to have at least a semblance of a celebration.

      Even Harald was swayed by the men’s mutinous complaints. ‘Give them one day,’ he said. ‘They’ll cheer up and Erlend will be even more drunk. He’s already had two weeks feasting, while we’ve been fighting tide and wind!’

      Reasonable as the proposed delay sounded, Thorbjorn had misgivings but, with the question posed in public, he deferred to his jarl. Taking shelter seemed a sensible idea, and the nearest place was Orkhaugr, the ancient stone chamber used as a trysting place. He leaned against the wind to keep walking, the gusts stinging his face in icy blasts, until he could see the grassy mound that covered solid stone, a small hillock rising proud from its surroundings.. Thorbjorn kept his mind on the solid protection of thick walls, not on the haugr, the tomb itself, rumoured to host undead creatures, not least the haugbui haunting his own burial place.

      ‘This way,’ he yelled, his words whipped away by the wind, which shouted its own wild orders — or threats. He ducked into the entrance tunnel, Harald and the men behind him, stooping and cursing as they banged heads or stumbled under the low ceiling. Then they cursed again as they emerged into the square chamber and bumped into each other. At least they could stand tall there, and breathe easily, as the roof was high above them and had a hole in it.

      Thorbjorn sat on a rockslide from the broken roof, with Harald beside him. His eyes adjusted to what little daylight came in from the hole above, along with blasts of icy rain. Fifty men could stand or sit in the space available, but nobody would stretch out to sleep that night. The more experienced warriors had already claimed wall space at their backs and were squatting or sitting. The others would have to prop themselves against each other as best they could when they sat down, whatever complaints were muttered.

      Apart from the draught, the shelter was solid. Thorbjorn knew this place of old, had even brought a girl here now and then. No doubt they still bore the scars. He felt around under the rocks and found one of the lamps he knew to be there.

      ‘Arne, where are you?’

      ‘Here, Sire,’ came a voice from the wall furthest from the tunnel entrance.

      ‘Good. I’m passing you a lamp.’ Thorbjorn passed the oil lamp to the man nearest him, who was sitting in Arne’s general direction. ‘Light it and put it on the ledge behind you.’

      Once Arne had used the smouldering fungus it was his job to carry, the men could see to open their packs, eat and drink, and the atmosphere lightened.

      ‘Ale will warm you,’ shouted Harald, his voice echoing eerily around the chamber. ‘A toast to Jólnir, may he give us victory and power!’

      ‘The more ale they drink, the more they’ll piss, and that tunnel’s not built for fifty men heading to a makeshift midden on a blasted heath in a windstorm,’ warned Thorbjorn quietly.

      Well into his second skin of ale, after toasts had grown sillier, Harald stumbled over his words. ‘You’re getting old. I remember when you’d be the first to raise a horn and give the challenge. Pity we don’t have a horn.’

      ‘A great pity,’ sighed Thorbjorn. Maybe his foster-son was right. He was getting too old for ale contests.

      Over-loud, Harald slurred, ‘I watched you raise a horn with Sweyn. When was it?’

      Sweyn! The only man in the whole of Orkneyjar who could match Thorbjorn in stealth and possibly in combat, and who had put the usurper Erlend on the throne. Luckily, Sweyn always spent Yuletide with his family on his home island of Gareksey. He would assume that Erlend was safe for the season, and by the time he received news to the contrary, it would be too late.

      ‘I remember now.’ Harald tried to snap his fingers. ‘It was your engagement feast. Sweyn’s sister, wasn’t she? Inge?’

      Thorbjorn didn’t flinch but the name drew blood. ‘She still is Sweyn’s sister,’ he said calmly, ‘but as I divorced her, that’s not a good memory for a festive occasion.’

      Harald opened his mouth to speak but Thorbjorn cut him off. ‘If we’re being nostalgic about noble bitches, what about that boarhound you had from — who was it now? Some fewterer on your estate in Ness bred her, I think?’

      The opportunity to talk about his dogs was irresistible, and Harald took the bait with enthusiasm. His low brow furrowed and his eyes wandered even more than usual, but Thorbjorn was too accustomed to Harald’s facial oddities to look away as other men often did.

      ‘Maybe you mean Sharp-nose?’ Harald mused. ‘Or Black-ear? Now she was from a good line. Strong-jaw out of Long-legs. Do you remember her sire on that hunt four years ago when Bruni took a careless spear in the thigh?’

      Thorbjorn laughed. ‘He still limps and he still doesn’t know whose spear it was.’ He relaxed. Harald could talk about the lineage of dogs the way skalds could extol that of Orkneyjar jarls, enough to send anyone to sleep and harmless enough as talk went. If Harald had been more civilised, he’d have composed a poem and invited his skalds to do likewise, but Thorbjorn had never succeeded in educating his foster-son to appreciate such arts, let alone perform them. Not Harald, but another boy had benefited. Tense again, Thorbjorn turned his thoughts from that other boy. This place jarred on him.

      Tempers did flare as men jostled each other on the way out through the low entrance to meet nature’s call, but the weather ensured they returned quickly and the cramped surroundings prevented any escalation of animosity. Ale consumption might even have diminished because of the beating administered by wind and rain outside the mound. Gradually, the drinking and raucous anecdotes diminished to quiet chat. Then even that died out.

      In the men’s silence, the wind outside gave voice to the long shadows that curled against the walls, stretching their bony fingers. Thorbjorn shook himself. Such fancies were for children. He didn’t need light to know what was written in the runes on the chamber walls, although there might be some new, probably crude, additions.

      The old ones were carved when Jarl Rognvald was trapped here with his men in the Midwinter Day blizzard years ago, when all they could think about was their crazy plan to sail in the spring as pilgrims to Jórsalaheim. And they were so proud of their forthcoming adventure, all those men who chipped their names into the stone.

      Hermundr Haard carved these runes.

      Ogmundr carved.

      Thorbjorn hoped they were all dead, including the girl with them, so arrogant she’d left her own words and sign in the stone.

      Jórsalaheim-travellers broke Orkhaugr. Hlif, the Jarl’s housekeeper carved.

      She was an irritating girl, Hlif, the Jarl’s housekeeper and ward. Plain too, more freckles than skin, unkempt red hair and sullen expression. With hindsight, Thorbjorn was glad his attempt to swive her by the standing stones had been interrupted. The pleasure would have been small, and the trouble disproportionate.

      Despite himself, his eyes were drawn to the shadowy pillar where an exquisite dragon was carved in the stone, created by one of the Jórsalaheim-farers, Jarl Rognvald’s skald, Skarfr. The man who’d interrupted Thorbjorn and Hlif, the man who’d obviously had feelings for the girl.

      Once upon a time, Thorbjorn had taken the boy Skarfr under his wing, taught him a warrior’s skills, even shown him the beauty in a monk’s manuscript and in the stars seen from a dragon ship. As a man, Skarfr had betrayed him, believed Inge’s lies — there, he’d let her name intrude on his thoughts. Skarfr had helped her run away from him. When she was Thorbjorn’s wife!

      Hlif was unimportant, a mere bone between dogs, but he would not forget the other betrayal. A fellow-warrior, a friend, did not step between a man and his wife. And to do so on the sly! He would never even have known were it not for Skarfr’s old mentor slipping him word. How the gods had laughed, seeing Thorbjorn rage in impotence while Skarfr sailed off to Jórsalaheim.

      The blood rage surged through him, and he imagined taking his axe to the carved dragon, blunting every scale to ugly chips, smashing the oval eye to a blind crater.

      Patience, he told himself. Skarfr is away for years, maybe in Jórsalaheim, maybe dead. If he returns, then I shall see whether our dooms are joined. May he and the fool Jarl he follows both die on their pilgrimage, and all who support them.

      Sufficiently calmed by such pleasant thoughts, he felt the journey and the day’s march weighing down his limbs, and he dropped into sleep, using his pack as a pillow, lulled by the rhythmic snoring around him.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Thorbjorn shifted on the rockfall, trying to find a comfortable position without stones digging into his skin. The rockfall shifted too, as if irritated by his movement. He seemed to be the only man awake, no doubt because he was the only one sober when he’d fallen asleep.

      The rockfall shifted again, pushing Thorbjorn off-balance. He grabbed the edge of a stone near him, and it remained attached to those beside it, which seemed to have changed shape. In the dim, flickering light, all the stones seemed a greenish gold, regular in pattern, undulating, stretching out into a gigantic, forked tail that lashed the places where men slept, passing straight through them without disturbing their night noises.

      Thorbjorn rubbed his eyes. Some delusion, some miasma from musty air, he told himself, as the rocks above him took on the same pattern and snaked down over him. A huge, scaled head blocked not only the hole in the roof but Thorbjorn’s view of the ceiling. The head bent lower and lower until Thorbjorn’s entire world was like the interior of a massive black hood that hissed. His heart thumped but he could not look away.

      Two green eyes snapped open in the blackness, a double reflection of a tiny man drowning in each one. Then the head pulled back, far enough for Thorbjorn to see maw and fangs, dripping venom.

      A voice resonated in Thorbjorn’s head.

      Solve the riddle or die.

      
        
        ‘Who comes to your door

        bearing Hel’s apple

        and always steals from his host

        that which is most precious?

        Who harvests your field,

        his name hallowed by

        rulers and raiders alike

        for giving earth’s judgement

        through hail-stings or high-eitr

        and no man condemns him?

        Small messenger of the worm’s lair

        guess my riddle.’

      

      

      The senseless words rattled around his mind, taunting him with echoes from the many times he’d let a skald’s verse fade into the background while he caroused. If only he’d listened.

      Despite the cold of the tomb, sweat beaded Thorbjorn’s forehead, and he felt as heavy-headed as if he’d drained two horns of ale.

      Think, he told himself. It’s just a game, the kind boys play.

      The kind Skarfr plays, some cruel inner Thorbjorn mocked him.

      Think! Hel was a god he knew little about and he couldn’t remember the story of an apple. Bishop William’s bible readings of a garden and apple, of a woman and sin, blocked his memories of the old tales, of the old gods.

      Hail-stings were arrows, he thought. Maybe the answer was arrow? His thoughts scurried like mice. A visitor giving earth’s judgement — Óðinn, surely. But an arrow could be a visitor. And perhaps hail-stings were spears, not arrows. Up the words, down the words, raced his thought-mice, twitching mad whiskers.

      Skarfr carved a dragon here, had a vision, so Rognvald’s men said. Was this riddling monster his vision? Was this what brought Óðinn’s frenzy down on the skald? Thorbjorn didn’t want such a gift, didn’t want to be a skald. He just wanted to survive. He licked his dry lips, tried to speak but merely groaned. Which answer was right? He had to guess something.

      Speak! roared the dragon, his mouth blasting flame. The heat seared the top of Thorbjorn’s head and, convinced it was on fire, he batted his hair frantically, but with no effect on the dragonfire. His hands shook but he would at least die as a warrior should so he gripped his axe, readied himself to speak, even though he knew his answer would be wrong.

      Thorr, help me, he pleaded, and something he’d buried deep inside him added, Skarfr, help me!

      Before Thorbjorn could utter the fateful word, someone else stirred in that dread chamber and stole his chance to vanquish the dragon — or his doom.

      ‘An arrow!’ yelled a man named Beni, then screamed as the flames hit him.

      Wrong! roared the dragon. How could an arrow carry Hel’s apple?

      Another man, Lop-ear, was awake and even laughing as he too took his turn. ‘I know! The answer is Óðinn, famed for visiting Midgard dwellers, respected in the halls of the gods and responsible for the judgement of earth when he ends our lives, with arrows or high-eitr — that’s poison!’

      The confident smirk was still on his face as flames struck him. It blackened like a fruit-skin and turned to ashes.

      Wrong! roared the dragon. The One-eyed god does not carry Hel’s apple and does not steal from his hosts.

      Then Thorbjorn knew the answer, guided by the previous mistakes and by the weakness turning his bones to clay.

      ‘Death comes to my door,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘Death is the answer to your riddle.’

      Death is the answer, agreed the dragon amiably. But not yours, not now. I have had my three responses. There will be another meeting when the time is right. Stone eyelids shut tight over the green eyes, and scales turned grey, solidified into rocks and rubble, jabbed Thorbjorn in the side. Woke him up.
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      ‘What’s the matter with them?’ asked Harald, pointing at two of the men who were jabbering nonsense, slack-jawed and wild-eyed. Their companions had to restrain them from hitting some invisible enemy.

      Beni and Lop-ear. Not burnt to ashes but not in their right minds. ‘Bad ale.’ Thorbjorn shrugged. ‘Leave them outside and let the gods decide their fate.’

      With a great deal of pushing and shoving, the two men were forced along the tunnel and blocked from returning. Drenched by the relentless rain, they stumbled off into the early morning fog, still raving and waving their arms.

      The weather had not improved.

      ‘Another day and night here,’ decreed Harald. He fixed his wandering gaze on the top of Thorbjorn’s head. ‘There’s a streak of your hair that’s gone grey.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Smells singed. You must have brushed against a lamp.’

      Thorbjorn grunted, rubbed his head, quickly stopped. He looked at his hands, the dry flakes from his scalp like ashes, and took no part in the long day’s accounts of battles and brawls, as the wind screeched like a haugbui.

      He was the only man with enough ale left to ease the discomfort of a second night in the tomb and he didn’t stint.

      ‘To Jólnir, may he give us victory and power!’ he slurred and fell unconscious.

      ‘You’d better be fit to march tomorrow after all your sermonising yesterday,’ muttered Harald, unheard.

      The dragon did not come to Thorbjorn that night. Instead, he dreamed he opened his eyes and saw a woman standing beside the carved dragon, watching him, unblinking, a black and white one-eyed cat around her neck like a fur scarf, paws dangling over her breast. Despite her feathered headdress and white-daubed face, he knew her. The red hair, the sea-cold eyes, her insolence. Hlif. He would not give her the satisfaction of acknowledging her, swinging his axe at the phantom. He turned his head away and shut his eyes so he could not see her watching him.
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      They resumed their march on the second morning since they had landed, but when they reached Arnfinn’s house, they were too late. When they burst into the hall, they were clearly expected and Erlend was gone.

      Arnfinn assured them that all in his home were celebrating Yule and wished Harald no ill. That was why he’d left his door unbarred. In fact, Harald and his men were welcome to raise a cup with them. If the host hadn’t sneered as he gave the invitation, his hall might have stayed peaceful.

      As it was, Thorbjorn’s temper was already roused, and Arnfinn’s insolence lit the bonfire. Having missed Erlend by such a short time was galling enough but the bitter aftertaste of his humiliation by the dragon also made him thirst for blood. Whether the dragon had been nightmare or tomb magic, his self-respect had been dented and there was only one way to restore it.

      ‘Liar,’ he shouted. ‘These men are no friends to the true Jarl.’ He swung his great axe and felled two of the guests before Harald could speak. If they won only hostages and lengthy negotiations, he would at least send a message to Jarl Erlend that they were coming for him.

      If Thorbjorn thought at all of the absent Jarl Rognvald, his skald Skarfr and the otherworldly woman sailing with them, it was to hope the whole band of pilgrims was dead.
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        First,

        you must swear by many oaths.

        Swear by a ship’s board,

        by a shield’s edge,

        by a horse’s withers,

        by a sword’s blade,

        that you will not

        harm my lover,

        nor cause her death.

      

        

      
        Volundarkvitha

      

      

      

      Jarl Rognvald let his voice carry so that the party of sixty weary men and one woman could hear him. ‘We will have a swimming challenge, Skarfr. If you reach that palm tree on the far bank before I do, your sentence of exile is ended and you are fully reinstated as my skald and captain.’

      Skarfr looked at the mud churning in the River Jordan, the glooping spate of water so shallow they could wade across it, chest-high at the most. They’d walked for two days from Jórsalaheim downstream from near the river’s source, where the water flowed fast and turquoise, deep and drinkable. And now, as they neared the Salt Sea and the river was more sludge than water, his liege offered Skarfr the chance to win back his honour and status. But Skarfr knew why.

      Their guide had insisted that, as serious pilgrims, they must visit all the sites important in the life of the White Christ, not just those in Jórsalaheim. So, after Rognvald had prayed in every sacred monument all winter, from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre to the Tomb of Lazarus on the Mount of Olives, here they were in yet another holy place, eight months after reaching the pilgrim city. Well-trodden and muddy with the spring rains, the path down into the river marked the very spot where the White Christ had been baptised by Saint John.

      From where he stood, Skarfr could see the spires, arches and crosses of ten churches in an area less than the size of the Jarl’s settlement in Orphir. The sacred nature of every clod of earth in the Holy Land was overwhelming, to the extent that Skarfr was afraid to move or touch anything.

      Something about one church reminded him of the round kirk in Orphir: it was a sense of peace and care in the building, rather than any architectural similarity. This one was made of golden blocks, two pillars at the front supporting a series of arches that made a shelter above the door and a curved roof. It didn’t look complicated like some of the monuments in Jórsalaheim but it was pleasing.

      ‘What is that church called?’ Skarfr asked their guide, a weathered Jórsalaheim inhabitant, who looked at him with utter contempt.

      ‘The Church of St John the Baptist,’ he said. ‘They’re all dedicated to St John the Baptist. And tonight, we are sleeping in the Guest House of the Monastery of St John the Baptist.’

      Skarfr had already turned away, partly because he had taken the point and partly to avoid responding to such rudeness. Rognvald had hired the man some months ago and, although there were benefits from his local knowledge, his was typical of the general attitude to pilgrims in Jórsalaheim. They were merely cows to be milked dry.

      A dip in the river was obligatory and Rognvald’s cleric, Bishop William, was already stripping to his smallclothes, ready to preside over the baptism of sixty pilgrim Vikings. Sailors, warriors — and one woman — of varying adherence to the one true faith would be reborn, in water more sanctified than their previous experience of dunking in a bishop-blessed barrel. Rognvald had already kicked off his boots and laid his jerkin on the ground. He would no doubt be the first to receive the Bishop’s ministrations.

      Although the only pilgrims at the sacred place of Bethany beyond the Jordan, they were not the only people. Opportunistic vendors were already pestering the Orkneymen, opening the boxes they wore suspended from straps slung around their necks, revealing saints’ bones and fragments of the stone rolled from Jesu’s tomb or from the wall of tears — a bargain not to be missed, according to the fast-talking vendors. Rognvald’s men had been in the Holy Land long enough to lose their innocence regarding such relics, and the one woman with them was too experienced a trader to fall for cheats or charlatans.

      Skarfr looked at her before he replied to Rognvald, read his wife’s resignation and pursed lips, the expression she wore when their son confessed to some childish idiocy, and he asked Rognvald, ‘What about my wife, Hlif?’ He wanted to remind the men listening that his marriage had caused the couple’s exile. ‘I want your word that she is reinstated too, that she is once more responsible for our trade and provisions — should we be lucky enough that she accepts.

      ‘And,’ Skarfr took a deep breath before risking his liege’s wrath, ‘you must deem her innocent of her father’s deeds, free of the curse laid on her in childhood.’

      Hlif gave a tight smile and nodded.

      They had long months to regain the Jarl’s trust, serving him patiently and now, out of the blue, Skarfr was offered all he hoped for, if he won this wager. But he would not compromise on his wife’s behalf. Hlif deserved Rognvald’s respect more than he did.

      The lines around Rognvald’s mouth deepened. He had aged since they left Orkneyjar two years earlier, wrinkles and grey hair betraying his fifty years, although his compact body showed little belly-fat and was still well-trained.

      ‘I cannot change Hlif’s doom any more than I can change the fact that her father murdered Saint Magnus. As his only seed, she must bear the taint in her blood.’

      Skarfr nearly walked away. The wager was a sham, for show. He would never accept honour for himself alone while Hlif remained in disgrace. Five months earlier, Rognvald had accepted their return to the company but had made no formal acknowledgement that he’d forgiven them. Not when Skarfr knelt and offered allegiance, nor since then. It wasn’t that Skarfr wanted forgiveness exactly. They had served the harsh sentence of exile, so they had paid for their crime, if it could be considered one.

      What Skarfr wanted was a renewal of the trust he’d lost when he courted Hlif against his liege’s express prohibition. Every time Skarfr had tried to broach the grievance that lay between them, Rognvald’s face would darken and an imperious gesture would impose silence. ‘Serve me well and we shall see,’ was the only response Skarfr ever received. And now he was supposed to take seriously some crazy wager as a way of deciding his — and Hlif’s — future.

      As he opened his mouth to take a dignified leave, forever, Rognvald spoke again, weighing his words. ‘But I have seen miracles in this holy land and her father’s sin lies between her and the Lord. It is not for me to pronounce sentence or to forgive. She is not my ward anymore but, as Skarfr’s wife—’ he too stressed the words but with a wry twist, as he addressed Hlif directly, ‘—as Skarfr’s wife, you owe him obedience and I can only hope you fulfil this duty better to a husband than you did to a guardian.’

      Skarfr could only guess at the flash of anger in Hlif’s downcast eyes, and he would no doubt pay later for the self-control she was showing now. But he had no time to consider how Hlif might feel. Rognvald had returned his attention to Skarfr. ‘It is, however, in my power to let Hlif provision our ships again, if it is your request as her husband.’ He’d dropped his breeches and was pulling off his tunic as he spoke, gesturing to Bishop William that he was coming into the river.

      Skarfr was still thinking about whether he should make more demands when the Jarl shouted, ‘IF you win! Race NOW!’ and ran into the river as Hlif shouted, ‘Swim, Skarfr!’

      In his youth, Rognvald had been famed for his strength and speed as a swimmer. He had saved Skarfr from drowning when their ship was wrecked on a voyage from Norðvegr to Hjaltland and there was no guarantee that the younger man would win this wager. And if he lost, what was Rognvald’s gain? It was too late to ask that question.

      Skarfr kicked off his boots and shrugged off his jerkin as he dashed after Rognvald but there was no time to remove his shirt and breeches. The jarl was already swimming as Skarfr waded into the water until he was deep enough to launch into a stroke that carved through the churn of sand and spume left in Rognvald’s wake.

      Bishop William shouted something very unsuitable for a man of the Church as he perceived the risk of his own unholy and undignified rebaptism, and he staggered upstream to be out of the way.

      The designated race was diagonally downstream otherwise they’d have crossed the narrow river in the blink of an eye. Skarfr let the current aid his attempt to catch up on Rognvald’s left side, hoping to overtake him. However, the jarl was also on a diagonal line to the tree at the finish and far too canny for Skarfr’s strategy to work. He powered forward, his muscled torso pushing Skarfr’s thrusting right arm against the younger man’s head, breaking his rhythm.

      However, Skarfr was no longer a youth but a warrior, seasoned by a year in the Sicilian navy, by warfare and daily training. He rolled onto his back, kept his arms close to his sides, and retaliated with a mighty kick that sent his own solid body into collision with Rognvald’s. The jarl faltered, just long enough for Skarf to pass him, ignoring the tug on his breeches.

      Let them rip.

      He rolled onto his front again, and both arms had the freedom to thrash the water. Despite the weight of his sodden clothing, Skarfr was ahead now and could launch into the double-armed stroke that would carry him at speed to the finish.

      So why didn’t he? Some inner voice warned him. Is this how you win respect? By taking it from your liege?

      Instead, he eased off and fought an invisible tangle in his garments for just long enough to let Rognvald inch past him, determination etched with sand on the jarl’s agonised face.

      Judging his final burst so nobody, especially not Rognvald, would suspect he’d been allowed to win, took more of Skarfr’s skill than he would have needed to claim victory but he succeeded in dragging himself out of the water as Rognvald touched the designated tree and the cheers resounded from the other side.

      What have you done? Skarfr asked himself, his heart more leaden than his wet clothes. He’d thrown away his chance of a place at Rognvald’s side and for what? Some boyhood loyalty to the man who’d given him a home? Some notion of honour and sacrifice that had no place in today’s cynical world?

      Rognvald was doubled over, recovering. His breathing was still ragged when he stood up and asked, ‘Don’t you want to know what I claim as my prize?’

      Skarfr’s heart thumped as he tried not to think of the blank promissory note he’d given his jarl, from misplaced pride. What if he were to be exiled again? Or separated from Hlif?

      ‘I want you by my side again, Skarfr, as my warrior, skald and navigator. You have paid the price of your oath-breaking, so I ask you to swear allegiance to me once more. In this sacred place, with God as your witness, will you renew your oath to serve me as liege, with loyalty and obedience?’

      Dripping and out of breath himself, Skarfr knelt in the red mud by the River Jordan. ‘I want nothing more,’ he said. The hand placed in blessing on his head shook a little.

      With the effort, Skarfr told himself, refusing to admit the changes that a year had brought to the jarl.

      Bishop William had returned to his place mid-river and, once more, men waited in line to be ceremonially ducked. Latin words carried to where Skarfr waited by the tree until Rognvald should give the order to swim back or wade across. The sky had clouded over, dulling the rusty water to peat-brown.

      ‘And Hlif?’ asked Skarfr, his attention drawn to where she stood, one hand shading her eyes as she looked up at the sky. She’d taken off her gown and was clad in only her brown linen shift, dull as the water, presumably ready to join in the queue to receive Bishop William’s administrations. That would please the jarl but Skarfr was less sure that the Bishop would welcome back his lost ewe with open arms.

      ‘I thought you said you wanted nothing more.’ Rognvald’s smile belied his dry tone.

      There was a sudden commotion in the orderly queue of men, and splashing all around them, as someone elbowed her way past them to get to the Bishop without waiting her turn. Although there was some protest, the men knew Hlif well enough to tolerate her presumption, and after all, she was a woman.

      Skarfr could see Bishop William’s expression but, whatever he thought of Hlif’s behaviour, the prelate pronounced the ritual Latin phrases as he submerged her head in the Jordan. As she re-emerged, spluttering, her long curling hair loosed from her cap, his personal addition in clear Orkney Norn reached Skarfr.

      ‘And may the Lord banish all demons from within your cursed body and soul. Begone, demons!’
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          SKARFR, THE HOLY LAND
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        Runes were carved on the shield

        that stood before the shining sun,

        on the ears and hooves

        of the horses that draw the sun.

      

        

      
        Sigrdrifumal

      

      

      

      At that moment, the sun emerged in dazzling shafts of light that turned Hlif’s red hair fiery as she stood in the sparkling red river. Even the Bishop gasped at the halo of light surrounding her, like gold foil in an illuminated manuscript.

      ‘It’s a miracle!’ proclaimed the Bishop as men crossed themselves or reached for the hammer amulets they wore around their necks.

      ‘It’s a sign,’ murmured Rognvald. ‘God has spoken.’

      Or one of the gods, thought Skarfr, watching his wise woman trudge past the waiting men back to the bank, where she picked up her pack and vanished out of sight behind shrubs, no doubt to change her wet clothing with as much modesty as she could manage. The yellow-green of the shrubs was speckled with white, some kind of ivy or lichen which caught the sun.

      ‘Shall we?’ asked Rognvald.

      The two men part-swam, part-waded towards Bishop William, and the queue paused once more to let their jarl and their prodigal shipmate be immersed more formally in the River Jordan.

      Elated with this new achievement for his pilgrim band, Rognvald was inviting more of his men to swim the river. Skarfr glanced back to see Sigmund Ongul, one of the Norðvegr lords, splashing clumsily after the jarl, but he wasn’t tempted. Let Rognvald have a swim that was no more than a swim, without complications. He continued towards the bank where his clothes lay.

      As Skarfr passed the men he knew so well, who were once more his comrades, Rognvald’s brother-in-law Jón Halt-foot observed cheerfully, ‘So, the arsehole’s back to stay.’

      ‘I’ve missed you too.’ Skarfr grinned, and as the muddy river bottom sucked at his stockinged feet on his way back to shore, he accepted the good-natured insults that meant he really was back among his own people. He picked up his boots, jerkin and pack, then walked towards the shrubs where he’d last seen Hlif.

      She was adjusting her cap when he found her, the tangle of red hair neatly hidden. She was wearing her overdress, girded by her precious housekeeper’s belt, with its assortment of tools, keys and weights dangling from the leather band. He’d guessed correctly. Hlif was in dry clothes, her wet shift rolled into a bundle and tied to the outside of her pack.

      Skarfr pulled his spare tunic, linen drawers and hose out of his pack but had no replacement for his ripped, dripping breeches. He dried himself as best he could with a cloth, dressed, and then followed Hlif’s example, rolling up his wet clothes and tying them to his pack. He noticed that what he’d thought to be ivy leaves dangling from the shrubs were in fact votive knots, bleached white in the sun.

      ‘That was well done, Skarfr,’ she told him quietly as they returned to the muddy shore. ‘You deserve to write his saga and he merits our allegiance.’

      His wet clothes still chafed him, but the sudden warmth from her words lightened his steps. They joined the other hungry pilgrims who sought to satisfy their rumbling stomachs now that their spiritual needs had been met. The scent of warm snacks, balls of meat, nuts and beans, with torn strips of sour black bread, mixed with the odours of damp clothes and the unhealthy miasma of the dank shoreline. The strengthening sun called up mists, grey wraiths hovering above all that was wet, even the clothes rolled up above Hlif’s pack.

      She paused beside one of the vendors, who was speaking to the guide, the two of them emphasising their words with animated hand gestures. As Skarfr walked closer, he could see that the vendor had a tray of palm crosses slung around his neck and, beside him, a basket of the straw-coloured shredded leaves from which they were made. The guide’s embroidered cap bobbed and his long robe swirled as he spoke and gesticulated .

      Reaching into the basket, Hlif pulled out a handful of dried palm strips and asked, in Frankish, ‘How much?’

      The guide and vendor stared at her, stupefied by her interruption.

      ‘I am bargaining for Jarl Rognvald,’ said the guide, looking down his nose at her.

      ‘I know,’ she said coolly, in Arabic. ‘And you were demanding fifty in the hundred for yourself. That’s outrageous, and all you will get is the thank you that our generous lord says you deserve, after we return to Jórsalaheim.’

      She called across to Rognvald, asked him what he required from the vendor and the jarl headed towards them.

      Although his brows lowered in a scowl, the guide said nothing as Hlif spoke once more to the vendor, turning Rognvald’s vague request for ‘palm crosses for all and some knots to leave as vows,’ into numbers and an order.

      ‘Ten,’ declared Hlif with satisfaction. She used the string tally dangling from her housekeeper’s belt to count out straws in bundles of ten. ‘Six lots of ten for the crosses and another thrice ten to make ten three-plait knots.’ She secured each bundle with the tenth straw and set it on the tray, then slipped her hand back into the basket for another handful, counting carefully.

      The vendor was too bemused to speak or to move and didn’t dare risk joggling the tray. Finally, Hlif counted the neat bundles laid out on the tray. ‘Nine,’ she beamed at the guide, ‘including a ring-knot for you and for me, as I’m sure we will both want a memento of this day.’

      The guide looked from Hlif to Rognvald. ‘Thank you, my Lady, my Lord,’ he said, his expression sour.

      ‘Now, please show me how to make a cross,’ she invited the vendor, who was only too pleased to demonstrate his skill — for a price.

      Accustomed to their trader’s determination, Skarfr and the Jarl listened to Hlif haggle. She handed over a third of the silver the guide had set as the price, then, following the vendor’s instructions, made a loop for the top and threaded through the palm ends to make a firm cross, held in place by the little square she’d created below the loop. She presented the cross to Rognvald, who offered it to Bishop William.

      Skarfr took their bundles of palm straws from the tray and they distanced themselves from the vendors so they could continue their work. First, Rognvald called his captains to him and, with a certain ham-fisted fumbling at first, they copied Hlif’s actions and made crosses, then took bundles of straws to distribute to the men. Soon, everyone in the company was the proud bearer of a palm cross or knot, except for the guide, who had vanished.

      ‘He’ll turn up before we leave here,’ said Rognvald blithely. ‘He won’t sleep on a bed at the monastery unless we’re with him.’

      Skarfr felt Hlif’s unease regarding the guide but she said nothing, merely returned to the task of making palm crosses. She wove three straws together, passed the braid to Rognvald and repeated the exercise until the tenth knot, which she twined around her own finger as a ring, in the Christian habit of a prayer token. She wore her cross pinned by one of her brooches to a strap of her gown.

      Rognvald called the Bishop and the captains to hang votive knots with him, and they tied them to a shrub overhanging the Jordan, with solemnity and prayer.

      The braided palm in his hand, Skarfr felt his jarl’s gaze on him as he hesitated, seeking words for the moment. A flash of black scudded along the river, startling those pilgrims who were in the baptismal queue.

      ‘Aaark,’ said his cormorant. ‘His moment, not yours.’

      Skarfr stopped searching for poetic images. He spoke simply in his resonant skald’s voice of what he witnessed that day. ‘And so did Jarl Rognvald come to the holy place of baptism on the Jordan River, where he followed in the White Christ’s footsteps and was baptised by Bishop William. Then he and Erling Crick-neck,’ — the Norðvegr lord smiled appreciation of the mention — ‘tied knots on the trees, in thanks and prayer.’

      Reaching up to find a space, Skarfr slipped Hlif’s braid over a higher branch, and the memory came of another knot tied by the two of them at Óðinn’s stone, when they’d handfasted in Orkneyjar.

      Keep her safe, he prayed. Though we sail to halls of gold, to the plotting of evil men, even to the table of ravens, may our knot hold good always.

      Skarfr tied the knot, aware that the guide had slipped back into their midst once more.

      ‘I said you would be back!’ Rognvald clapped a jovial hand on his back. The guide, grinned but his eyes slid sideways and sly towards Hlif, before he ordered, ‘This way.’ Rognvald walked beside him, away from the incoming pilgrims, the splashing and the vendors’ cries. Away from the riverbank on a quiet track towards the haven of cloisters. The men mustered quickly and followed.

      As they walked, Skarfr took the chance to exchange a few private words with his wife. ‘Did it work? The baptism and the blessing?’

      ‘I am unchanged,’ Hlif replied calmly, ‘except in others’ eyes.’

      He glanced at her but could detect no disappointment in her tone or expression. What he was really asking was whether the Bishop’s words had banished her demons. The darkness that she’d summoned when dream-walking always lurked in the shadows of that other world only she could see. The darkness she said was drawn to her and she to it. The hairs rose on Skarfr’s forearms and he shivered. There were some questions you did not ask a völva, even if you were married to her.

      ‘I am unchanged too,’ he told her. I love you. Her hand brushing his showed that she understood.

      She smiled and her grey eyes sparkled, sunlight on cold seas. ‘Still Rognvald’s pot-boy, then?’ she teased.

      ‘So it seems,’ he agreed amicably, ‘but now I’m called saga-maker and navigator. Much better names, even if I’m not appreciated by a sharp-tongued girl.’ He reached out, caught and squeezed her hand.

      ‘You have all you hoped for,’ she said.

      It was true, but ‘Don’t tempt the gods,’ he said, his guts clenching. The more you had, the more could be taken from you. ‘And you?’ he asked quietly.

      ‘Minor worries.’ Her tone was still light. ‘When we return to Jórsalaheim, will we find our son has driven mad the maids minding him and exhausted the entire company of knights?’

      ‘Sea-born will be fine. He thinks he’s in charge, looking after the maids. He’ll be fine with the Knights of St John. When he’s training in arms, he’s self-disciplined. There will be no mischief if he’s kept busy, and I have left instructions. He will be kept busy.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Hlif looked doubtful. ‘But there’s also the long journey ahead, before we are truly home,’ she said with a sigh. ‘New places are always so dangerous. I’ve had enough adventures and just want to be home, safe, not thinking about how I should behave in front of the Emperor when we reach Mikligard.’

      Mikligard! Jórsalaheim was journey’s end for the pilgrimage, but Skarfr’s imagination had been fired by Captain Eindridi’s tales of the Byzantine capital city, and all he’d learned in Sicilia had added to its mystique. At one time he’d hoped to lead the Sicilian navy against its old enemy, but instead, he’d arrive there in Rognvald’s party. They’d be guests of the Emperor, maybe even asked to join the legendary Varangian Guard, if Eindridi’s stories were true. Honour and adventure lay ahead. And a dilemma. For once again, Eindridi had sailed ahead of the company and was no doubt already in Mikligard, renewing old acquaintances.

      Although Rognvald spoke of Eindridi with some rancour, he put that aside for the benefits of an advocate in the Imperial Palace. Surely, as someone who’d been a member of their company, Eindridi would show some loyalty to his countrymen when they joined him, however dubious his behaviour on the journey had been, he argued.

      No matter that Erling Crick-neck pointed out how he’d gained his neck wound thanks to Eindridi deserting the company during the siege of a castle and taking six ships with him. No matter that Jón Halt-foot was blunt about the man’s insufferable insults against Rognvald. The jarl stubbornly held that the Norðvegr noble’s crimes were small in comparison with entry to the court in Mikligard, where Eindridi was held in high regard.

      Skarfr held his tongue. He’d failed in the past to convince Rognvald that Eindridi’s crimes were not small but he knew the man was a murderer. Eindridi had employed thugs to kill their first pilot, in an attempt to steal the precious sunstone that Skarfr wore in a pouch around his neck. He had marooned Skarfr with two unwanted crewmates over a suggestion for changing course. Worst of all, he had sent the same thugs after Skarfr and Hlif when they visited a salt field in Narbonne and they were not meant to come through the attack alive. There might be no proof but Skarfr knew the truth and there were scores to settle.
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      Hlif knew Skarfr had been both disappointed and relieved to find that the Norðvegr captain Eindridi had left Jórsalaheim well before Rognvald had arrived there. She shared her husband’s desire that the despicable man should pay for his crimes. If there were any justice in the world, he would pay. Eindridi had only weaselled his way out of his guilt because the attackers he’d employed could not be found. Also dead, no doubt. If only Rognvald would open his eyes but no! Ever the even-handed leader, seeking to bring out the best in men, even when they were rotten through-and-through. Which left Skarfr burning with a sense of injustice and she was afraid of what he might do, and of the consequences.

      Hlif was watching his face closely. ‘When we reach Mikligard, I must stop you killing Eindridi.’

      Skarfr shrugged. ‘If it is in self-defence and pardoned by Rognvald, the gods will not object.’

      ‘The Emperor of Byzantium might. Eindridi was one of his Varangians, years ago, and has no doubt renewed his friendship in these months he’s been there before us.’

      ‘As the Norns decide, so be it.’

      Hlif took the hint and let the topic drop but she did not agree. She knew better than most how to shape fate. Would the miracle have happened during her baptism, or her curse been lifted, had she not timed her moment with Bishop William to coincide with the movement of the clouds? Careful observation and timing. Without using any of her more dangerous powers.

      They were close enough now to see the forbidding door set in the wall which protected the monastery, and to hear the brass bell clang when the guide set his hand to it. The company was kept waiting long enough to remind the Orkneymen that the monks kept God’s time, and then Rognvald and the guide spoke to whoever slid open a shutter in the door. Their words were inaudible.

      Then the peephole was slammed shut, but the conversation had clearly unlocked the door, which swung open to let the visitors through. Buoyed up by the prospect of food and beds, the Orkneyfolk were directed to their overnight accommodation in the guest house, where they headed with renewed vigour.

      ‘A bath and a change of clothes,’ murmured Skarfr.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ breathed Hlif, ‘may the gods hear our prayers!’
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      Baths and fresh clothes had indeed been provided, and now Hlif’s stomach was complaining after almost a day fasting. She had not trusted the vendors or their dubious snacks, which were covered in flies and smelled ever more rancid in the sweltering heat. Why did men not notice such lack of hygiene? She only hoped, for their sake, that those who’d gobbled down pies were not ill in the night.

      She sighed. If they were sick, she wouldn’t know. A monk had silently conducted her to the dormitory for female guests, where she had the luxury of ten beds and no companions. She felt a moment’s guilt, pictured the men sharing beds and sleeping on the floor, even if their dormitory was no doubt bigger, but then she decided she deserved a good night’s sleep, without being woken by the snores and farts of sailors, or their trips to the latrine.

      And there were plenty of healers among the brethren who could tend better to ill men than she could. Probably.

      She tucked her hair into her simple linen coif. The occasion called for plain dressing, which suited her just fine. As did the prospect of equally plain food, regardless of how silent the company might be.

      As it turned out, the pilgrims ate together and were able not only to eat as much as they liked but to talk as well. The monks were eating or fasting in their own hall, so they were not present to hamper the flow of travel tales with which the meal was seasoned.

      Hlif had heard them all before, over the winter in Jórsalaheim, but she was well accustomed to the re-telling of tales, how they grew and became more polished with each performance. She could not be Skarfr’s wife without listening to the way he shaped sagas, both in private and, as now, in public.

      There were many fine skalds in Rognvald’s company, not least the jarl himself, but Skarfr’s words were only half the magic that occurred when he stood to speak. It was his voice which transported his audience to a storm at sea or the eve of battle, stirring men’s blood — and one woman’s — with accounts of heroic deeds, tragic losses and a triumphant ending at the Jordan this day. Was this where Rognvald’s saga should finish?

      What a voyage they’d been on, from Orkneyjar to Jórsalaheim. But did a journey end at the destination? Or only when they arrived back home and told their travellers’ tales?

      Hlif swirled the wine in her cup as she listened. Dark, rich red, the raven-wine of Skarfr’s verse-world, where blood was not named directly, however often it was spilled in the killing-fields.

      Other skalds wove their threads into the saga of Jarl Rognvald’s pilgrimage. Armod sang of the watch he kept overnight when they lay to off the island of Crete on their way to Jórsalaheim. Glancing at Skarfr beside her on the bench, Hlif could see his lips move as he memorised the part of the voyage that he had spent exiled in Sicily, so the tale would be complete when he told it in the jarl’s Bu in Orphir. Rognvald’s tale, which would surpass all previous tales of voyage and adventure, of brave leaders.

      Especially Eindridi’s tales, thought Hlif, as Armod finished somewhat smugly,

      
        
        ‘I keep a steady watch while rolling swells

        besiege the bulwarks. Sturdy as our sea-horse,

        while all others sleep, I watch, one eye on Crete.’

      

      

      ‘As if he was the only one who ever kept watch,’ muttered Jón Halt-foot, who was seated on the other side of Hlif from Skarfr, among those nearest the jarl. Bluff and dour, Rognvald’s brother-in-law had a stubborn loyalty that was hard won and unshakeable. Many years ago, he and the jarl had been enemies, and his limp was the result of a wound caused by Rognvald himself. But once they’d resolved their differences and sealed the alliance with Jón’s marriage to Rognvald’s sister, their mutual trust was absolute. The only grudges Jón bore were toward those he saw as disloyal to the jarl. Hlif wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive her and Skarfr for going against Rognvald’s ban on them courting.

      A sudden change of tone from Armod interrupted her thoughts.

      ‘Our brother skald, Svarti Black-hammer, met his doom in Acre, but his words live on as does his love for his jarl,’ declared Armod. The men grew misty-eyed as Svarti’s verse recalled the triumphant entry into Acre, gateway to the Holy Land.

      
        
        ‘In Orkneyjar the people-feeder led us and we followed,

        follow still our trusty jarl with bucklers burnished,

        to the very gates of Acre we go, boldest of brothers.’

      

      

      ‘Boldest of brothers,’ repeated Jón, a catch in his voice. ‘We were that.’

      Acre, where so many men had died of some foreign malady, before Skarfr and Hlif came from Sicily to join the pilgrims again. Pustules and fever, a death no man — or woman — would choose though a choice always remained: how you faced such a death. Svarti had shown courage.

      ‘To Svarti!’ shouted Jón, making Hlif jump as he thumped the table.

      She raised her glass, added her own, ‘To Svarti!’ and earned an approving look from the grizzled warrior.

      ‘You should never have listened to that hothead’s sweet words, but you’re only a woman and not bad as a housekeeper so it’s good to have you back,’ he told her, adding as an afterthought, ‘and you can’t help your plain looks.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, not sure whether to smile or slap him. It wasn’t that men so often insulted women; it was that they didn’t even realise they were doing so. She smiled.

      In fitting tribute, Rognvald took up his table lute, called on Skarfr to join him in the centre of the hall with his flute. While the jarl recited the poem he’d written in homage to Svarti, Skarfr played an interlude on his pipe. Men wept openly as the melancholy notes tugged at their heartstrings, a reminder of mortality but also a promise of honour after death.

      
        
        ‘High-heaped the grave-mound,

        sacred stones and soil above the jarl-friend

        as he treads his last brave journey

        beneath the southern sun.’

      

      

      The jarl let the silence speak for all of them, a moment for remembrance. Then he cleared his throat, and murmured something to Skarfr, who smiled and found a winsome melody.

      When the flute paused, Rognvald spoke. ‘When we tell those who were not with us of the legendary voyage from Orkneyjar to Jórsalaheim, we shall not forget the Lady of Narbonne.’

      Skarfr glanced towards Hlif and risked a smile. They had experienced the hospitality of Narbonne and its lady, along with Rognvald’s declaration of love for her.

      His verse for her began softly in the Narbonne Frankish style, full of love poses and extravagant praise, but followed through into their more manly adventures on leaving Ermengarda.

      
        
        ‘Fair beyond other maidens,

        golden rings on head and fingers

        Narbonne’s lady sent her Prince

        to render red the eagle’s claw,

        to ride the wild waves on to Jordan

        and ride the sea-steeds back one day,

        lay priceless deeds upon her shore.’

      

      

      Already, Hlif thought, the words were like diamonds, cold and polished. A declaration of love for Ermengarda, not to her.

      A man barged into her as he passed, shoving her forward in her seat. He did not apologise. The guide.

      ‘You have shamed me and behaved in an unwomanly manner. I will call on your son,’ he hissed in Arabic, ‘to ensure he is properly taken care of.’

      ‘You will not be welcome. He is very well looked after and I’m not afraid for him,’ she responded, an instinctive reaction.

      But she was, just for a moment. What mother is not afraid for her child? And the guide’s words held a threat. Before she had time to give a more considered, longer, more off-putting reply, he had gone.

      A little, mean-spirited man. She did not regret making an enemy of him. Skarfr would ensure Sea-born was protected when the company returned to Jórsalaheim. Meanwhile, they would keep an eye on the guide. And she could do something worse to him. This night, sleeping alone in that vast dormitory, she would risk a visit to the dreamworld. If she should happen upon the guide while he slept, she could tell Skarfr afterwards. There was no point in worrying him beforehand. She had only promised to reserve her powers for need, not to abstain from using them at all.
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