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~~~~

Omar is the chamberlain of Abd al-Rahman II, the emir of Al Andalus. Omar's wife died during the birth of Alya, after which he raised his daughter alone. Alya proves to have a rare gift for languages. In addition to Arabic and the Berber of her mother, she quickly learns Hebrew and Latin as well. Omar also has the scholar Ibn Rushad teach his daughter about the geography and history of all the surrounding countries. From her slave Oncha, who comes from Christian Navarre, Alya also learns her language, which resembles the Frankish of the lands north of the Pyrenees.

Abd al-Rahman is plotting a plan to play the Christian kingdoms in the north against each other. Part of this is an agreement with King Arista of Navarre. Therefore, the emir wants to send an embassy to the Navarrese capital Pamplona.

One day, the emir hears about Alya's special gift. Against Omar's wishes, he decides to add her as an interpreter to the embassy. Omar ensures that her slave Oncha is allowed to accompany Alya, which has the advantage that she can better master the Navarrese language on the way. But as a Navarrese, Oncha is not allowed to travel with them to Pamplona. In Saraqusta, near the border with Navarre, she will have to stay behind to return with a slave caravan to Qurtuba.

Alya and Oncha go to Murad's stud farm to choose a horse. Oncha has never ridden a horse before. She therefore receives riding lessons from Muhammad, an Asturian slave who is in charge of Murad's stud farm. The usually silent Oncha suddenly talks freely with Muhammad. This is how Alya learns more about the place where Oncha lived, a green valley along a river, near the Pyrenees.

On the way to Pamplona, Alya gradually wins Oncha's trust. She tells her slave that she has to return to Saraqusta with a slave caravan. When Oncha reacts in panic, Alya decides to let Oncha escape before Saraqusta on her own, much faster horse. Alya gets the silent approval of Hasan, the leader of the embassy, who is a bastard son of the emir and has a Frankish mother. Hasan sees through Alya's trick, but since he also has pity on Oncha, he keeps quiet. Moesa, the second most important envoy, a hard-hearted man and in almost everything the opposite of Hasan, suspects something, but can't prove anything. 

Between Saraqusta and Pamplona, disaster strikes. The embassy is ambushed by a Frankish gang of robbers. All accompanying soldiers are killed. A few eunuchs are left alive to return to Saraqusta with a letter to the emir, requesting ransom for the envoys.

Alya is taken captive along with Hasan and Moesa to Barcelona. Her attempt to make it clear that she too is an envoy for whom her kidnappers can demand ransom is ignored. Upon arrival in Barcelona, she is separated from the other envoys and immediately taken to the slave market. Alya's wit and language skills narrowly prevent her from ending up in one of the harbor brothels. She manages to convince the wealthy slave trader Alonso that he can earn much more if he sells her to the court of the Frankish kings, who are gathering in Mâcon to deliberate on the succession of Charlemagne. Alonso wants to present Alya as an Arab princess who speaks all the languages of the world. For this one time he will accompany her to Mâcon to negotiate the highest possible price for Alya. To add an extra exotic touch, he also takes Yanti, a black slave from Ifriqa (Africa), as Alya's alleged servant.

From Barcelona they sail to Arles, a port city at the mouth of the Rhône. From there they travel further by river boat, accompanied by a dozen rowers and a few guards. Alya soon wins Yanti's trust, especially after she also learns her language. She feels sorry for Yanti, because an uncertain fate awaits her as the exotic toy of a Frankish nobleman. Mainly for Yanti's sake, Alya wants to escape before they reach Mâcon. However much she thinks about it, she can't come up with a promising plan.

Then, at the last overnight stop before Mâcon, a terrible storm breaks out. The rowers, left to their fate in the boat, take the law into their own hands and attack the inn where Alya and Yanti have been lodged for the night by Alonso. They use the chaos of the ensuing massacre to flee in the direction of the nearby forest. At the edge of the forest, however, Yanti collapses. An crossbow bolt sticks out of her back, fired by Filipe, one of their guards. From twigs, Alya makes a sledge to drag Yanti to safety. The woodcutter Albert finds them and takes Alya and Yanti to his house. His wife Maria tries to save Yanti, but in vain. Her injury proves to be fatal.

After Yanti's death and burial, Alya honestly tells her entire story. Albert and Maria want to help her return to Al Andalus, but that journey is certainly too dangerous for a girl, so Maria cuts Alya's hair and dresses her as a boy. In this way, Albert takes her to the abbey of Baume, where his brother Alric is one of the brothers. The abbot of Baume turns out to be willing to help Alya by letting her travel with a group of brothers to Navarre and from there to her homeland after the winter.

Until the fall, everything goes well. In the abbey, Alya leads a fairly quiet life, but then disaster strikes again, this time in the form of a band of Vikings. From their base on the Rhine, they attack the abbey and kill all the brothers. They take Alya with them to their dragon ships. Thorhild, the wife of the leader, immediately sees that Alya is not a boy. She also estimates that Alya as an exotic slave would fetch more than the average price. So Alya ends up on the slave market of Dorestad after a journey over the Rhine, where Thorhild sells her to the highest bidder. In Dorestad it soon becomes clear that no one is interested in Alya's language skills. Again, her ingenuity must save her from the fate she barely escaped in Barcelona. In the abbey, she has quickly and well learned to spin, which is a useful skill in and around Dorestad, as Frisian cloth is one of the most sought-after trade products there. Alya shows how well she spins and manages to convince the slave dealer's wife that she would fetch a good price as a spinner.

Rimbert, a Frisian cattle farmer who lives by the sea near Rijnsburg, buys Alya on the orders of his wife Alfgarde, along with a couple of wolfhounds that are meant to protect Rimbert's livestock against wolves and provide Alfgarde with company.

Alfgarde initially regards Alya with distrust, suspecting that Rimbert bought her mainly because of her distinctive appearance. This changes completely after Alya also quickly and well masters the Frisian language. When Alfgarde hears Alya's story, they become good friends and Alya no longer feels like a slave in Alfgarde's absence. Unfortunately, Rimbert turns out to be a man who cannot control his urges. One night he attacks Alya. The two wolfhounds, who sleep in the cow barn next to Alya, save her. They almost attack Rimbert, who quickly disappears.

In the summer of the year 843, a Norwegian dragon ship falls into an ambush near Rijnsburg, not far from Rimbert's farm. The local population wants to take revenge after the repeated plundering of previous years. A young Viking warrior manages to escape swimming, though he is seriously wounded, and reaches the shore, where his strength fails him. Alya accidentally finds him. When she sees that the Viking warrior is not much older than herself, she decides that enough people have died and that she might be able to save this boy. She drags him off the beach, out of sight of the men from Rijnsburg, and bandages him. 

The young warrior is still conscious, and Alya hears that his name is Hamar. Immediately afterwards, Rimbert appears with a pitchfork, accompanied by the two wolfhounds. When he sees that Alya has tended to the Viking, Rimbert is seized with rage and tries to kill her. However, the two wolfhounds immediately attack him and bite his throat. Alya hears from Hamar that more dragon ships are approaching from Dorestad. Only if he can reach the riverbank is there a chance that he will be spotted and picked up. Alya lacks the strength to drag Hamar that far. The wolfhounds bring salvation. With their help, Alya manages to get him to the river, just as four dragon ships approach. By raising Hamar's sword in the air, Alya manages to draw their attention. One of the dragon ships docks and a group of warriors wade towards the shore...
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~~~~

In my head there is only room for pain. The light that surrounds me is so bright that I squeeze my eyes tightly shut. This must be an evil dream. When I wake up, I will be home in Qurtuba, lying in my own bed. Soon Oncha will come to wash me, comb my hair and help me get dressed. Then I will have breakfast with my father.

Just below me, water is lapping. That of course also belongs to that dream. Yet my feet do seem to be getting wet. Slowly, I open my eyes. Against the clear blue sky above me, two large seagulls are passing by. But there are no seagulls in Qurtuba. I have only ever seen them as a child in the port of Qadis.

A penetrating smell of blood and sweat fills my nostrils and almost takes my breath away. With difficulty, I turn my head a little and look up. A long, reddish beard fills my field of vision.

'How does Hamar manage to do that,' a voice very close by sounds. 'Even when he is almost finished off, he still manages to hook the prettiest girls. They come flocking to him like flies on dung. This one wasn't about to leave his side.'

'That last part was exactly what you did,' sounds a second voice. 'She was lucky that Hamar was still conscious.'

'She may have been,' grumbles the red-haired warrior, 'but I wasn't. Now I have to lug her onto the ship.'

Those words help me return to the real world. As if a hatch is opened somewhere in my mind, the images of the Frisian beach come back one by one. How I found Hamar and managed to bandage him, how the two wolfhounds pounced on Rimbert and tore his throat, and yes, especially the moment when I realized there was no going back to my life with Alfgarde and that I would probably never see her again. Where did that sudden urge come from to save the life of that Viking boy at any cost?

I become aware again of the throbbing pain in the back of my head, the proof that the second warrior was telling the truth. As a thank you for my help, that red-haired brute knocked me out when he found me next to Hamar.

How is Hamar doing now? Has he perhaps lost too much blood to survive? A rather selfish thought comes to me. What are Hamar's words worth if he is dead?

'Is Hamar still alive?' I ask. Why should I hide the fact that I speak their language?

Even though we are almost at the dragon ship, the man carrying me immediately stops after my words. For the first time he looks at me. Now I can finally see his whole face. It radiates nothing but amazement.

'Hamar will survive,' answers the red-haired man, 'a warrior from Vestfold has to be killed at least twice before he dies.'

He turns to someone next to him. 'How is that possible?' he says. 'There are enough Frisians traveling to Kaupang to trade, and most of them also speak our language, but if this girl is a Frisian, I'm a horse.'

I try to turn my head a little further to see where Hamar is. A new stab of pain flashes through my head. Colorful spots dance before my eyes that slowly fade into a deep black. I close my eyes again.

Then there are hands that grab my arms and hoist me up. My bare legs scrape painfully along a hard, rough surface. All around me I hear voices, but I don't want to listen to them, let alone respond to them. I just want those hands to let go of me again quickly. If they just put me down somewhere and leave me alone, maybe the terrible headache will subside a bit.

Shortly afterwards, what I hope for happens. I feel a hard floor under my back, let go of all thoughts and slide back into oblivion.

~~~~
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WHEN I WAKE UP FOR the second time, the worst pain is gone. Only a heavy, throbbing feeling somewhere in the back of my head reminds me of it. I resolve to move as little as possible for the time being. Instead, I prefer to use all my energy to organize my thoughts and use my senses normally again. Every now and then there is a strange, queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. Then it seems for a moment as if I am floating.

I want to know what is causing that strange sensation and open my eyes. The bow of the dragon ship rises and falls in a steady rhythm, so that sometimes I see the sky and sometimes a dark green patch of water full of foam crests. So we must be out at sea. I've been there once before, on the slave ship that carried me and Yanti from Barcelona to the land of the Franks. But that was very different, then the sea was calm and we seemed to glide over the water.

I hear voices only occasionally now, and no longer loudly. The banks to the left and right are very close. Apparently I'm lying right near the bow or stern. Above me, the sky is no longer blue, but leaden gray. Probably we have been sailing for a long time, because a clear sky doesn't cloud over from one moment to the next. Could I have slept an entire day? That's quite possible, because I'm terribly thirsty. I let my tongue glide over my lips. They feel rough and bone-dry.

Someone moans next to me. Immediately all my senses are on high alert. If that sound comes from Hamar, at least he is still alive. This time I turn my head very slowly and carefully. It goes much better than my previous attempt.

It is indeed Hamar lying next to me. He looks pale, but is conscious. His eyes are open and he is looking at the sky. Apparently he has not noticed my gaze.

'Hamar...' I'm startled by my rasping voice. Even that one word gives me a fit of coughing.

Hamar now turns his head as well, so that we can look each other in the eye. He remains silent and looks at me searchingly for a while. Does he still know who I am?

'Alaja,' he finally says.

'Alya, my name is Alya,' I immediately respond. I'm afraid he'll never pronounce it properly again if I don't correct him right away. Beside Yanti's bead and the remnants of my clothing, this name is the only thing I have left.

'Alya, where does that blood come from?'

Blood? What is Hamar talking about? Does he mean his own wounds? But he is definitely looking at me. When I carefully feel my cheek, I know why. My skin there is rough and grainy. I examine my fingertips. They are reddish-brown from the dried blood.

'I think someone hit me when they found us,' I answer.

'That can only have been Knut. He uses his fists first and thinks later. As soon as I can stand on my own two feet again, I'll make him pay for it.'

'That's not necessary,' I reply. 'Knut carried me to the ship afterwards.'

Hamar laughs weakly at my words. 'But he certainly didn't do that voluntarily.'

Now I'm almost certain that he will survive his injury. Someone who is staring death in the face doesn't talk the way Hamar does.

Someone walks over to us. It's Knut, the red-haired warrior who carried me to the ship against his will on Hamar's orders. Could he have heard us? In that case, he has an incredibly sharp hearing.

'I only hit her to prevent her from getting away,' he says. 'She seemed worth the trouble of taking her to Vestfold. I just warned you a little too late, Hamar.'

I don't really get the impression that Knut feels very sorry about his hard blow. The fact that he still apologizes for it proves that despite his young age, Hamar has the position to punish him. I suspect that Hamar is the son of an important leader.

Hamar looks at Knut and even grins for a moment. 'Nice try,' he says, 'but you can't talk your way out of this that easily. As punishment, you get to take care of our food and drink for the rest of the journey.'

Immediately after those words, he closes his eyes and lets his head fall back on the deck. Not only blood, but also most of Hamar's strength seems to have drained away on that Frisian beach.

Knut now looks at me even more curiously. He must find it strange that Hamar is so concerned about a girl who is just spoils of war in his eyes. He walks to the middle of the dragon ship, where most of the warriors are sitting quietly talking. The ship is no longer being rowed. The wind must now be coming from the right direction.

Soon he is back with a jug, two wooden bowls and a few dark slabs that I can't immediately identify. First he goes to Hamar. Then he sets a bowl of water down next to me and hands me one of those slabs. It turns out to be a piece of dried fish. I put that in my lap for now. Carefully I take the bowl and put it to my lips. Even though I'm still so thirsty, I drink slowly and in small sips to prevent my stomach from not being able to handle it and me throwing it all up again. When my worst thirst is quenched, I take the fish and nibble on it carefully. It tastes very salty, but I don't expect to get anything better for the rest of the journey. Despite my aversion, I eat it all up one after the other. Luckily I've saved some water so I can rinse the salt out of my mouth.

~~~~
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DUSK FALLS AND IT QUICKLY gets colder, especially as the wind picks up during the afternoon. Most of the men have thrown on a cloak. A few of them stand up and point at us. Shortly afterwards, Knut comes walking over with a large blanket.

'I found something big enough for both of you,' he says with a wide grin. In a flowing motion he drapes the blanket over us. 'Snuggle up nicely against him, girl. Then you can get used to it being your job to keep him warm at night.'

I don't react. During my journey with Einir's dragon ship over the Rhine, I've heard enough of this kind of rough talk to no longer be shocked by it.

Only when the blanket is pulled up to my chin do I realize how chilled and stiff I am, especially now that my legs are still bare because I used the fabric of my trouser legs to bandage Hamar. I'm chattering my teeth and wrap my arms around my body. The planks under my back seem to be a block of ice. It would help a little if I could get a piece of that blanket under my back. I try it, but the blanket isn't big enough for that. I would have to pull it away from Hamar's body.

So there's only one thing left for me. Just do what Knut suggested... Now I'm still a good distance from Hamar. If I snuggle up to him, I'll benefit from his warmth. That idea goes so much against everything I was and still think I am that it takes my breath away for a moment. Motionless, I stare at the dark sky. In vain... no matter how much I rack my brain, it doesn't yield a single useful thought.

My body decides all of a sudden to take over from my mind. I turn on my side and slowly move towards Hamar. He is lying on his back and breaths heavily but regularly. Which arm did he have that wound on again? If I close my eyes and concentrate to recall the image of that bleeding boy in the dune sand, I know it again. It's his right arm. The gash started at his shoulder and ended just above his elbow. Lying on his side, especially on his right side, he must not lie now. I just hope he doesn't unconsciously turn to that side in his sleep.

Hamar moves a little. I'm now so close that his left hand brushes against my abdomen. It's only very light, and yet it causes a tingling sensation that runs through my whole body. My reason screams at me that this cannot be, must not be, and that I should quickly slide away again. If I am overwhelmed by a man, I can do little against it, but Allah strictly forbids his daughters to voluntarily surrender to someone who does not believe in the message of his prophet, in this case not even a Jew or a Christian, but someone who worships strange, demonic gods. Eternal hellfire awaits me if I give in to what my body so clearly wants: to snuggle firmly against the heathen next to me.

Hamar withdraws his hand. I should be relieved and thank Allah for his unexpected help. But that's not how it goes at all. There is only an all-encompassing disappointment.

Then Hamar's hand is there again and rests on my thigh. I immediately turn onto my right side and drape my left arm over Hamar's chest. I put aside all my hesitation, snuggle up to him and use my other hand to work the piece of blanket that is thereby freed under my body.

Like Knut's, Hamar's body smells of blood and sweat, but above all it is deliciously warm. With a sigh, I rest my head on his unharmed shoulder. The rhythm of his breathing is soothing. I sway along with it...
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LOUD VOICES WAKE ME up. I open my eyes and look up. Way up in the mast, a man is busy with the sail.

My right arm is lying under Hamar's neck. Carefully I pull it away. It immediately starts tingling heavily and I have to massage it firmly to get the feeling back in it. Hamar is awake and looks at me with a wide smile. With his good arm, he apparently effortlessly pushes his upper body up. Is this really the same boy who, when I found him, seemed to be on the brink of death? Yes, he still looks pale and of course he's trying to act tough. But even so, he can never play this completely.

'Did you come straight from Asgard? Did Freya maybe send you?' he asks. His voice sounds firm again. Hamar is not looking at my face, but a bit lower. I follow his gaze. My tunic is completely open. The blush rises to my cheeks. Quickly I tie the loops that seem to have come loose during the night, so that my breasts are covered properly again.

Hamar grins and looks at me mockingly. 'Do you really believe I've never seen a girl's breasts before? It was your necklace that caught my eye. It reminds me of Brisingamen's necklace.'

I shake my head in confusion. Brisingamen? And Asgard? Where might that be? Ibn Rushad taught me the names of countless countries, but Asgard was certainly not among them.

An expression that seems to be disappointment appears on Hamar's face, but maybe I'm just imagining it.

'Ah well,' he continues, 'you must worship the god of the Frisians. Our old stories tell that the Frisians were once our brothers. In a long-forgotten time, they knew Odin, Thor and Freya, but nowadays the Frisians crawl in the dust before the Frankish rulers and their god.'

I only half-listen to that story. I can only think about Hamar's remark about Yanti's bead.

'What do you mean by Brisingamen?' I ask. 'Is that also a country?'

Now it's Hamar's turn to shake his head. 'Brisingamen is Freya's necklace,' he says. 'Do you want to know what she had to do to obtain that?'

I just nod. It doesn't seem wise to say no.

Hamar's grin widens. 'Freya happened to find the cave where the dwarves live. Four dwarves, each more unsightly than the other, forged a necklace with extraordinary magical power in their smithy. As soon as Freya saw the necklace, she knew she would give anything to possess it. She fulfilled their demand that she make love to each of the dwarves for a full night. After four days, she came home with the Brisingamen.'

Confused, I lower my gaze. What I'm hearing shocks me too much. Why is Hamar telling me such an obscene story?

'Tonight you'll sleep next to me again. When my strength returns, I'll earn a necklace like Freya, even if it's not as famous as the Brisingamen.'

His directness amazes me. Hamar didn't even say it mockingly, but completely seriously. And it wasn't a question he asked me. It seemed more like something that was already set in stone beforehand. Now it's up to me to make Hamar understand immediately that I have a will of my own as well. If I don't do that, he will regard me as an exotic toy that he can share with his men at will. I don't want to end up like that.

'Wouldn't you first ask if I even want something like that?' I ask. I try to make my words sound as cold as possible. 'Are you going to use me like the first slave girl you come across? If that's the case, I'll just jump overboard.'

I stand up, straighten my back and look down at Hamar. He must be able to see that I mean it. At least my first goal has been achieved: I now have his full attention.

'Furthermore, I need a decent pair of trousers.' I point to the bandage on his arm and shoulder, in case he has forgotten how it came about that I'm standing here in front of him with bare legs. I wonder what came over me that night. What I did then in my right mind, I can barely comprehend now.

Hamar looks at me as if he's really seeing me for the first time. 'Weren't you a slave, Alya?' he asks seriously.

In a flash, I decide that the moment has come to play all my trump cards. If Hamar thinks he can collect a hefty ransom for me, I might be home before winter. After all, these Vikings don't recoil from any sea voyage, even if it takes them to the far end of the world.

'My father is the chief advisor to Abd al-Rahman, the emir of Al Andalus. Father gave me my own slave, but I've always treated her with respect. No one in our house has ever touched her against her will.'

I wait breathlessly for Hamar's reaction. Maybe he'll just laugh at me and consider my words a transparent attempt to escape my fate. But it's also possible that he finds my attitude shameless and bursts out in anger.

However, Hamar remains calm. He looks at me pensively. 'Sit down, Alya,' he says. 'My neck is starting to hurt from looking up.'

I do as he says and sit down cross-legged in front of him.

'I've heard of Al Andalus before,' says Hamar. 'It must be a rich country somewhere in the far south. But the name of your ruler means nothing to me. I can't verify the truth of what you're claiming, but it's perfectly clear to me that you weren't born a slave. Otherwise you would never dare to speak to me in that tone.'

I stick to my guns. 'Do you really want me to jump overboard, Hamar?' I repeat.

Hamar now gives me an angry look for the first time. 'Don't go too far, girl,' he says. 'No, for more than one reason I don't want to see you jump into the sea. That's not necessary either. Do you really believe I'm so dishonorable that I won't reward properly someone who saved my life? As war booty, you're no more than a slave available to everyone for my men, but I have the right to claim you for myself alone. I will make use of that right. For now, I can't do more for you than that.'

I take a deep breath. What do Hamar's words mean? He says he won't let me become a helpless slave and that all the other warriors have to leave me alone. But at the same time, his words imply that he can do with me what he wants. No, I correct myself. That last part is not true - I will never allow that.

For now, I leave the subject alone. This way, Hamar has time to reflect on my words. If he really has any sense of honor, he won't treat me like an object. I must cherish that thought.

Has anyone looked at your wound?' I ask.

'No,' Hamar answers. 'That can wait until we're in Vestfold.'

'How many days will that journey take?'

'Probably three. But if the wind shifts, we'll have to row again. In that case, at least another day will be added.'

'Does any of the other men have experience with wounds?'

Hamar shakes his head. 'I think only Gunnar from our entire fleet had any experience with that. But he's sailing on one of the dragon ships behind us.'

I turn around. Now I can see a coastline behind us and three other sails.

'One of the Frisian islands,' Hamar answers my unspoken question. 'We anchored on the sheltered side before the darkness fell.'

'Shall I take a look at your wound? When I bandaged you on the beach, everything went by too quickly. I don't know how deep your wound is.'

Hamar looks at me. 'If you are who you say you are, I find it strange that you have experience with something like that.'

'I don't have that either. But in Qurtuba I've read about it. That's why I know that a deep wound always has to be stitched.'

Hamar extends his right arm. It's a good sign that he can do that without too much pain, unless of course he's just too proud to show anything.

I kneel next to him, carefully undo the first knot of the bandage and slowly unwind the rest. Halfway through, I stop, because the fabric is sticking to the wound due to all the dried blood. I'm afraid that the arm will start bleeding again due to my inexperience in these matters. That could still cost Hamar his life.

It's as I thought. The wound is not so deep that tendons or muscles have been hit. Otherwise Hamar would never have been able to extend that arm to me. But the gash has gone through his skin over the entire length. That needs to be stitched, and as soon as possible.

'Can Gunnar stitch wounds?'

'Yes,' says Hamar. 'I've seen him do it more than once.'

'Then you have to make sure we get Gunnar on board. If you wait until we're in Vestfold, you might never be able to use that arm normally again.'

That works. 'Knut, come here,' Hamar calls out immediately. 'Send to the beach and signal the other ships to follow. Call Gunnar and have him bring his supplies. Make sure we put to sea again as soon as he's on board.'

~~~~
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'I CAN'T DO THIS ALONE,' Gunnar sighs after he has very carefully removed the rest of the bandage. 'Someone has to press the wound edges together while I stitch.'

Gunnar looks at the circle of warriors that has gathered around us.

'I'll do it,' I hear myself say. Not that I'm looking forward to witnessing this torture up close, but I know how important it is for Hamar that his wound is carefully stitched.

Gunnar looks at me. His gaze is kind, but at the same time seems to see right through me.

'Very well, girl, but first let's have Hamar drink a large cup of mead.'

'Not necessary,' says Hamar. 'The sooner you're done, the better.'

'As you wish,' Gunnar replies. 'I know what you're saying, Hamar. Once I start stitching, I can't stop.'

He turns to me. 'We'll start at the elbow.'

I do my utmost to press the wound edges as closely together as possible with my thumbs. Gunnar wastes no time, sticks a razor-sharp needle into Hamar's flesh, pulls the thread through and repeats it on the other side of the wound. It helps that Hamar doesn't make a sound, even though I believe he is suffering hellish pains. Here and there the wound starts bleeding again. It's not serious, but it makes our work more difficult. My thumbs sometimes slip away in the oozing wetness. Gunnar also has trouble finding the right spot for his next stitch at times.

I swallow a few times and heave a sigh of relief as the wound is finally stitched along its entire length. Hamar hasn't made a sound the whole time, but his rigid gaze and the beads of sweat on his forehead say enough. Gunnar clearly has a lot of experience with this work. From his pouch he takes clean bandages, which he wraps around Hamar's arm and shoulder with confident movements. I look from my still bare legs to the remains of my trouser legs, now lying in a pile of dirty rags at my feet.

'You still owe me a new pair of trousers, Hamar,' I say.

Miraculously, Hamar grins again at that.

'A pity,' he says, 'I was just getting used to that sight. If you arrive in Vestfold like this, the girls there might well follow your example.'

I don't need that kind of remark right now. I've had more than enough of the blatant glances at my uncovered legs from the men and all their innuendos. And I'm just plain cold without a decent pair of trousers. The sky is still gray and there's a biting wind.

'I insist,' I press.

'The girl is right,' says Hamar. 'Can you get something for her, Gunnar?'

'I don't have an extra pair of trousers,' Gunnar replies, 'but I'll see what I can do.'

He stows his supplies, wipes the blood from his hands with a rag, and walks over to one of the other men. I try to follow their conversation, but the distance is too great. Besides, I still don't master the language well enough. But since I have met so many men and women from all kinds of countries after that fateful day somewhere between Saraqusta and Pamplona, it has become increasingly clear to me that there is also a kind of universal language that no one needs to learn and that sometimes says more than any spoken word. Gunnar's voice, posture and gestures immediately convince me that he is a man I can trust.

Shortly afterwards, a young warrior comes over to us together with Gunnar. He's carrying something under his arm.

'Rokur is my little brother,' says Gunnar. 'That's why he can't refuse me anything. He still has to grow a bit more to become a real man. You won't find anything better fitting than his old trousers on any of the dragon ships.'

Rokur doesn't respond to Gunnar's words. He simply hands me the trousers, turns around and returns to the group of warriors near the mast. He seems younger than Hamar. Could Rokur perhaps be shy? It seems a funny idea that doesn't fit at all with these fierce warriors.

I'm definitely not going to undress in front of all those men. I'm not even considering that. With this weather, having two pairs of trousers on top of each other is not a bad idea anyway. I quickly step into Rokur's old trousers. Of course they're still too big for me, but luckily there's a rope that I can use as a belt, and I can roll up the legs. As I stand up, I feel a lot more at ease.

~~~~

[image: ]


THE REST OF THE DAY passes uneventfully. Every now and then I stand up to stretch my legs. Then I look out over the endless expanse of rolling water or at the seagulls following the dragon ship. The rest of the time I sit next to Hamar. A few times I try to start a conversation with him, not only to get a better grip on his language, but also to find out a bit more about Vestfold, so that I have some idea of what my life there will be like. However, Hamar doesn't seem to be in the mood to talk much. The stitching and care of his wound must have exhausted him more than he's willing to admit. He only opens his eyes occasionally.
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