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PLACES


Sogn—a district in western Norway, south of Maer, ruled by Ragnvald


Ardal—Ragnvald and Svanhild’s childhood home


Sogn Fjord—the fjord in Sogn


Kaupanger—a market town on the north side of Sogn Fjord, one of the few towns in Viking-age Norway


The Keel—the mountain range that runs the length of Norway, dividing east from west


Trondelag—a district in northwest Norway


Trondheim Fjord—the fjord in Trondelag


Nidaros—King Harald’s northwest capital, modern-day Trondheim


Halogaland—a district in northwest Norway, ruled by King Hakon


Yrjar—King Hakon’s seat of power in Halogaland


Smola—an island near Yrjar


Maer—a district in conflict, formerly ruled by Solvi’s line


Tafjord—King Hunthiof’s seat of power, at the end of Geiranger Fjord


Geiranger Fjord—the fjord in Maer


Naustdal—the seat of power in South Maer


Vestfold—a district in southeastern Norway, ruled by King Harald


Vermaland—a section of Vestfold


Faroe Islands—islands between Iceland and Norway, ruled by King Hakon


Reykjavik—Iceland’s primary settlement


Dublin—the capital of Norse Ireland, ruled by King Imar


Uppsala—the capital of Sweden, ruled by King Eirik


CHARACTERS


Ragnvald Eysteinsson, king of Sogn


Vigdis Hallbjornsdatter, Ragnvald’s stepmother and concubine


Einar Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Vigdis


Ragnhild Hrolfsdatter, called Hilda, Ragnvald’s wife


Ivar Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s first son with Hilda


Thorir Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s second son with Hilda


Hrolf Ragnvaldsson, called Rolli, Ragnvald’s third son with Hilda


Sigurd Olafsson, Ragnvald’s stepbrother


Arnfast, man-at-arms


Svanhild Eysteinsdatter, Ragnvald’s sister


Solvi Hunthiofsson, Svanhild’s husband


Eystein Solvisson, Svanhild’s son with Solvi


Tryggulf, Snorri, and Ulfarr, Solvi’s companions since boyhood


Thorstein, a young captain


Harald Halfdansson, king of Norway


Guthorm, Harald’s uncle and adviser


Asa Hakonsdatter, Harald’s wife, King Hakon’s daughter


Gyda Eiriksdatter, Harald’s betrothed, queen of Hordaland


Atli Kolbrandsson, an adventurer


Bertha, Atli’s wife


Aldulf Atlisson, called Aldi, Atli’s son


Hrolf Nefia, farmer in Maer


Egil Hrolfsson, Hrolf’s son


Ragnhild Hrolfsdatter, called Hilda, daughter, Ragnvald’s wife


Ingifrid Hrolfsdatter, another of Hrolf’s daughters


Hakon Grjotgardsson, king of Halogaland


Heming Hakonsson, Hakon’s oldest son, rules Maer


Asa Hakonsdatter, Hakon’s daughter, married to King Harald


Oddi Hakonsson, Hakon’s base-born son


Geirbjorn Hakonsson, Hakon’s son


Herlaug Hakonsson, Hakon’s son
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HILDA RESTED ON A ROUGH WOODEN BENCH THAT STOOD against the outside of the living hall at Sogn. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back so the overhanging roof shadowed her face, and the afternoon sun warmed her body. After a cold and rainy spring, the summer’s heat made her feel almost drunk. She smelled the comforting scents of ripening hay, fertile earth, and smoke from the kitchen fire. Her youngest, Hrolf—called Rolli—mouthed at her breast. If she sat still, eyes half-closed, not moving, she could ignore her aches and exhaustion, the weariness that had plagued her since Rolli’s difficult birth. At least Ragnvald’s battles kept him and his men away this summer. She found it much easier to run the hall with only a few men around, her word obeyed without question.


A boy’s shriek forced her to sit up and open her eyes. Einar, Hilda’s stepson—Ragnvald’s son by his former concubine, Vigdis—lay with his stomach on a branch of the tree that stood just outside the hall. He held his half-brother Ivar by the wrist so Ivar’s feet dangled in the air. Ivar yelled and squirmed, and then swung once, twice, and hooked the branch with his other elbow. With Einar’s guidance, he pulled up both feet and held on from underneath the branch with all four limbs wrapped around it. At the foot of the tree, their younger brother Thorir looked up enviously from his play. He was still too small to climb trees with them.


“Einar, be careful of your brother. You’ll hurt his shoulder,” said Hilda.


“I’m always careful,” said Einar, with his usual sullenness. Whenever Hilda scolded him, he responded like a man whose honor had been challenged, as though he wanted to put his hand to the sword he would one day wear. Einar had Vigdis’s golden coloring and her high cheekbones, which on him looked raw rather than beautiful. Ragnvald had named him for his foster-brother, Einar, who he had been forced to kill while reclaiming his birthright from his stepfather. “You have to swing,” he said to Ivar. “Let go with your arms and swing.”


Ivar did as his brother suggested, and then yelled in triumph as he caught the branch with his two arms wrapped around one side. He let his legs go and swung again, sending a stab of worry into Hilda’s chest, and then wriggled his way onto the top.


“I did it, Mother, see!” Ivar cried. The two boys lay atop the branch facing each other, grinning. With Ivar’s russet head and Einar’s golden one, they made a perfect image of carefree boyhood: suspended in a green tree, against a sky of blue and white, two boys who loved each other as strongly as their mothers had hated. Hilda felt a brief twinge of guilt at depriving Einar of Vigdis. The boy deserved more mothering than Hilda could give him, but she hated Vigdis too much to allow her to stay for her son’s sake.


By the time Ragnvald had brought Hilda home as his bride, Vigdis, his own stepmother, was six months pregnant with his son Einar. Pregnant, she looked even more like Freya, goddess of fertility and the harvest, a goddess who demanded sacrifices of honey and blood, sweet and bitter, life and death. Hilda could not compete with her beauty or the way she had enthralled Ragnvald. Finally, after Hilda had given birth to Ivar, and Ragnvald had accepted his son by laying a sword across Hilda’s lap, which she would hold in trust for Ivar until he grew to manhood, Hilda had asked him for another gift: to send Vigdis away, and he had done it, though not happily.


“I see Uncle Sigurd,” said Ivar from his perch. He squatted atop the branch now, testing his balance.


Einar crouched on the branch as well, looking like a forest cat about to pounce. “That’s not Sigurd,” he said. “That’s … why are there so many?”


“We have enough food for dinner if Sigurd has brought friends,” said Hilda. Sigurd spent little time at the hall during these long summer days, and Hilda did not begrudge him his leisure. Soon the harvest would bring too much work for Hilda to rest in the sunshine with her children, and soon Ragnvald would return as well, bringing news and demands she must satisfy.


“My lady, there were too many men in the field,” said Einar. “It wasn’t Sigurd that I saw.”


Hilda stood, cradling Rolli more tightly. Einar could be exaggerating to make himself seem important, but he had keen eyesight. Hilda saw only waving grass beyond the fences, green and gold, rippling in the wind. “Where?” she asked.


“They’re gone now,” Einar replied.


“And I see Sigurd,” said Hilda. She moved Rolli over to her hip so she could hold him with one arm and wave to Sigurd with the other. Sigurd waved back—an expansive, friendly gesture—and so did his companion, Dusi, a follower of Ragnvald’s who had stayed in Sogn and married the daughter of a farmer with no sons.


“My lady!” Sigurd called out as he opened the wicker gate and walked into the yard. When he passed under the tree, Ivar jumped down onto his back so Sigurd could swing him around and then up onto his shoulders. Einar waited until Sigurd had carried Ivar a few steps away before dropping down from the branch and landing lightly on his feet. Sigurd would have carried him too, but Einar rarely liked to be touched.


“Any news?” Hilda asked, warming under Sigurd’s smile.


Sigurd bent forward to balance Ivar against his head and raised his palms so Hilda could see the grime covering them, black dust and ash. “The house of Svein the Charcoaler burned down,” he said.


“Again? Was anyone hurt?”


“Svein’s hands are blistered and his wife has a black eye from a beam that fell on her,” Sigurd answered.


“Svein is too foolish to be the charcoaler, I suppose,” said Hilda. Dusi laughed as he fell into step behind them. Einar stepped forward to take his bundle of dead birds. He slung them over his shoulder so they dangled down his back, their heads just brushing the ground.


“Come,” Hilda said warmly to Sigurd and Dusi. “Let us go inside. I will have Thora give you some ale. You can tell me more of Svein the Charcoaler’s accident. What a fool!”


Hilda walked into the kitchen as Sigurd told the story. Her eyes adjusted slowly from the bright afternoon to the darkness within, where most of the light came from the cook fire in the hearth. The room was empty except for the young deaf thrall who kept the fire fed and floor swept.


“Thora,” Hilda called out for the servant who should be overseeing the kitchen and its thralls. “Where are you? Where is everyone?” The kitchen should have been full of women at this time of day. A droplet of sweat from Hilda’s neck ran down her back, making her twitch. She bent down and gave Rolli to Ivar, and touched Thorir’s lips to quiet his toddler’s chatter. Ivar was too small to hold the baby easily, and Rolli began to fuss until Einar walked over and gravely stroked the baby’s head. Even through her uneasiness, the sight caused Hilda another pang of guilt. She should be kinder to the boy.


In the quiet, Hilda heard low sounds of conversation from the hall’s great room, where the household slept and worked in bad weather. Perhaps a traveling peddler had come selling trinkets cheap enough for even thralls to covet, and drawn all the women from the kitchen. Since Harald moved his court to Nidaros and installed Ragnvald in Sogn, farmers need not fear raiders as they had in years past. No one should be in the hall without her knowledge, though, and Einar had seen men in the fields.


Hilda pulled her eating dagger from the scabbard at her waist. It would do her little good against a trained warrior, but she felt better clutching the steel grip.


“What is it?” Sigurd asked loudly. Hilda flinched and put a finger to her lips. She crept toward the door. “Let me,” said Sigurd, drawing his sword. “I will tell you if there is anything to fear.”


Before Hilda could stop him, Sigurd burst through the door into the hall’s main room where men’s shouts greeted him. A warrior grabbed his shoulders and spun him around. Another shook Sigurd’s sword from his grasp, while a third pressed him against the wall with a dagger to his throat. A Sogn man lay tied up and gagged on the floor near Sigurd’s feet.


More men stepped forward and pulled Hilda through the door, bruising her wrists. They shoved her face-first over the long table. She froze. Her head scarf fell over her forehead, so she could see nothing except the stained wood of the table she was pressed against. She smelled the grease from years of meals eaten upon it, mixed with the sweat of these men. She had always hoped she would fight if raiders attacked, and choose death rather than letting a man rape her, but instead she was grateful she could see little, and only hoped it would be over quickly.


“Grab the boys,” said one of them. Rage flooded through her, breaking her paralysis. She would fight for her sons as long as she lived, and she was ashamed that she had forgotten them in her fear, for even a moment. She raised her right foot, kicking her heel up between the legs of the man who held her. He grunted and shoved her face harder into the table.


“Let her up, let her up,” said another man, this voice lighter and gentler than the others. Hilda’s captor pulled her to standing and turned her around to face the newcomer. She sat back against the table, her heart pounding, her mouth full of a bitter tang, as though her stomach tried to crawl out through her throat. With her newly free hands she pushed her scarf back so she could see.


In front of her stood a slim man, with lean cheeks and bulging, colorless eyes that caught the lamplight. He wore rich clothing, and held himself wary and upright like a warrior.


“Greetings, my lady,” he said. His was the gentle voice she had heard, a beautiful baritone, melodious and mocking. “I am Jarl Atli Kolbrandsson. And Sogn is mine.”




2


[image: image]


RAGNVALD ROSE FROM HIS SEAT BY THE FIRE TO GREET ARNFAST, who ran, panting, into the camp. He had seen Arnfast winded after a scouting mission many times before, and knew not to ask for a report until Arnfast’s chest had stopped heaving, no matter how impatient he was. Arnfast put his hands on the back of his head, drew a few more deep breaths, and shook himself slightly. Aside from the sheen of sweat on his brow, he now looked as fresh as he had when he departed at midday. “King Vemund and twenty of his men have camped at the foot of the cliff near the rock fall,” he announced.


Ragnvald frowned, rubbing his thumb along the side of his beard, over the scar by his mouth that gave his expression a sardonic twist no matter what mood he wished to convey. “That does not seem right,” he said. “Why would he camp at a cliff face with no escape?”


Arnfast shrugged. “I only know what I saw.” He had been Ragnvald’s sworn warrior since the battle at Vestfold and understood his duty: to act as Ragnvald’s eyes, not his mind. Five summers of battle had kept Arnfast fleet and slim; the passing time only made his face grow thinner. He shifted his weight from side to side. He was restless unless he was moving, or watching in stillness. He always scouted alone.


“It is certainly a trap. But you say that King Vemund was there?” Ragnvald asked, though he had never known Arnfast to be wrong.


“Yes,” said Arnfast. “I saw his sharp teeth, with the ruby set in one of them.” King Vemund, styling himself a wild raider, showed his bravery by enduring the pain of having his teeth filed into points, and set with jewels. Arnfast had seen truly.


“It is the first sure sighting we have had of him in a month,” said Oddi, who was sitting by the fire, carving wooden nails, always needed for ship repair. He flung the wood shavings onto the campfire’s coals, where they burst into tiny flames. Heming sat nearby, surrounded by his favorite warriors, feeding crumbs of stale bread to a squirrel by his feet. Ragnvald beckoned him over to hear Arnfast repeat his report.


While he spoke, Ragnvald looked out over the other men sitting around the fires. Harald’s armies had been chasing their enemy King Vemund over South Maer all summer. Too many of Ragnvald’s men had fallen to arrows that came without warning from thick stands of trees, and from the blows of warriors who appeared as if from nowhere, and disappeared as quickly, always refusing to meet in pitched battle. Ragnvald needed to win a victory for Harald soon, or this whole summer of battles would add up to nothing but losses on Harald’s side.


Now, at least, Ragnvald knew the location of their most important enemy: a place he knew well, for his men and Harald’s had marched over every patch of ground in Vemund’s territory of Naustdal. The flat clearing at the base of the cliff formed an ideal camping ground in peace time, with a fire pit already dug and lined with stones. A tangle of rock fall and saplings rose to the east, which made approach or escape impossible in that direction. Only one path led to the clearing.


Vemund had started the summer with perhaps a hundred men loyal to him. But Ragnvald had killed his share, as had most of Harald’s followers. Now Vemund set a tempting trap, one Ragnvald could not afford to ignore. Though if he attacked, Vemund would likely have another force ready to come and trap them there, against the wall. After the summer’s fighting, he probably had no more than forty men remaining. An even fight against Ragnvald’s forces on open ground; an uneven one in Vemund’s forest. Still, if Ragnvald did not confront Vemund now, he would escape for another year, and Ragnvald would have failed Harald.


“Very well,” said Ragnvald. “We will wait here and attack at midnight.”


“And spring his trap?” Oddi asked.


“Yes, but we will separate, so it is he who will be trapped,” said Ragnvald. “This is a desperate gambit for him—even if he tries to trap us, he is still up against the cliff wall.” He explained how they should approach: well spaced for stealth but exchanging frequent signals. If any man missed a signal, it meant they had encountered attackers in the dark, and should retreat. “When we see their torches through the trees, Oddi, your half will hold back, and wait for the trap to close, then come to help us.” He made Oddi, Heming, and Arnfast repeat his instructions back to him.


“You fret like a woman,” said Heming. He tugged off his bright tunic and exchanged it for one of dark homespun that would fade into the forest’s dimness. “My men are bold enough to win through without this trickery. You would have us tiptoe like mice.”


“You’re alive because of Ragnvald’s trickery and you know it,” said Oddi, testily. “If you walk into a trap, you must walk carefully.” Ragnvald ignored both of them. Heming would grumble, and then do as Ragnvald asked. He would only worry about Heming disobeying him if he did not complain.


Ragnvald tugged at the padding inside his helmet—a reward from Harald for his victories the previous summer—to make sure it would not come loose during the fighting. It had a cap of unbreakable steel, decorated with gold filigree—a rich gift and a mark of favor that Ragnvald feared he had not yet fully earned. He drew his sword half out of its scabbard to ensure that nothing in his gear impeded his movements. Mist gathered under the trees. Droplets of water from the branches fell into the fire, sending up bursts of steam. Ragnvald could not count how many nights this summer had begun like this, in quiet preparation, and ended in mornings of laying out the dead and tending the wounded. King Vemund had refused to swear loyalty to Harald, and only killing him would end this fighting. His sons fought well but were too young to take his place.


After Ragnvald finished his adjustments he paced around the fire. The fire’s heat made his clothes steam.


“How will we know when it is midnight in this weather?” Oddi grumbled.


“Does it matter?” Heming asked, just as peevishly as his brother. “You’ll do whatever Ragnvald says, as you always do.”


“Do you have a better plan?” Oddi asked.


“Solvi Hunthiofsson sends his ships to harass Tafjord, and I should be there,” said Heming. “Not here.”


“If you had killed Vemund like you promised, none of us would be here,” said Oddi. True enough; Heming had a taste for the more enjoyable parts of kingship, but not the hard work of subduing districts and rooting out rebels.


“Keep telling our father that,” said Heming, “and maybe he’ll give you Maer. But if he gives you Maer, you will inherit all of my enemies, and one more besides.” He put his hand on his sword. “Me.”


Oddi laughed shortly. “I don’t tell King Hakon anything. You’re the one who goes crying to him whenever you think King Harald has treated you poorly.”


Heming sprang to his feet. “I do nothing of the sort. I have endured all of Father’s scolding while you hide from him with Ragnvald. I do my duty as a son should. Anyway, your precious Harald didn’t give me enough men.”


“I thought that was our precious father’s decision,” said Oddi.


“You shouldn’t speak about him that way. You’d be nothing if he hadn’t taken you from your mother. Ragnvald would be nothing if our father hadn’t noticed him.”


“Do you ever shut up?” Oddi asked.


Ragnvald sighed. Oddi did not care enough about Heming’s words to duel him, and Heming feared his father’s anger too much to force the issue. “Both of you be quiet,” he commanded. “We are too close to King Vemund for this noise.”


“I thought you set guards,” said Heming. “You’re always setting guards.”


“Guards can be killed,” said Ragnvald. Or bribed. Too many times this summer, Vemund’s warriors had surprised Harald’s forces.


As the talk quieted, Ragnvald heard nightingales calling to one another. He remembered watching them above the fields of Ardal during the long summer evenings of his boyhood. They dipped through the deep blue sky of a summer night in pairs, catching insects on every mirrored flight. Nightingales mated for life, the legends said. Like swans—and he could never think of swans without then thinking of his sister, Svanhild, whose name meant “swan-battle” and who had now mated with Solvi Hunthiofsson, perhaps for life, a life that would never bring her back to Ragnvald’s side.


The sky turned a deeper blue and the nightingales fell silent. The only thing Ragnvald could hear beyond the breathing and shifting of his men was the chirp of insects in the grass. He looked at Oddi, nodded, and came to his feet, shaking out the tension in his arms. He felt nervous before every battle, no matter how many times he fought and survived. He feared his sword arm, which had always been strong, would fail him. He feared the gods might, without warning, take from him all that he had earned.


He and his men followed Arnfast through the woods on a trail that Arnfast had marked with signs only he could read in the dimness: a broken twig, a fallen branch placed against a tree trunk, a scrape in the pine-needle floor, which led over the softest ground, where their passing would make the least noise. He stepped where Arnfast did, watching the heels of Arnfast’s shoes, hardly visible against the dark forest floor. Low birdcalls made by his men signaled that everyone in the attack party still lived, and kept pace.


Arnfast held a hand up and stopped. Ragnvald echoed the gesture and heard the wave of feet coming to a halt behind him. A campfire gleamed between the tree branches before them. Ragnvald averted his eyes from the brightness. He quieted his breathing to listen for a moment, and heard nothing but the sounds of snores, and the shuffles of men moving quietly as they kept a light guard over their sleeping fellows. Or seemed to. Vemund would bait his trap well. Ragnvald made the signal that would divide their force, and heard Oddi’s answering call.


Another call told his men to block off the camp’s available exits. Ragnvald slid his sword out of its sheath, and moved forward, trying to be as quiet in his own steps as he had been following Arnfast’s. When he judged that enough time had passed for all of his men to get into place, he made the signal for attack.


Ragnvald drew his sword and ran forward, then stumbled when Heming pushed past him, yelling out, “For Maer, for Hakon’s sons!” as he swung his ax. Ragnvald followed a moment later, hoping that the yell had not given away the slim advantage of surprise his forces had against a foe who knew this land far better than they did.


Ragnvald’s sword clashed against the blade of a stout man whose battered leather helmet tipped forward to half cover his eyes. His opponent retreated a few steps for no reason Ragnvald could see, and defended himself against Ragnvald’s second blow a half second too late. Ragnvald’s sword cut through the hardened leather armor protecting his upper arm. As Ragnvald swung his sword again, the man dropped his weapon and raised his hand in submission.


“Stop, King Ragnvald, stop! I’m Isolfur Arnbjornsson. I fight for Harald, like you. Why are you attacking us?”


Ragnvald checked his swing and looked around the camp. Everywhere he saw a bit of armor, the movement of a blade, and the set of a pair of shoulders that he recognized. “Halt! Halt!” he called. “These are Harald’s men. Stop fighting.”


Only a few heartbeats passed, yet his words took far too long to reach the ears of men in a battle rage. A young man bled from a cut that had opened his cheek from eye to jaw, shattering his teeth and leaving a flap of flesh hanging loose over his chin. He would have a terrible scar if he lived. The wounded man turned, clapping his hand to his face, and Ragnvald recognized him as Herlaug, one of King Hakon’s sons. Arnfast stood over him, his bloody sword falling from his hand.


“Tend him,” Ragnvald yelled. Oddi rushed to Herlaug’s side. Herlaug’s eyes, round and white above his dreadful wound, rolled up into his head and he collapsed onto the dead leaves of the forest floor.


Oddi pressed his hand to Herlaug’s cheek, trying to press the flesh back into place. “We need a healer to sew my brother up.” Oddi’s face was pale even to his lips.


“Arnfast.” Ragnvald made his voice harsh to cover his feeling of helplessness at seeing these wounds dealt by his own men. “I thought you said this was Vemund’s camp. Did you see them?”


“Yes.” He gave Ragnvald a pleading look. “I swear it. I saw King Vemund. He was in this place.”


“Isolfur,” Ragnvald said. “When did you arrive?”


“Late evening.” Isolfur held a hand to his bicep. Blood leaked between his fingers, dripping dark in the firelight. “Guthorm sent us as an advance party. He wanted us to find a way to surround Vemund’s force. There was already a fire pit here and we thought it would be as good a place as any to spend the night.”


“Did you not think it would be a trap?” said Ragnvald. If Harald’s uncle Guthorm had sent another attack party, that meant he doubted Ragnvald’s sortie would be a success. “There is no exit here.”


“We guarded the southern approach. It seemed good that it had few paths, and anyway, we only meant to spend one night.”


This was a different trap from the one Ragnvald had foreseen, perhaps, or only terrible luck, a god’s curse on this summer.


“Ragnvald,” said Oddi, still looking pale. He knelt by Herlaug’s side and held a piece of cloth to his cheek that was not enough to stanch the bleeding.


“Arnfast, run to the main camp, and come back with a healer and more guards. Many more guards, as fast as you can. This was a trap—I’m sure of it.” Best to act sure now, to set a story in his men’s minds. “Tell Harald that Vemund meant us to attack our own men. And now we are all here, all of Hakon’s sons and me. Wounded. Come back quickly with help.” Arnfast nodded and sprinted into the woods, fleet as a deer. For a moment, Ragnvald envied him the ability to run away from this, even if only to come back with help. But Arnfast would have to pay a mighty wergild for wounding the son of a king, far more than he could afford. If Ragnvald did not help him, Arnfast’s entire family would have to sell themselves into bondage to discharge the debt.


Ragnvald turned and counted the men who were still whole. He found enough that if half of the unwounded stood guard, they would have good warning of any more attacks. Too many were injured to move camp, though. Vemund—and Ragnvald’s folly—had trapped them here.
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SVANHILD PULLED ON THE STEERING OAR SO HER SHIP FOLLOWED Solvi’s as closely as possible, carving the same line as his had through the waves. It took all her strength plus the strength of a man from her crew to turn the huge board against the force of the water. She liked to have her hands on it, though, for through that contact she could feel qualities in the water, as Solvi had taught her. A heaviness told her of the strength of the rising storm, as did the wind blowing her hair into her face. To the west, Hakon’s pursuing ships faded from view behind sheets of rain as the Faroe Islands themselves receded behind that veil.


“Look, Eystein,” she said to her son. “Your father has done it again. The winds carry him faster than any other man.” Eystein was tall for his age, at six summers already past Svanhild’s waist. Solvi’s father, King Hunthiof, had been of normal height and Solvi might have been as well, if he had not been burned in childhood. Svanhild hoped their son would tower over both of them.


“Whose ships are those?” Eystein pointed behind them, toward the four trailing ships in their convoy.


“Those are our friends. Boddi is in one of those ships,” said Svanhild. Boddi was Eystein’s particular friend, a boy a year younger than him who disdained the more boisterous children among Solvi’s followers and had attached himself to Svanhild’s quiet son. “And your father is in front of us. He is leading us to safety.” The wind, the mist, every element of the sea bent to Solvi’s will, and thwarted any who sailed against him. Svanhild had seen it often in the years they traveled together; from the great city of Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, to the northern reaches of Iceland, the sea goddess Ran treated Solvi as her cherished son.


“The wind carries Solvi better because he’s so light!” said Ulfarr. He had thickened over the years, growing bigger in the shoulders and stomach, so he could no longer climb up a mast. He rushed toward Eystein with his head down, as though he meant to scoop Eystein up in his arms, as he often did. Eystein hung back and hid behind Svanhild’s hip.


“Don’t let him, Mama,” he said.


“It’s only Ulfarr,” said Svanhild, though she was glad that steering the ship meant she did not have to move to allow Ulfarr access to her son. Even though she was his king’s wife, Ulfarr sometimes put his hands on her lewdly until she shook him off. She knew that Solvi would laugh if she said anything—after all, Ulfarr was one of his oldest friends—but she did not have to like him.


“Mama,” said Eystein. “Look!”


A flock of dark birds flew toward them, tumbling, calling wildly, moving faster than their own wings should carry them. They passed just above the top of the mast. The blast of wind that had flung the birds forward hit the sail with a force that made the whole ship dip forward. A loud crack sounded: the breaking of one of the lines that held the sail in place. Svanhild prayed that her other lines would hold and adjusted her heading, spilling wind from the sail. The ship rolled toward the other side before regaining its balance. Before her, she saw that Solvi had done the same, and felt a swell of pride. He had taught her well; now she could steer a ship almost as well as he could, and perform any sailing task that did not require a man’s strength.


She turned to look at the ships behind them again, holding Eystein against her leg so he would not fall as the ship rocked. The gust had also struck the other vessels in the convoy. The sail of one hung crosswise, as though its lines had come loose or been torn off. Another bobbed broadside to the wind when it should have pointed into the waves. Solvi had placed skilled captains in those ships, ships that were filled with his followers and their families. Some had joined Solvi for plunder. More, though, were refugees fleeing Harald’s Norway, subjects, petty kings, and jarls from Hordaland and Rogaland, Agder and Thelemark, who would not swear to Harald and pay the heavy tax burden that went along with that oath. Still others Harald had not even given the choice of oath and payment, and instead expelled them to make room for Hakon’s sons and other allies who wanted land to buy their loyalty. At least Ragnvald had only accepted his birthright from Harald, and no more.


A yell drew her attention back to Solvi’s ship. He gestured to her and called out, “Reef the sail!”


Svanhild echoed the command to her own crew and Ulfarr amplified it. Men rushed to unwind the lines that held the yard, bringing it halfway down the mast and securing the small ties that would decrease the sail’s surface area. Now the ship could ride the strong winds without putting as much strain on the mast.


Svanhild’s vessel rested in a lull for a strange, brief moment before the wind hit again, stronger and harder, while in the distance, the other ships shuddered and skittered across the waves. The ship behind her heeled over on its side like a child’s spinning top about to fall over. Then, as a rain squall blurred the air between them, the ship toppled and the sail disappeared from view. The next gust hit her own ship, shuddering the wood in Svanhild’s hands.


She scanned the horizon frantically for the capsized ship until Eystein’s insistent tugging on her skirt forced her attention to him.


“The ship—is Boddi—are they dead?” Eystein asked.


“I don’t know.” Svanhild pulled him close without looking away from the emptiness where the ship had been. “If you see the sail again, they may be all right.” She turned to face forward again; she could not afford to split her attention, now that the storm had reached her ship.


“I don’t see them,” said Eystein.


“Then they are gone,” said Svanhild. “Or will be soon.” Eystein shivered against her and buried his face in the folds of her skirt.


“What will happen to them?” he asked.


None of the ships could go to the rescue of their fallen brother. Perhaps a few strong swimmers might be lucky enough to cling to a rope flung from another ship—if one passed nearby. “They will drown,” said Svanhild, “and then, I suppose, they will join the fleet of the goddess Ran, who sends ghost ships out all across the sea. They will feast in her golden hall.” Svanhild shivered as well. She did not want to think of this.


“I hate the sea,” said Eystein. “I don’t want to be cold anymore. Will Boddi always be cold, then?”


Svanhild directed one of her men to hold the heading for her. She crouched down before Eystein. The sudden shelter from the ship’s walls blocking the wind made her face hot, as if she stood before a fire. Eystein looked at her, eyes pleading for word from her that could make his friend live again.


“Boddi will crew a great ship,” she said, “and when he grows up will marry one of Ran’s beautiful daughters. Ran’s husband, Aegir, has the finest drinking hall of all the gods, save Odin’s Valhalla. When we are out of this storm, I will tell you the story of how Thor tricked the miserly Aegir into holding a feast. Now go in the tent and warm yourself.” She could not give him more than a moment in the midst of this storm. “If you want to help, pray to the sea goddess.”


The men in her ship mouthed their own prayers, wearing grim expressions as they carried out their tasks, lashing down barrels and tightening the lines that held the sail in place. Svanhild could not recall which other friends and acquaintances had been on the capsized ship. They had fled so quickly when Hakon’s force arrived that surely some who usually traveled in the fallen ship had found other berths. Families would be torn in two.


“Mourn,” she remembered Solvi saying to his men after a previous wreck, “but remember that they are beyond suffering, and you are lucky to be alive. Bless your luck, and keep on living.” Svanhild could not face death so calmly, though she would gladly give herself to the sea to save Eystein. He became ill when ship-bound, and only grew healthy when he had solid ground under his feet. An ill-fitting son for the sea king Solvi Klofe, Solvi the Short, a man who wore his deficiencies as a badge of honor.


“Mama, I’m still cold.” Eystein had gone into the tent—the ship’s only real shelter—briefly, and come out again to cling to her, digging skinny arms into the top of Svanhild’s hip bones. The wind drove the rain hard against her back, frothing the surface of the sea into stripes of foam and deep green.


“I’m sorry, Monkey,” Svanhild said. Svanhild had seen a monkey once in Spain and thought Eystein, with his long limbs, big eyes, and tendency to cling, could be one of those strange creatures who looked at her with such intelligence. “It’s warmer in the tent, and there you can play with Katla.” Katla was Svanhild’s servant, a Norse-Irish girl who feared storms.


“But I will not see Boddi again,” said Eystein. His words made Svanhild cold beyond the touch of rain and wind. He had walked too close to death since the moment of his birth, when the midwife had to breathe into his little mouth to start his lungs. Svanhild kept a close watch on any sign that death stalked him still. She had named him after her father, for though he had been killed when Svanhild was only five, what she remembered most about him was how intensely alive he had been. Eystein would benefit from a portion of his grandfather’s spirit.


“Look, the storm is passing,” said Svanhild. The ship moved more smoothly over the water as the waves subsided and the wind grew steadier. Men sheltering under benches with cloaks drawn over their heads began to unfold themselves. Ulfarr glanced at her, waiting to see if she wanted the sail raised again. She shook her head. She would keep it half-reefed until morning, or until Solvi ordered otherwise. She looked over her shoulder and thought she saw the shapes of ships in the distance, but did not try to count them, not yet. She did not want to think about further losses.


* * *


WHEN THE WIND slackened near dawn, the remaining four ships drew together. Tryggulf’s ship had torn off half its lines in the storm. Solvi’s men passed some replacement rope over to him. A good wind carried them to the east coast of Iceland a few days later, past narrow beaches of black sand, but it was not until late evening, the sun no more than an orange glow on the horizon, that Solvi found a beach of black pebbles wide enough to pull up the ships safely. A huge brown stone, mottled with lichen and moss, stood alone a little offshore. In the dim light, it looked like a giant’s head peering up, the rest of the body still buried in sand.


Svanhild stumbled down from her ship, light-headed from hunger and exhaustion. She did not notice Solvi approaching until he put an arm around her. He pulled her close and kissed her temple. “You did well, my sea queen.” His arm pressed into the space between her ribs and hip. “You’re so skinny.”


She tried halfheartedly to pull away. On the voyage from Frisia to the Faroes she had lost what little fat she carried and did not have time to replenish her reserves before Hakon’s forces pressed them on. She always lost flesh when they were at sea. “We must feed you well in Iceland,” Solvi added.


“Yes,” said Svanhild. “I remember the fat cows, and streams full of salmon. I want nothing more than to eat myself bursting every night and grow plump and happy and bear you another child.” Solvi pulled her closer, though he said nothing. She knew he blamed himself that she had not carried a child to term since Eystein. If she could stop moving for a year or two, she would catch a healthy child again, she felt certain. Eystein would be better off if she could give him a younger brother, someone to protect and be bold for.


Solvi would like another son, one more like him. He loved Eystein, in his way, though Svanhild sometimes caught him watching his son in the same way that Eystein watched the little creatures of shore and grass, as if peering into a world that interested him, but that he could never understand. Solvi still thought that one day Eystein would love his ships, and crave adventure the same way he did.


“Who was on board that ship?” Svanhild asked.


“Besides Thorolf?” Solvi asked, naming a young captain who had shown enough promise for Solvi to give him a ship to command only a few weeks earlier. “His wife and children traveled with him. Some of Snorri’s kin, I think.”


“Perhaps they survived. They were nearest Hakon’s ships,” said Svanhild. Solvi did not answer. Svanhild knew what he thought of her hopes: she lived in a dream world, while he inhabited the true one. They had fought often enough about how she saw bright glimmers where he saw only shadow. “I need to make camp,” she added. Eystein would not sleep well without his favorite blankets, and a tent on even ground. As she walked up the beach, her toes caught on small stones, and she stumbled. The ground swayed beneath her as she fought to maintain balance on a surface that did not move as she expected it to.


Eystein had fallen asleep against a rock by the time she had the tent set up. She had to drag him inside and settle him next to her under the wet, itchy wool of her blankets. It had grown still darker when she woke to the warmth of Solvi’s chest against her back. Eystein’s small body, curled in the hollow of her own, vibrated with his shivering, even in sleep.


Solvi pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. “I believed we would stay in the Faroes for the winter,” he said to her. Svanhild longed to rest, but she knew that Solvi could only voice his doubts in the middle of the night, while she lingered at the gates of sleep. Perhaps some nights he told her sleeping form his secrets and she never heard them except in dreams.


“Hakon claims the Faroes,” said Svanhild. “He has done so since your father’s time.” She did not mind returning to Iceland. The Faroe Islands had even fewer trees, only mountains and rocky fields where sheep grazed. The inhabitants built their homes out of turf, living low and in the dirt, in barrows even before their deaths. Many had fled there to escape Harald’s taxes, only to find that Hakon’s demands bit just as deep.


“Is there nowhere a man can go that Hakon or Harald does not claim?” Solvi asked. “Is not my Maer enough for them?”


“Hush, you will wake our son,” said Svanhild. She did not want to speak his name for fear it would draw him from sleep. “Iceland is still free. It will be a good home for us.”


“I do not speak of a home,” said Solvi. “You and I have never had a home together, not since Hakon took my land for his sons.”


“That is why we must make our own home together,” said Svanhild. “We can claim land here in Iceland, and build a farm to pass on to our son.” More quietly, she added, “You know he is no sailor.”


“And I am no farmer,” said Solvi. He had said the same when they left Vestfold together, when Svanhild had been pregnant with Eystein, wearing a gown that was Ragnvald’s last gift to her. She thought of her hand around a cow’s teat rather than the steering oar, of combing a sheep’s wool until all the fibers lay straight in a well-ordered cloud—the calming repetition of it, of all the little tasks that must be performed to run a farm. Not so different from managing a ship.


“Promise me,” she said. “Promise me that we will stop for a time so our son can grow strong.” She yawned; she could not help it. The pebble beach had shifted under her body to make a cradle for her, comfortable after days of sleeping on a narrow rowing bench.


“Sleep, my love,” he said. “I promise you, our son will have his birthright.”


“What does that mean?” Svanhild rolled over to face him. “Does that mean we will stay in Iceland for a time?” Eystein stirred, woken by her movement.


“Perhaps. I would rather he grow up in Tafjord.”


Solvi had said that before, and each time Svanhild had tried to turn his ambitions elsewhere. “I know, but that is not possible.” She reached out to touch Solvi’s face. “We need to find a new land for him.”


Solvi pulled away. “There is a difference between what you think is impossible and what you fear to attempt.”


Eystein sat up. “Mother, is it—do we have to flee again?”


Svanhild turned again and pulled him back to her. “No. Hush now. Sleep.” She stroked his shoulder the way he liked until his breathing grew even. She would continue this argument with Solvi in the morning.


* * *


THE CONVOY RESTED for a day on the beach. Eystein chased shorebirds across the shallows and dug for clams that hid below the depth of the birds’ beaks. Svanhild showed him how to roast them open on the campfire’s coals. As she packed up the tent, Eystein came running up to her. His fine russet hair was still rumpled on one side from sleep, and his face was dirty at his hairline, though he had washed it. He liked to be clean, and Svanhild looked forward to bringing him to a hot spring once they reached the settlement. He had been too young the last time they came here to remember the bliss and lasting warmth that the waters provided.


“Mother, come, I have to show you something,” he said. Svanhild had taken the tent down, and spread out all the items within it so she knew where everything was before she packed. She hated to leave her work now, when a gust of wind might scatter it all, but Eystein’s eyes shone bright, and she did not like to resist him.


“Come on,” he said again, rocking back and forth on his feet. Svanhild held out her hand to take his—gritty, cold, and clammy with seawater—and walked with him up the beach past the ships. On the marshy shore to the east, two white swans cast off into the water, with four gray cygnets between them.


“Swans,” said Eystein. “Like you.”


“Yes,” said Svanhild, watching the stately birds. They swam in a perfect line, even the young ones, moving across the still water like ships in a steady breeze. “It is a good omen, Monkey, a swan family to welcome us home.”


* * *


THE NEXT DAY was mild, so Svanhild rode in Solvi’s ship while his young apprentice Thorstein captained the ship she had guided through the storm. The ships hugged Iceland’s southern coast. An arctic wolf lifted its head from a bloodied seal carcass and met Svanhild’s eyes as the ships passed. The light from the low sun made its white fur look gold. Svanhild turned away, reminded of Ragnvald’s prophecy that Harald was a golden wolf who would either burn up or burnish all he touched, a prophecy that had further buttressed Harald’s claim to be king over all Norway. Ragnvald’s golden wolf should stay in Norway. Iceland was a land without kings.


Fog filled the air as they approached the settlement at Reykjavik—Smokey Bay. Solvi ordered men to the oars and lowered the sail. He never liked approaching through a dense fog that could hide friend or foe, or simply a rock that might punch a hole in a ship’s hull.


“It’s a strange place,” he said as the settlement emerged from the mist, a small collection of houses on plots of green farmland ridged by the stumps of the dwarf forest that had stood for a thousand years before the Norse arrived. Twisted stretches of black rock surrounded the strands of green. Above the farms, the mountains rose up sharply, snowcapped and smoking. Skalds said that gateways to the underworld of dragons and dwarves opened into those mountains, and Svanhild believed it.


“Rich farmland,” said Svanhild. “And all of it for the taking.”


“And clearing, and farming.” Solvi laughed. “I don’t mind the taking part.”


A party assembled on the dock to greet them. Ingolfur Arnasson, who claimed to be Iceland’s first settler, was the first to greet Solvi when he stepped down from his ship. Ingolfur had fled Vestfold when Harald outlawed him for murdering his neighbor in a feud that had lasted three generations by the time he inherited it. He had grown rich from trade and raiding, and set out with his family for the rocky shores of Iceland.


In the tale Ingolfur told, and paid his skald to repeat, he and his brothers threw the pillars of the high seat of their ancestral hall into the sea and decided to settle where they washed up onshore, which seemed to Svanhild the height of foolishness. The pillars stood behind Ingolfur in his hall, a reminder to everyone that no matter how many kings and jarls settled in Iceland, Ingolfur had arrived first.


“This is a lot of men you have here,” Ingolfur said to Solvi as Svanhild climbed down the ship’s ladder onto the stone dock. Ingolfur stood no more than average height but carried himself with such weighty dignity, his solid stomach leading the way through any crowd and his long mustache announcing how important he found himself, that Svanhild always thought of him as a tall man.


“Women too,” said Svanhild.


“That is good.” Ingolfur squinted down at her. “Still, you have many people, with winter coming on.”


“The sun still shines for most of the night,” said Solvi.


“And every day is shorter,” Ingolfur replied. “Too short for clearing, planting, and harvesting enough food for your followers, even if you claim land.”


Solvi gave Svanhild a look that she read well enough. Ingolfur wanted them gone, and Solvi would echo him later. When Svanhild frowned at Solvi, he turned back to Ingolfur. “Are you denying us hospitality?”


“Of course not,” said Ingolfur. “Yet guests bearing gifts are the most welcome guests of all.”


“When you give us welcome, we will give gifts.” Solvi gave Ingolfur one of his sharp, dangerous grins.


“We have lost friends and family in this voyage,” Svanhild added. “A funeral feast would show the gods they are not forgotten, even in this faraway land.”


Ingolfur’s mustache drooped. “Your woman has the right of it,” he said. He put his hand on Svanhild’s shoulder and left it there. “My wife would be happy to make a feast for your fallen friends—in two days’ time?”


“The gods will be pleased,” said Svanhild, “and we will show our appreciation for your generosity.” She bowed her head, and slid closer to Solvi’s side, freeing herself from Ingolfur’s touch.


“I will send thralls to help unload your ships,” said Ingolfur. He bowed and walked stiffly back up the beach.


Solvi watched him go. “We had already gifted for a winter’s lodgings in the Faroes. This will beggar us.”


Ulfarr stepped up behind them and Svanhild pressed herself against Solvi. “Send me to get more gold,” Ulfarr said. “Iceland has too few women for my taste.”


“There are plenty of Irish thralls,” said Solvi. Svanhild had seen them among the curious who came down to the dock when she and Solvi arrived: short figures wearing homespun, with close-cropped hair that blurred the differences between men and women.


“Pah—all their men want to marry them—”


“And won’t take kindly to you raping their future wives?” Solvi said with a laugh. “You can get us gold and punish Hakon too—you said Heming Hakonsson does not defend Tafjord well?”


“Not the last time I was there,” said Ulfarr. “I stole his armband and his favorite concubine last year!” Svanhild remembered a beautiful, sad-eyed woman who had tried to escape in the Faroes and washed up, her corpse pummeled by the waves, on a beach a few days later. Svanhild had not asked where the woman had come from. She tried to think about Ulfarr’s women as little as possible.


“Go back,” said Solvi. “Hakon’s gold is inexhaustible.”


“His patience with raids against Heming may not be,” said Svanhild. “Why tweak his tail? Hakon could easily follow us here from the Faroes.” She spoke to the space between Ulfarr and Solvi, hoping not to anger either of them with her doubts.


“Let him,” said Solvi. “Go, my friend, and tweak his tail as much as you wish. And if you kill Heming, I will give you a jarldom.” Ulfarr grinned at him, ignoring Svanhild, nodded, and walked away to find his favorite warriors and plan their attack.


“I did not know you had sent Ulfarr to raid Tafjord before,” said Svanhild. This was another thread to pick up from their abandoned argument. Solvi’s followers came and went, exercising the freedom that would be denied them if they swore to Harald or his subject kings. Solvi shrugged and began directing the unloading of the ships. She did not know what jarldom Solvi could promise—he had always said that his kingdom was his ships and his subjects anyone who chose to sail with him for a time, in the way of the sea kings of old.


* * *


SVANHILD OVERSAW THE setup of her larger tent, the one that she could arrange almost as a small house, and then took Eystein, along with a few of Solvi’s guards, to visit her friend Unna, who had a farm on the hill above the settlement. Unna knew everything that happened in Iceland, better even than Ingolfur and his wife. She would know who in the settlement could shelter the families that traveled with Solvi, and who could not, and where the best farmland could be claimed.


Unna was a widow with iron-colored hair who had come to Iceland from Scotland after the death of her husband and son to a sickness there. She brought with her five stout thralls and a young man named Donall who had a shocking red beard, spoke a strongly accented Norse, and, it was plain, shared her bed. When he and Unna spoke together, it was in a language Svanhild could not make out. He was at least fifteen years younger than Unna, and she was no beauty. The planes of her face made Svanhild think of an ax carving, severe and expressive. But Donall obeyed her every word and hardly looked at the maidens of Iceland who were closer to his age. He did not give Svanhild admiring glances, though songs of her beauty and the battles it inspired usually drew the attention of men in every land she visited.


Unna’s farm spread over a notch between two hills, and was full of thick green grass that rippled with wind that carried cold and the strange sulfur breath of the volcanoes down from the mountains. Over the crest of a hill, the roof of another house spilled smoke from a cook fire into the air. The scent made Svanhild’s stomach growl.


Unna nodded when she saw Svanhild walking with Eystein across the grass, as if she had expected Svanhild to come today, though they had not seen each other for a few years. She suffered Svanhild’s embrace and acknowledged Eystein’s bow to her, and then looked Svanhild up and down. “You should stay this time, I think. You will not bring a babe to birth unless you keep your feet in one place for a while. Children like to be born onto solid ground, not a tossing ship.”


“I hope to,” said Svanhild. “I might convince Solvi. He said he wants Eystein’s birthright in Maer, but we could claim a new one for him here.”


She left Eystein with Donall so she and Unna could walk alongside the rock wall that marked the edges of the farm. She told Unna of her travels since their last meeting, while Unna, in her turn, related the business of her farm and the settlement. Many new families had arrived all summer, she said, fleeing Norse battles.


“This is the farthest reach of my claim.” Unna showed Svanhild a carved post, almost hidden in the lush grass. “A day’s walk all around, stretching up the mountain. This is what you must do: take your whole household, and lead a heifer to pace out the edges of your land. You will walk for as long as you can, while there is still daylight. Mark out the borders as I have done, state your claim at the summer alting meeting, and the land will be yours for your sons to inherit. This land is fertile. As farmwives in Norway stir the ash from their cook fires into their gardens, so did the gods of this place scatter ash from the heavens to make the island bloom.” Unna’s voice held a note of motherly pride when she spoke of her land.


The path of the fence led them back toward her farm buildings. When they drew closer, Eystein came running up to Svanhild, clutching a handful of flowers. Svanhild thanked him and tucked a purple bloom behind her ear.


“I can claim land, myself?” Svanhild asked. “Even though I am married?” Eystein bounded forward, toward the farm. He had recovered his spirits since the voyage.


“At last count I heard there were two hundred families who claimed land, but this is a big island,” said Unna. “If you make the claim and your husband does not repudiate it, I see no reason why it should not stand. Still, do not tarry. I want you to find land near mine.”


Svanhild squeezed her arm. Unna only showed affection to Svanhild when they walked alone. Otherwise, she spoke almost as harshly to Svanhild as to any of her servants or Donall. She had to be sharp, she said, as a woman alone, or a man might try to take advantage of her.


Svanhild glanced toward her farmhouse, with its turf roof sloping down to the ground. Standing in the doorway to the barn, Donall waved his arm over his head to draw their attention.


“We must return,” said Svanhild.


“I suppose.” Unna released Svanhild’s elbow. Donall greeted them with a bow. He was very handsome, even with his freckles, and had pale lashes that would have looked good on a woman.


“More ships have come, ladies,” he said. “With kings and warriors.”


“Svanhild and her sea king just arrived this morning,” said Unna, in Norse so Svanhild could understand.


“These are new ships,” said Donall.


Unna spoke a few words to him in their language, then turned to Svanhild. “We will go,” said Unna. “Would you like to leave your son with my servants?” she asked Svanhild.


“No, I will bring him,” said Svanhild.


“Then I will see you there. I think Donall and I can move faster.” Unna walked past Svanhild, carrying herself as upright as a fireplace poker, with Donall half a step behind. Abrupt, and close to rudeness—that was Unna, a law unto herself in a lawless place. She and Solvi had disliked each other on sight. Solvi preferred the company of those who could laugh sometimes, and Unna rarely smiled.


Eystein sat in the lee of Unna’s house, looking east, over the pasture dotted with sheep. One of Unna’s thralls churned butter nearby.


“More ships have come,” said Svanhild, facing toward the water, which was too far away for her to see, though not too far to smell when the wind shifted. “Come with me.”


He looked up slowly. “I like it here,” he said softly.


“I know, and we will visit again soon,” she said. “Now come with me. We must see who Donall thinks is more important than your father.”


“I’m tired. Mother, will you carry me there?” Eystein asked. She could see the black silhouettes of the ships’ masts against the gray sky. A wave lifted the prow of one briefly, revealing the curves of a sleek warship. Svanhild scooped Eystein up into her arms—he was still light enough for that, tall but very slender. His eyes looked enormous in his thin face, above sharp cheekbones that seemed as though they might pierce his skin.


“Who are they?” Eystein pointed toward the ships. “I don’t know, love. Let us go see.”
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RAGNVALD STOOD GUARD ALL NIGHT UNTIL ARNFAST RETURNED with the dawn, followed by the best healer in Harald’s camp, a young woman who wore trousers like a man. Ragnvald showed her to where Herlaug sat propped against a rock, holding his bandaged face. The bleeding had slowed to a trickle. Oddi and Heming sat on either side of him, their expressions of worry giving their faces a temporary likeness.


The healer spoke low words to Herlaug and persuaded him to let her look at the wound. When Ragnvald heard the sticky pull of fabric from the wound, he looked away, feeling an echo of the wound in his own cheek, a phantom pull of ripped flesh. The healer called for wine to cleanse the gash. Ragnvald forced himself to watch as she made small, neat stitches in Herlaug’s face with a length of silk thread, which was dyed a darker red every time it passed through Herlaug’s skin and left weeping puncture marks along the wound.


After she finished, she wiped her hands off with a rag and stood. “There is a lot of tearing. The stitches may not hold,” she said to Ragnvald. “I must burn the wound closed to prevent infection.”


“Do you want my permission?” Ragnvald asked. “Do what you must.” Behind her, on the ground, Herlaug moaned and shook his head. He tried to speak then stopped when the movement pulled on his wound.


“He does not want to be burned,” said Heming.


“He will die of fever otherwise,” said the healer. “Heat your sword tip until it glows.” Ragnvald was not used to being commanded in his own camp, even by healers, and he hesitated.


“He does not want it,” Oddi cried. “Don’t torture him any more.” Heming touched his brother’s face on the unharmed cheek until he parted his lips, then emptied a skin of spirits down his throat, and smiled grimly when Herlaug fell back into a snuffling sleep.


“His brothers say no,” said Ragnvald. “Bandage him.”


“He will die,” said the healer. “Or wish he was dead. And you have wasted my time and my stitches.”


“There are more wounded for you to tend,” said Ragnvald, glad to turn away from Herlaug’s disfigurement. “Finish here, and then come with me.”


* * *


AFTER ANOTHER NIGHT spent at the cliff-side camp, Ragnvald led his men back to Harald and the main force. Herlaug made noises of pain as he shuffled forward with his arms slung over the shoulders of his brothers. Ragnvald half hoped that one of Vemund’s bowmen would pick him off to spare everyone his moans today and Arnfast the suit he would bring later. If Herlaug died in battle, he could not sue for an injury. Better to think of that than imagine Harald’s disappointment in Ragnvald for falling into Vemund’s trap.


Six years ago, Harald had fulfilled his promise to Ragnvald after the battle of Vestfold. He accompanied him to Sogn for Ragnvald’s wedding to Hilda. At the Sogn ting, where all the families of Sogn gathered at midsummer for trials and games, Harald’s skald sang of Ragnvald’s deeds and his ancestry, of their origins in the loins of the gods. He sang how the bones of Ragnvald’s forefathers had mixed with the soil of Sogn for so many generations that they were part of the bedrock now. Harald stood by Ragnvald’s side as the men at the ting elected Ragnvald as their king. Everything Ragnvald possessed had come from Harald. Ragnvald had failed in Harald’s war this summer, and when he was away from Sogn, he failed to make Sogn rich as well.


At Harald’s camp a sea of wool tents with timber crossbeams spread out over the bank of a fjord tributary. A sentry greeted Ragnvald and then ran to Harald’s tent to tell him of Ragnvald’s coming. Harald emerged, arms open to embrace him, while Guthorm, Harald’s uncle, sat in the open doorway of Harald’s tent, his arms crossed.


Harald had grown into the size promised by his youth, and lost no grace as he grew from boy into giant. He stood half a head taller than Ragnvald, who was taller than many men, and was half again as broad in the shoulder. Since his oath to conquer all of Norway and gain the hand of Princess Gyda, his hair had grown tangled, long and wild. It made him look like something more than a man—a savage and beautiful god, equal to his bloody wyrd.


“You seem in poor spirits,” said Harald to Ragnvald. “But I have good news. We cannot tempt Vemund into open war, and we cannot best him on his own ground, so only one course remains.” He gave Ragnvald a sly smile that sat oddly on features made for friendly grins. “Treachery.”


“That is what we have faced,” Ragnvald replied. He gave a report of what had happened at the foot of the cliff. “My man Arnfast grievously wounded Herlaug Hakonsson. I fear the wergild he will demand.” And that Harald would grant him, the son of his most powerful ally.


Guthorm came to his feet to join their conversation. “Vemund leads you into worse and worse blunders with every step you take,” he said. “More lives lost. I would have advised against this attack.”


“No one died this time, and you were not there to advise us.” Ragnvald looked longingly over to his own tent. The crossbeams, carved into snarling hunting dogs, looked as tired as he felt, mouths open in panting exhaustion rather than ferocity. “Perhaps if we had not been there, King Vemund would have returned and ambushed Hakon’s younger sons. You cannot know.”


“That’s true,” said Harald. He rocked back and forth on his feet. “If no one died, that is good enough news for me. And I have better. Two of Vemund’s men have sworn to follow me, rather than risk endless war. Grai, Illugi.”


Ill-fated names, Ragnvald thought, before he even saw the men to dislike them. They emerged from behind Harald’s great tent, a small man with a puff of pale hair atop a round and too-pretty face—Illugi—and Grai, tall and doughy, with eyes that never seemed to focus in the right place, and a narrow mouth surrounded by a beard a much lighter brown than the hair on his head.


“Tell Ragnvald what you told me,” Harald said to them.


“We were King Vemund’s men,” said Grai, looking over Ragnvald’s shoulder rather than meeting his eyes. “He sent us—Illugi and me—scouting to find you.”


“And we thought we’d like to back the winning horse,” said Illugi in a voice like the twang of a bow. “Vemund was pleased with the trick he played on you. Seems like it worked. He’s with his wife in their hall in Naustdal to rest. He took a wound and it’s festering. You should attack him there.”


“See,” said Harald to Ragnvald. “The gods do still smile on us.”


Ragnvald would have preferred a blessing that did not come with these two, who looked like they would stab Harald in the back as easily as they would their own king. “I did not hear that Vemund had been wounded,” he said. From time to time, his men captured Vemund’s scouts and questioned them.


“He broke his leg running through the woods,” said Illugi. “No luck. I want a lucky king.”


“You trust these oath breakers?” Ragnvald asked Harald. He usually refused the service of men sworn elsewhere. Ragnvald’s own oath to Hakon had kept him from swearing to Harald until Hakon released him.


“We never swore oaths to Vemund,” said Grai. “But we’ll swear to King Harald.”


“See?” said Harald.


“I’d like to ask Vemund that,” said Ragnvald, “and hear it for myself.”


“Ragnvald only trusts his own eyes and ears.” Harald gave him a fond smile. “Come with me, Ragnvald. We will discuss this privately.”


Ragnvald followed Harald into his tent, high enough at the roof beam for even Harald to stand with ease. A servant brought them each a cup of ale. The tent smelled like old, sweaty leather and damp wool. A cot covered with furs and discarded clothing stood in one corner. Harald sat down at the table in the center and gestured for Ragnvald to join him.


“I fear this is another trap,” said Ragnvald. “Vemund is too crafty to allow these two to come to us. I’m sure he sent them. We should question them until they reveal how Vemund has tricked us so many times.”


“He knows this land.” Harald took a sip of his ale. “And you see traps and treachery everywhere.”


“Not the right traps,” Ragnvald muttered.


“Blaming yourself for last night?” Harald asked.


“Who else?”


“You may have saved that party from worse—as you told my uncle.”


“You know that was only an excuse.”


“I know you think so. Never mind that. Attacking Vemund now, in his hall, is our best chance,” said Harald. “I will trust my luck. Can’t you?”


“I trust your luck,” said Ragnvald. “It’s mine that has gone missing.” He sighed. “Tell me what you want me to do.”


“Take your men and follow Grai and Illugi to Vemund’s hall. If they lie, kill them. I do not think they do, though. They are men who value their own lives above everything else.”


“Even honor,” said Ragnvald.


“Even honor,” Harald agreed. “I need men like that sometimes.”


“I still don’t like it,” said Ragnvald. “What does your uncle say?” He tried without success to keep the rancor from his voice. Guthorm doubted all of Ragnvald’s plans after it was too late for his doubts to do any good.


“He has no advice,” said Harald. “He thinks I should follow my instincts.”


“That does not surprise me,” said Ragnvald dryly.


Harald smiled and walked over to his bedroll, from which he pulled a small leather satchel. “My mother gave me a set of rune-bones she said would not fail to provide wisdom,” he said. “We will ask them and see what they say.” Harald opened the pouch and shook out the set of carved bone pieces into his hands. Each had a different rune upon it, the angular symbols carved deeply and colored with ocher.


“Do you know how to read them?” Ragnvald asked.


“Well enough,” said Harald. “Tyr’s rune is for betrayal—”


“Or a lawsuit,” said Ragnvald.


“No one is likely to sue us here. Vemund would rather just kill us.” Harald continued his recitation: “Heimdall’s for loyalty, Odin’s for battle, and Frigga’s for peace, and so on. Simple.” He crouched down, shook the bones in his hands while reciting a blessing, and then scattered them on the table where the pattern of their fall should give a hint from the gods of how they should proceed.


“There is Heimdall’s rune,” said Ragnvald. “And Odin’s. And Frigga’s. And this is Frey’s crossed by Thor’s. Are you sure you did it right?”


“You are supposed to be wise,” said Harald. “What do you think it means?”


Ragnvald snorted. The scattered bones showed little more wisdom to him than if they had been rabbit droppings. “If I were a traveling fortune-teller, I would say that loyalty will lead to battle, and then peace.” Ragnvald threw up his hands in exasperation. “And if Thor has put a leg over Frey, maybe that’s why it hasn’t stopped raining since midsummer.”


Harald laughed. “Maybe that is why. They say Frey is the handsomest of the gods and even his sister, Freya, cannot resist his charms!”


“And you want to trust these traitors,” said Ragnvald, trying to turn the conversation back to its purpose.


“It is the best chance we’ve been offered,” said Harald. “Take a hundred men, and burn his hall to the ground. With Vemund and his family in it if possible. If not—harvesttime and winter are coming soon. Burn any grain you find, and let Vemund’s people starve all winter. They will be happy then to accept my rule come spring.”


Or they might hate Harald for starving them. A hundred men should be enough to overcome any resistance Vemund could muster, though, even if Grai and Illugi were leading them into a trap.


* * *


RANKS UPON RANKS of Harald’s men stood in orderly lines in the dim light of early morning. In silent columns, they boarded the ships, also stretched single file along the narrow fjord, so both ends of the procession disappeared into mist. Even Harald’s berserkers, wild men with no fear who prided themselves on the chaos they brought everywhere, waited their turn. Only their tangled hair and outfits of mottled furs marked them out from Harald’s other men.


Harald climbed up the beach to where Ragnvald waited with his own men, also arrayed in silent ranks. Here and there a man drooped on his feet, weak from an unhealed wound, and one of his fellows had to hold him up. A few miles away, a man who called himself a king slept with his warriors, exhausted and mead-drunk after months of hard fighting in the hills and valleys in South Maer.


Stay, Ragnvald wanted to say to Harald. Or leave your berserkers to do this deed. They revel in death, they court it. They have no more fear of it, and will not mind this task. Each of the berserkers had faced a battle against terrible odds, and had his fear and most of his humanity stripped from him by it. They went into battle without armor, and killed without remorse.


“You will finish this, Ragnvald, and it will add to your glory,” said Harald. He clasped Ragnvald’s arm. “And then come to me in Nidaros, and I will reward you. King Vemund sleeps yonder. The gods have told us this is true.”


Harald’s eyes were wide and guileless. Even after fighting together for six years, Ragnvald did not always know when Harald believed his own legends. He was a king now in truth, full of certainty that everything he did was good and right, even burning men alive.


“You know what to do.” He squeezed Ragnvald’s arm again before letting it go.


“Do you not want to witness this triumph?” Ragnvald asked.


“No,” said Harald. “My mother told me there would be a storm before the new moon, and I must return home before then.”


“She can calm the weather,” said Ragnvald. She was a sorceress, a prophetess, half a goddess—Ragnvald had seen many easy tricks called magic to fool the simple, but Ronhild could truly perform wonders. Herlaug would also leave with Harald, in hopes that Ronhild could use her magic to heal his face fully.


“Not this storm,” said Harald. “She told me. Now, King Vemund must die, with all his men.”


Ragnvald remembered what Ronhild had told him once, when he lay near death in Harald’s service: that Ragnvald would sacrifice many things he held dear, and see Harald king of all Norway, before he finally sacrificed his life. He would hold the torch and burn Vemund’s hall, because Harald asked, because the discomfort of doing this must be one of those sacrifices.


“Then go home and see your family—your reward will wait,” Harald continued. “Give your wife a swollen belly, and bring your sons to celebrate Yule with mine.” He gave Ragnvald a rough hug, and turned to walk down to the beach. The quiet scrape of rocky shore on wood followed as ship after ship cast out into the blanket of mist.


* * *


GRAI AND ILLUGI led Ragnvald’s forces toward Vemund’s hall. From time to time, Grai gestured at a tree or a boulder, and behind it, Ragnvald found one of Vemund’s sentries. He killed his share, while Grai and Illugi sent the signals—birdcalls and regular flashes of torchlight between trees—that would make Vemund think all was well.


Following Ragnvald, his men gathered bundles of dry wood and bound them with tinder on the outside so they would catch fire easily. Ragnvald himself carried the ember to light the flame that would end this summer of fighting. He had Harald’s orders: burn the hall or burn the land. If Vemund did not want to die like this, he could have sworn to Harald, like other kings. Harald would at least have granted him exile for his surrender.


They reached the hall at dusk, when the dying light turned the mist between the trees blue. The hall stood in a small clearing. Smoke rose from holes in the roof, light shone between the planks, and sounds of habitation told Ragnvald Grai and Illugi had not lied.


Ragnvald’s men placed bundles of wood leaning up against the hall at regular intervals. He gestured for guards to flank the door so none could escape. Arnfast handed him a torch, which he lit with the coal he carried. He passed the flame to Oddi’s torch, and Oddi sent the flame around to each of the men in turn, until a wreath of lights surrounded the hall.


Harald’s orders had been to fire the hall without warning, but Ragnvald hesitated. He had slept in this hall once when Vemund’s force hid in the hills and left it empty. At least most of Vemund’s women and children would still be in hiding. Vemund would not have felt safe bringing them back, even had his trap against the cliff face been more successful.


“You must do it,” said Oddi.


“So their shades can haunt me? I need no more ghosts.”


Oddi gave him a wry smile. “You cannot avoid that,” he said.


Ragnvald raised his torch and knocked on the hall’s great double doors. “I am Ragnvald Eysteinsson, king of Sogn. Men surround your hall, ready to burn it. Send your women out to be our slaves. Send your men out to die like warriors on our swords. The time to submit is past. I have come for your deaths.” It was more mercy than Harald wanted to offer.


“You are not warrior enough to send me, King Vemund of Naustdal, up to Valhalla,” came the reply. A loud voice, though muffled through the oaken door.


A woman’s voice added, “You and your Harald are cowards. You cannot face us in a fair fight, so you burn us.” So Vemund intended at least one of his wives to join him in the afterlife.


Ragnvald waited for more replies that did not come. He tried again. “All who wish it will be spared. Do not force your women to die for your stubbornness.”


“Better they should die with me than end as slaves like you,” said Vemund. “We stay.”


“If I thought myself a slave, I would lie on your pyre with you,” said Ragnvald.


Vemund laughed, a low rumble. “And I have heard you called wise,” he said.


Oddi touched Ragnvald’s arm as he began to frame some other argument. He glanced down. His torch had burned down, and embers crumbled close to his hand.


“Harald sent us to burn him, not argue with him,” said Oddi. “He is honorable to die rather than be enslaved. It is the decision any of us would make.”


“He meant—”


“Yes,” said Oddi. “But if he is to die, you can let him have the last word.”


Ragnvald nodded. Vemund only echoed what every one of Harald’s enemies protested, that Harald had turned kings into slaves. Ragnvald lowered his torch to the tinder, and his men followed. The fire caught quickly, flames traveling from twigs to sticks to larger branches, and finally to the hall itself. Fire leaped eagerly to the hall’s gray, weathered wood. Ragnvald stood his ground as long as he could, until the gold of his neck ring grew hot and began to burn him.


The fire roared like an angry giant. In its hunger, it sucked the air of the forest toward it, bending trees, burning off the fog. Vemund and his household would be huddled in the middle of the hall. He had wanted none to leave, wanted his men, and even his wife and children, on his funeral pyre with him. The wood of the hall cracked and twisted, drowning out the screams that Ragnvald knew must be coming from burning throats. Ragnvald’s father’s hall had been burned, and though it had been empty, the remnants of charcoal on that patch of ground had given Ragnvald nightmares in his boyhood.


He felt Oddi’s hand pulling at his arm. “The roof will fall soon—we have to get clear,” he yelled. Ragnvald let Oddi tug him back to join the rest of the men standing in the cool forest. He thought Oddi wanted to say something, but in six years of battling together, he had learned that nothing could lessen the pull the dead exerted on Ragnvald in moments like these, nothing except the passing of time. Ragnvald stood and watched the hall burn. No one tried to escape.


By the following midday, all that remained was a pile of charred timbers. A skull, covered with blackened flesh like mold on a log, had rolled out at one corner. Nearby, a skeletal arm that still had a few black-fleshed fingers extended from the wreck.


“What do we do now?” Oddi asked. Behind him, a charred beam shifted and the arm disappeared. “It will be days before it cools enough to search for treasure.”


It would be dirty, gruesome work to sort through the heap of charcoal, ash, and remains, and for what—the ruby in Vemund’s tooth? Let him keep it, and his shade rest. Ragnvald closed his eyes and saw instead a round green hill covered with wildflowers, the bones tying the spirits of the dead to the land of Maer.


“No,” said Ragnvald. “Let the dead have their burial mound. My men want to go home.”
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SOLVI REMAINED WITH HIS SHIPS AT THE REYKJAVIK HARBOR as his men unloaded them. Once they had been emptied, Solvi would make sure they were beached securely, so no storm could damage them. These were his own ships, his treasure poured into their making.


He watched as Svanhild’s small figure, hard to see in the brown of her sailing tunic and trousers, disappeared over the hill. Even here, his view filled by farmland dotted with sheep and timbered halls, Iceland was an eerie place. The rocks came in shapes not found in any other lands, the bay steamed, and smoke and strange smells came from the mountains. He needed to tell Svanhild, and soon, that he had no plans to join the brotherhood of dispossessed kings too cowardly to take back their land. If Svanhild spent less times in dreams and fantasies, she would know that already. She feared that Solvi would fight Ragnvald again if he tried to reclaim his land. Solvi feared that too—he feared that Svanhild would choose Ragnvald over him if she had another chance. That fear had kept him from Tafjord for too long.


He watched men helping their wives out of the ships. It had been the first sea journey for many of them, and they showed it in the slow and awkward way they climbed down. Solvi made note of who had survived: among them raiders like Ketil Flatnose, whose nose had been smashed by a club in his youth and healed into a broad, misshapen thing, and members of families who had lost people in the storm. These walked with stumbling steps along the beach, peering at strangers they knew were not their loved ones, checking and rechecking faces they had already examined.


Some of the passengers fought over goods that had been hastily packed, and Solvi settled these fights brusquely, dividing the goods in half where possible, or keeping them for himself if he liked the look of them. The arguments grew fewer as word traveled of his method. In earlier years, when only men and boys crewed his ships, then he had known how to rule them, care for them, make them wealthy, and then send them back to their farms and kingdoms. Harald had taken that from Solvi as well: made him a nursemaid for the weak and helpless rather than a commander of strong men.


He looked up to see ships approaching, warships all, but none of the people onshore seemed fearful of raiders—Iceland’s settlers craved newcomers to fill the lonely landscape: more wives, more gossip, more food, more protection. Any approaching ship could only bring good news.


Solvi recognized King Gudbrand when he climbed out of his ship, his figure unmistakable with his long legs, potbelly, and a stoop that pushed his head far in front of his shoulders. His sons, for those giants who followed along behind him could only be his blood, had a better configuration of similar limbs, closer to beauty, and yet they moved like him, leading with their chins. Solvi had once thought Gudbrand dead at the Vestfold battle against Harald that had claimed Solvi’s father, Hunthiof, and kept Solvi from returning to Norway’s shores since. That battle had returned Svanhild to his side, though, bearing their son under her girdle. Later, Solvi had learned that Gudbrand had escaped to his island fortress in Hardanger Fjord, and then fled Harald’s forces a year later. He owed Solvi for abandoning him.


Another man came after them, walking slowly, bowed down, though not yet disfigured by age. A woman followed him a half step behind. She seemed familiar to Solvi, but from this distance, he could not see her features, only her ash blond banner of hair, blowing in the wind. Her serene gait seemed to float her above the uneven rocks on the shore.


“Make sure this all gets organized,” Solvi said to Thorstein, waving his hand at the people and goods on the shore. “And Ulfarr is not to leave without speaking with me first.”


“Yes, of course.” Thorstein swallowed, his throat moving under the sparse down of his new beard. He would be nervous giving orders to Ulfarr.


Solvi cursed his short legs as he scrambled over the shore’s stones. He never walked comfortably after a long voyage, and making his way across the rocks required climbing with his hands until he reached the ground on which Ingolfur held court with the newcomers.


“I’ve been here less than half a day,” said Solvi, interrupting Ingolfur’s long-winded welcome speech. “But I can bid you welcome as well.” Ingolfur made a noise of protest, while Gudbrand’s face registered surprise, followed by a moment of decision, and finally gladness.


“I thought you weren’t coming until the spring,” said Gudbrand. “I heard in Dorestad that you planned to winter in the Faroe Islands.”


“Yes,” said Solvi. “But Hakon’s reach extends farther than I thought. It has brought us here together, so I cannot complain.”


“Can you not?” asked the woman, stepping out from behind the bulk of Gudbrand and his sons. All the blood left Solvi’s face at the sight of his former wife.


“Geirny Nokkvesdatter,” he said. The old man next to her must be her father. Solvi had not seen him in a decade. “I had not thought to meet you again.”


“I’m sure not,” she said.


“Is your husband here with you?” Solvi asked.


“You mean other than you?” she asked. “My second husband died fighting Harald on my father’s behalf. Harald killed the wrong one of my husbands, I think.”


“Now, Geirny,” said Nokkve. “It has been a long time.”


Those years had made changes in Geirny, changes for the better, at least in her looks and spirit, Solvi thought. She had been very young when she and Solvi wed, and her pregnancies at Tafjord had kept her sickly. Now she held herself firm and upright, and had a more solid figure than the slender girl he had left behind. Her face still had strong, handsome planes, and her eyes had turned from vague to fierce, but were the same silver Solvi remembered.


To Ingolfur she said, “I need to bathe and have some refreshment. My servants are bringing my clothes. Have your wife show me to the bathhouse.” She left the party of men, carrying herself in the same upright way she had when she came from the ship. Solvi watched her go. From time to time she seemed to sag forward with fatigue, and in those gaps in her composure, Solvi saw glimpses of the girl who had been his wife.


“Now we can talk,” said Solvi.


“Be courteous to my daughter,” said Nokkve. “You caused her much pain from which she is only now recovering.”


They had caused each other much pain, Solvi could have said, but to no purpose. He bowed his head slightly to Nokkve.


“We have brought great tidings,” said Gudbrand. “And allies. With my friends from Sweden and your alliance with Frisia, we can finally mount a real attack on Harald.”


“Sweden?” Solvi asked.


Gudbrand grinned, showing teeth almost as yellow as his mustache. He looked like an old walrus. Solvi hoped that this time he would be as deadly as that great beast, if he truly planned to fight Harald. “Yes, I have made us an alliance that cannot fail,” said Gudbrand. “King Eirik looks out from Sweden and does not wish to see Harald control all of Norway any more than we do. He sends his envoy and another jarl to join our fight, and promises more if he likes our plans. Are you ready to join with us again?”


“You did not even know you would find me here,” said Solvi. Over Ingolfur’s shoulder, he saw Svanhild approaching across the farmland. She walked too quickly for Eystein to keep up and then, with exasperation written in every line of her body, she hoisted him up, and swung him around so he clung to her back.


“Our meeting is a blessing from the gods, which tells me we are on the right course,” said Gudbrand.


Eystein laid his cheek down against his mother’s shoulder, as though he needed to absorb Svanhild’s strength. He would never be a sea king, but if Solvi could raise him at Tafjord, with Svanhild as his mother, he would never need to become one. In Tafjord he could grow into a king like Solvi’s father had never been, one who would care for the people of North Maer.


“I am still deciding my course,” said Solvi, unwilling to expose his thoughts just yet. “I will hear more from your new allies, and speak with Svanhild. She will not like to send me back to war.”
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