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To my wife and family.
Thank you.








Prologue



STENVIK, WEST NORWAY, SEPTEMBER AD 996


A line of pale grey moonlight crawled across the water. The heavy clouds drifted apart and a faint outline of the coast shimmered into view.


The man at the rudder broke the silence and pointed to shore. ‘That’s Stenvik there.’


Ulfar heard it before he saw it. Voices, shouts and cries carried across the sea, skipped past the line of moonlight, over the deeper, darker swathes of water and blended to form the noise of a town at night. A year ago his heart would have lifted to hear it. Now he just ached and stretched, moving slowly to work the cramp out of his long legs. When he’d sat up he nudged the man who slept in the boat next to him. ‘We’re here.’


‘… What?’ his cousin Geiri mumbled and rubbed his face, still more than half asleep. ‘When do we land? Where are we?’ He clambered to a sitting position and winced. ‘Next time I suggest sailing because it saves time—’


‘— I’ll just punch you in the back a couple of times and find a horse, shall I?’ Ulfar replied. Behind them the quiet sailor smirked. The merchant who owned the boat was sound asleep on all the furs he intended to sell in Stenvik. He’d left the two young men to squeeze in between sacks of wheat, planks of carved wood and blocks of amber. Geiri was shorter, so he’d had an easier time finding a comfortable position. Ulfar had retaliated by poking him in his sleep. Still, they couldn’t complain. Geiri had negotiated free passage from Hedeby all the way to southwest Norway just by mentioning his father and hinting at some undefined favour in the future. They could have navigated most of the way just by the blaze of greed in the merchant’s smile.


Tiny dots of fire caught Ulfar’s eye. He pointed them out to his cousin and they watched as Stenvik grew out of the dark.


‘Doesn’t look like much, does it?’ Ulfar muttered.


‘After Hedeby? Not really. But we still need to go there. Cheer up, you miserable goat. It’s the last one. After this one we go home.’


‘Good,’ Ulfar replied, and thought of Svealand. After the … accident, after Geiri’s father had intervened on his behalf and suggested – no, forced him – to go travelling with his cousin, he’d spent the first six months of the journey cursing his own stupidity, the next year or so enjoying the travel and the last four months being thoroughly done with the road. He touched the rune on the string around his neck. After Stenvik he was going back home no matter what.


‘Who’s there?’ someone cried from the docks.


‘Friend,’ the sailor yelled back. ‘Bringing a merchant with goods to trade and two passengers.’ At that the merchant awoke with a start, grabbed for his chest and fondled for his pouch. Satisfied that he had not been robbed at sea he sank back down, mumbling to no one in particular.


‘Dock over here,’ yelled another voice. The sailor pulled on the rudder and the boat changed course. A torch flared on the jetty and a big, grubby dockhand’s face emerged from the dark. ‘You’re out late, sailor,’ he barked.


‘Caught calm seas and tide out of Hedeby, thought I’d push it. Out late is better than out cold,’ the sailor replied.


‘That’s true,’ the man on the dock grunted. The two men went about the business of mooring the boat with easy, practised movements, and before long Ulfar and Geiri stood on the pier. Ulfar glanced at his cousin, who was still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. A full head taller than Geiri, right now Ulfar looked nothing like the son of a lesser noble. He brushed a strand of long black hair away from his eyes. Geiri was a good man, there was no doubt about it. They’d practically grown up together, and Geiri’s father was a great man, Ulfar knew. It was just frustrating to watch his cousin sometimes. He simply wasn’t … sharp enough. He hadn’t realized that the dockhand was going to offer them a place to stay, for one. Ulfar sighed and counted. One, two …


The grubby-faced man turned to Ulfar. ‘If you boys need somewhere to sleep I reckon I could help you out,’ he wheezed.


Ulfar would have brushed the man off, but Geiri spoke. ‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘Stenvik impresses with its kindness to weary travellers. We’ll be glad to take you up on your offer.’


Wincing inwardly, Ulfar resisted the temptation to elbow his cousin and instead took the time to look around. Truth be told, the town of Stenvik didn’t impress with much apart from its gap-toothed hospitality. The jetty was serviceable enough, which made sense for a town this far west. He knew they raided the isles from here, and even down to the land of the Franks, but for all the stories he’d heard of their chieftain he’d expected … more. Something fiercer, maybe. Dragons’ heads and huge raiders on watch. The big, paved half-circle in front of them must be some kind of market area, he reasoned, but the houses around it looked rickety and run down.


‘Heh,’ the man replied. ‘You won’t be staying in the new town, so don’t get too chirpy about your lot.’


‘The new town?’ Geiri asked.


‘This is the old town,’ the dockhand wheezed. ‘Now we just unload the ships and such here. Nobody really lives here any more if they can help it. The new town is up there’ – he pointed to some kind of hill or mound. Unsure what to say, Geiri glanced at Ulfar. As usual Ulfar took pity on his cousin and rescued him from the awkward pause.


‘Yes. Very nice,’ he said. ‘It looks very … new.’


‘It’s good, isn’t it? But you’ll probably see it all in the morning. Follow me,’ the dockhand said. He shuffled out of the small circle of torchlight and towards a clump of houses. Geiri made to follow him.


Ulfar sighed. He had a mind to let the boy wander into the shadowy alleys of an unknown town by himself. He didn’t; instead he walked behind Geiri and looked after him, as he’d promised. As he’d been made to promise.


The man led them into the shadows between lean-tos, houses and wattle-woven shacks. Ulfar briefly felt for his shortsword, just to be sure. ‘Ain’t done too much to the old part since we built the new town,’ the dockhand rumbled as they tiptoed along the wooden walkway between the houses. ‘Still, it serves its purpose. Here we are.’ He stopped outside a hut. ‘Give me your packs, I’ll throw them in and then I’ll take you down to the old longhouse so you can get a bit of refreshment and maybe meet some of the locals.’ Ulfar grimaced in the dark. He’d met enough locals to last him a lifetime.


‘Thank you,’ Geiri said. ‘You’re a credit to your town.’


‘Heh,’ the dockhand said. ‘Not so sure about that. Not so sure at all. This way, boys, if you please,’ and with that he disappeared back into the shadows. Ulfar looked at Geiri, who simply shrugged.


‘We’re here now,’ he said. ‘Might as well go see what this town’s like. It’ll give us a head start on tomorrow.’


‘Lead the way,’ Ulfar replied, and they followed their guide’s fading footsteps towards the feeble pools of torchlight.


They found him waiting for them by the doors of an old long-house. ‘Here you go,’ the dockhand said. ‘This is where we feed the workers, the traders and whatever else might be floating around. As you know we’re in market season, so there might be some guests there as well. Take care of yourselves.’ With that he nodded to them and shuffled off into the darkness.


‘After you, my lord,’ Ulfar said.


‘Oh shut up,’ Geiri snapped back.


‘My sincerest pardons, highness,’ Ulfar said.


Geiri rolled his eyes. ‘One day I’ll find out what I’ve done to the gods and why they sent you to punish me.’


‘I think your majestic good looks offend Loki,’ Ulfar replied.


‘Probably,’ Geiri said as they stepped in.


Steam drifted lazily up to the smoke-stained rafters from the pots at the far end of the hall. Sturdy tables lined the timber walls and the smell of roasted meat lingered in the air. The long-house was about half-full. Without thinking Ulfar scanned, counted and evaluated. A handful of boisterous groups, jostling and laughing. About half of the others were tired-looking workers, quietly resting. The evening seemed to be winding down and turning into night. Ulfar spotted a table where a slim young man with thinning hair and sloping shoulders sat nursing a mug. He saw Ulfar looking and shrugged by way of permission.


‘I’ve found us a table,’ Ulfar said.


‘I’ll go get the ale,’ Geiri said.


‘Wait and watch, cousin,’ Ulfar said as he took a seat. ‘Wait and watch. One of these days I may be able to teach you to … observe.’ He gestured for Geiri to sit and nodded towards a big pillar on the wall halfway down the hall where a big, dishevelled man sat alone at a table, muttering to himself. Everything about him spoke of poor manners and worse grooming. Thinning, limp, dirty blond hair crept forward over a creased forehead, ending just above beady eyes and a mouth stuck in a permanent sneer of displeasure.


‘You bastards!’ the big man suddenly shouted, his pockmarked face beetroot-red. He squinted at the others inside the hall and banged on the table for emphasis. Snarling, he raised a battered wooden mug to his lips. ‘Y’think you’re so much better’n us just because you live in a stupid town! Think you’re—’ The rest of his words drowned in ale. He sputtered, swallowed and coughed. ‘And you charge too much for this piss!’


‘Shut up, pig-lover!’ someone shouted.


‘Who said that?’ the farmer yelled back, furious. ‘Who said that?’ He rose and staggered out onto the middle of the floor, his big frame swaying. ‘Come on then! I’ll have every last one of you!’ he shouted, brandishing his mug.


‘What are you going to do – grab us by the tail?’ someone shouted from another table. Pig snorts bounced off the walls, followed by raucous laughter.


Ulfar and Geiri watched as the farmer spun around, trying in vain to find the source of the insults. Groups of workers sat on benches up against the walls, eating, drinking and talking. No-one seemed to pay him any special mind, but his blood was up. He staggered over to a man sitting alone at a table in the corner by the door. ‘You!’ he shouted. ‘You’re in my seat.’


Ulfar nudged Geiri and pointed discreetly at the groups behind the pig farmer. Some of the men had stopped talking and were watching the exchange in the corner intently, but the fat pig farmer didn’t seem to notice. The man in the corner ignored him.


‘I said you’re in my seat. Move.’ The farmer’s voice was strained but the man at the table still ignored him, as if willing the big drunkard to disappear. ‘Move now, dogface, or I will break your head.’


One by one, the tables in the longhouse grew quiet. The sitting man sighed, reached for his mug of ale, drained it and rose.


‘… oh,’ Geiri whispered. A deadly silence filled the longhouse.


There was a tangible sense of mass about the man in the corner. A shock of unruly blond hair. Big shoulders, long arms, calloused hands with thick fingers. The man was short, but built like a bear. He put his mug down carefully and looked the pig farmer straight in the eye. Two steps took him to within fighting range. He stopped for a heartbeat. Then the stocky man moved past the pig farmer and walked towards the door without saying a word.


No one in the old longhouse spoke.


The farmer looked at the lone man’s back and seemed to struggle with the impulse to shout something, but thought better of it and sat down in the corner as the blond man left the longhouse.


Ulfar grinned. ‘See, Geiri. I am fortune’s gift to you. If it weren’t for me you’d have been pig fodder.’


‘It looks to me like the pig farmer had all the luck tonight,’ Geiri replied.


‘If that’s what you want to call it,’ the thin man next to Geiri said curtly. ‘Maybe fighting with Audun would have knocked some stupid out of him. Although if you want to pick someone for a drunken bash, maybe not the town blacksmith.’


‘No,’ Ulfar said, nodding. ‘No. Maybe not.’


They looked over to the corner where the pig farmer sat hunched over his mug, looking even more miserable than before. ‘I’m glad he didn’t – I’d have to clean up the mess. My name is Valgard, by the way. I make potions and mend wounds in this lovely town.’


‘Glad to meet you,’ Geiri said. ‘I am Geiri and this is Ulfar. We’ve come from Hedeby on business.’


‘Really?’ Valgard said. ‘You’re not drunk, you’re not slavering and you don’t smell of sheep. Are you sure?’


‘Yes,’ said Geiri. ‘We’re here to meet with Sigurd Aegisson.’


‘Ah,’ Valgard said. He finished his ale, stood up and smiled. ‘I wish you the best of luck.’ Then he left.


Geiri gave Ulfar a puzzled look. ‘What do you think that meant?’


Ulfar frowned. ‘I don’t know. I somehow doubt that it’s anything good. But on the other hand, with danger averted and the table to ourselves, you may now fetch us that ale.’


Geiri rolled his eyes. ‘You’re too kind.’


‘I know,’ Ulfar replied, grinning.


THE NORTH SEA


A few days’ sailing further north, the cold moonlight danced on decks, slid over tarred wood, caught on edges, hilts and the eyes of hard men. Some murmured to themselves. Others touched small tokens on leather thongs underneath their armour. They looked like ghosts gliding across a sea of silver. Moving nimbly, an armed man picked his way to the prow of the foremost ship. ‘We’ll be at Moster soon,’ he whispered into the shadows cast by the big masthead.


‘Good,’ a deep voice replied. ‘Good. She will get what she needs.’


A sharp wind whipped the salt-caked sails and drove the twelve sleek ships forward. Above, grey clouds scudded over the waxing moon. When they passed, the pale light fell on a small island ahead of the ships. A handful of stone buildings clustered in the lee of a hill; trees shied away from the cold sea winds.


The ships landed like a whisper.


Sails fell, sixty men leapt overboard and suddenly the beach was alive with moving bodies. A big shape emerged from the shadow of the masthead and made to leave.


‘Come to me.’ The voice was a whisper, a breeze on a freezing winter’s night, drifting in from the stern. A woman followed the voice, and walked to the mast. The big man walked to her and suddenly everything was quiet around them. ‘Here,’ she whispered. ‘Take this.’ She handed him a length of wood.


As he took it, she touched his bearded cheek and smiled.


‘Burn them. Burn them as they want to burn us.’


The spar of wood burst into green and white flames, revealing three vicious scars on the big man’s neck.


Screams and cries for help pierced the stillness. He jumped over the side of the ship and ran towards the house with the cross.
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STENVIK


This had to be the mother of all headaches, Ulfar reasoned. Surely nobody had ever suffered like this. His skull seemed to be bursting slowly. Even the morning sun, shining cheekily through crevices in the walls, added to the pain. As did the sound of every laughing child, every hammer blow, every squealing pig. Especially the bloody pigs.


Maybe he shouldn’t have goaded Geiri into a fight last night. He liked his cousin; he was good company for travelling and had his head on straight most of the time. But they’d drunk too much, he’d been bored and Geiri was an easy target. Besides, the girl had been all right, and worth besting him for. Ulfar frowned, trying to remember. Inga, probably. Damn, his head hurt!


Ulfar smiled despite the pain. He’d always had it easy with girls. Although to be fair he hadn’t really had that much in the way of competition. He was handsome, clever and quick-witted. Most men he saw were either ignorant boys or oafish lugs with the grooming skills of a blind cow, so he’d learned to feel confident about his chances. Besides, he was a man of the world by now.


He stretched on his pallet, yawned and sighed. This constant travelling was such a chore. ‘I suppose it’s time to go find the chieftain of this pig town,’ he said to no one in particular, and got to his feet.


*


Audun sneered and spat. He did not like the market traders one bit. Idiots selling useless crap to fools. Changing things. Getting in the way. He’d been so close to letting go on one of them last night in the longhouse. So close.


‘Move!’


The stocky blond blacksmith grabbed a small, nervous cloth merchant and pushed him out of the way. The autumn market seemed to bring an endless supply of them from all over the world, shouting and yelling, pitching tents around the old town, hawking their wares in the streets, in the square and anywhere else they could find room. Drinking too much and trying to get him to fight. That ugly bastard last night had almost succeeded, too.


And now they were blocking the gate.


Of course the broken cart didn’t help.


He’d seen it happen, seen the driver, who was obviously another idiot, lead the cart too close to the side of the road in an effort to squeeze past another wagon and slip through the south gate, towards the harbour. He’d seen the rock and the hole, he’d seen the wheel bounce off one and into the other, and he’d heard the sharp crack when the axle gave. As the cart lurched, the man had tumbled off and banged his head. Served him right, Audun thought. Shouldn’t have let them in to begin with. But the road was blocked and this would not do. It would slow people down, keep them from the smithy and cost him business. And that he couldn’t afford.


He shouldered through the crowd in the market without thinking. Shouts and curses followed, but he didn’t care. Never had, never would, he muttered to himself. Talk is air.


When he first came to Stenvik, he’d been awed by the sheer size of the walls. At a towering twenty-five feet, covered with turf and sloping upwards at a steep angle, they had seemed impossibly wide at the base. Audun had admired the construction as he rode through the north gateway with his travelling companions. A stone-walled corridor wide enough to take two carts and high enough with room to spare for a man to walk upright, it had still taken their caravan a decent time to get through. He’d thought highly of the stonework, although some of the logs in the ceiling near the inside had struck him as oddly placed. On both ends of the gateway massive wooden gates were suspended over the openings, secured by thick ropes used for raising and lowering. What they lacked in the craft shown in the stonework they more than made up for in reliability. The gates were essentially sturdy, iron-bound pine logs stacked horizontally and set to be lowered into grooves in the walls. A short tour of the town had confirmed that the other three gates followed the same model.


At the time he’d been pleased with the craft of it.


Standing in the shadow of the same walls nearly two years later, looking at the suspended south gate, it seemed more like a cage door. And now the gateway was partially blocked by the cart. The space around the cart was crammed with the usual group of useless onlookers that seemed to gather on every such scene to lay blame, give pointless advice and avoid taking any action whatsoever. Audun gritted his teeth. Three of them were standing around the rear of the cart looking particularly miserable and staring alternately at the wheel, the broken shaft and the placid draft horse still tied to the trace.


He grabbed the nearest shoulder and yanked, forcing the man to face him.


‘You. Lead that half-dead nag on my signal.’


The man blinked and stared blankly back at him.


‘Now! Move!’ Audun half shoved the man towards the horse and turned his attention to the broken axle. Huge bags of feed had been piled topsy-turvy on the cart, and the jolt had proved too much. A quick inspection confirmed his suspicions. The other wheel would stay on, but this one was gone and would not carry weight. The cart would not be mended here, and there was hardly space to unload it.


Audun took up a position at the rear end, feeling under the collapsed side for a grip. When he’d found it, he spat into the palms of his hands, rubbed them together and grabbed the edge of the cart.


He bent his knees, straightened his back and growled low. Breathing through his nose, he slowly straightened his legs and lifted the corner of the cart. Moving his leg behind the wheel, he pushed it away from the wagon. The two men at the back stood by and gawped, as did the hapless farmer standing by the horse. ‘You two – help me, or by Thor I’ll drop it on your feet and smack you in the head!’ Audun hissed through clenched teeth. He turned to the front and snapped: ‘And you – get the bloody horse moving!’


After a brief moment of confusion, the farmers bumbled into action.


The two men in the back squeezed in on either side of Audun and tried their best to help bear the weight, and the third farmer started leading the horse. Sporadic cheers followed them through the gate and out of Stenvik.


‘Off the road!’ Audun commanded as soon as they’d cleared the gateway.


‘But …’ one of the farmers protested meekly.


Audun bit off the words, each a measured threat. ‘Off. The. Road.’


A couple of moments later the wagon was off the path into Stenvik, jolting among hastily pitched tents and rickety wattle huts outside the walls.


‘Down,’ he commanded. ‘Softly. Don’t break anything else.’


The farmers complied, and slowly the cart was brought to a halt.


While the two at the rear coughed and tried to catch their breath, the farmer leading the horse approached Audun, dragging his feet and staring at the ground.


‘Thank you for helping us. We could have been stuck there all day. Now we can—’


‘So this is yours?’ Audun cut in, bent double and breathing heavily.


‘What? Yes … yes it is.’


‘Seven silvers.’


The farmer looked at him, stunned.


‘… What?’


‘Seven silvers.’ Catching his breath, Audun straightened up and looked the farmer in the eyes. ‘I go get the tools and fix your cart. You give me seven silvers.’


‘But … I’ve not … It’s been a poor market for us!’


‘If you’ve made enough money to buy and pile feed bags on your cart until it breaks, you have no cause to complain.’ Audun walked over to the single wheel on the back end of the cart. He put his foot up on the axle, casually testing how much weight it supported. ‘I could always convert it into a sled for you …’


The farmer looked at him, dejected.


‘… Five?’


Audun frowned, then nodded. ‘Five silvers it is. Stay here.’


He turned around and headed back into town.


*


‘Valgard! Come quick!’


The boy who poked his head in through the doorway could not have been more than eight years old. Golden rays slipped past him, casting their light on dust motes dancing in the air in the tiny wooden hut.


A slim man with sloping shoulders sat hunched over a workbench in the corner. Jars and bowls of various sizes were ordered all around him on the surface. A small carved wooden figure of a woman holding a bundle of plants looked down on the tabletop.


‘Calm down. What’s happened?’ His voice was soothing, but he did not move a single muscle to acknowledge his visitor.


‘A cart broke in the south gate and a farmer fell and hit his head. He’s not moving and everybody’s angry.’


Valgard kept his eyes trained on the workbench. In his hand was a short but very sharp knife, on a small slate of stone in front of him a handful of black berries. He had just pierced the skin of a berry and was pressing it into a bowl, counting the drops. Sensing the boy was still hovering in the doorway, he sighed.


‘I’ll be there in a moment.’


‘I’ll go tell!’ the boy shouted as he sprinted off.


Valgard listened to the tread of the boy’s feet fading into the sounds of the town. It had been a good morning so far. He was nearly done with the juice for the mixture. Just two more … His knife hand began to shake. Valgard clenched his teeth and hissed: ‘No. No, you don’t. No.’ He forced himself to breathe as he’d learned. Slow. Slow everything down. He watched as the spasms in the hand died away till at last it was still and steady.


He cut twice more into the berry, collecting the juices into the bowl with practised ease and stowing the berries in a box. Then he took a satchel near the doorway and made to leave, but paused and reached for another small bag that sat on the far right of the workbench, grabbed it and left the house.


Behind him, a drop of black juice dripped from the knife point onto the bench.


It didn’t take Valgard long to find his patient. The cart driver was powerfully built, thick-limbed and out cold. He came to with a shriek and a moan as the cold water hit him in the face.


‘You just banged your head. It’s going to hurt for a while. Chew this when it does. Try not to move too much for a couple of days.’ Valgard pulled something that looked like a sliver of wood out of his bag. The driver eyed it and frowned. ‘Don’t be a fool. Take it. It’s just willow bark. Not too much at a time and you’ll be fine in a week,’ Valgard said gently.


Accepting the bark with reluctance, the driver looked at Valgard, the satchel and the empty water bucket at his feet. He blinked rapidly and his mouth moved, but no words came out.


‘Don’t worry,’ Valgard assured him. ‘You drive carts; I patch you up when you fall on your head.’ He stood up and headed back to his house, leaving the driver to look in confusion at a single wheel on a broken axle and wonder where the rest of his cart was.




*


‘If I ever have a son, I will send him out with gold enough to afford better lodgings than these.’ Ulfar ducked under the rickety doorframe and stepped into the street outside. The dockhand’s shack looked considerably worse in daylight than it had under the stars last night. ‘In fact, I think we might be sleeping in somebody’s outhouse. Indeed, if I ever have a son, I’ll buy him better lodgings, better—’


‘— clothes, prettier wenches, better food, finer wine and a golden chariot to cart your lily arse between silk pillows,’ Geiri finished as he emerged from the doorway behind the tall young noble.


Ulfar flashed him a winning smile. ‘Are we a little bit prickly today, my brother?’


Geiri shot him an annoyed glance. ‘Be quiet if you value your teeth, you traitor. And our fathers may share the same mother, but that does not make me your brother.’


Ulfar threw up his hands in a gesture of mock innocence. ‘Am I not your brother in arms, in travel and in song?’ he said, eyes glinting with poorly hidden amusement.


‘Not after last night you’re not. I’ve a mind to dump you back home and have them collect their debt of honour like they’d planned.’


Ulfar dismissed Geiri with a wave. ‘Forget it. I was bored. It was just one kiss. And you didn’t miss much. She smelled of sheep. Now, do you know your way around this town?’


‘Of course I don’t. Have you been to bloody Stenvik much?’ Geiri shot back. ‘Here’s what I know. It’s the only sizeable town this far west. Most defensible outpost on the west coast, apparently. Done. That’s all. Nobody should ever need to come here and the sooner we’re out the better. It’s an outpost and nothing more.’


‘Geiri, Geiri, Geiri. We must control ourselves.’ Ulfar subtly changed stance, aping someone much older as he beckoned for his travelling companion to follow him down the street towards the harbour. ‘You have been sent …’ he began, sounding remarkably like a pompous middle-aged chieftain. Geiri could not help but smirk. ‘You have been sent out into the world to see the sights, meet the men of note and let them know who you are. As a young man who will inherit the world’ – Ulfar’s sweeping gesture took in three wattle huts, a dirty screaming child running after a dog and a man pissing in the street – ‘it is your solemn duty to get to know other and lesser peoples, find out what they eat, what they use, what they need and what they sell. Stenvik has become an important hub for trading and raiding. It may not look like anything, but there is much to be gained by connecting to their chieftain. Sigurd Aegisson. Man of reputation. Trade connections. Think forward, son.’ At the end of his speech, Ulfar nodded sagely, blinked at Geiri and grunted, breathing loudly through his nose.


‘I’ve said it before and I say it again – I hope you’ve never imitated my father to his face,’ Geiri said with a smile.


‘No. Never,’ Ulfar said gravely. ‘I have, however, done so to your milkmaid Hilda on occasion.’ He winked at Geiri.


‘What? And you never told me?’ his cousin exclaimed. Ulfar shrugged and tried his best to look innocent. ‘It doesn’t really matter, though …’ Geiri added. ‘I seem to remember her telling me that your impressions had made’ – Geiri made a suggestive hand gesture – ‘little impression on her.’


Ulfar considered this then nodded. He’d have to give him this one. ‘Well countered, Geiri. I’ll make a man of you yet.’


‘You always have to win, don’t you?’


‘Always, Geiri. Always.’


‘Well, maybe if you’d not needed to win the fight with Karle you wouldn’t have had to come here.’


‘It was an accident, I keep telling you,’ Ulfar snapped. ‘Not my fault he turned out to be the Queen’s cousin.’


‘His arm broke just as much,’ Geiri replied, enjoying himself.


‘Well he didn’t die. More’s the pity. And his arm has healed now and I’m still out in the middle of nowhere playing nursemaid to clueless royalty,’ Ulfar said.


‘Shut up or I’ll treat you like you deserve.’


‘Much like a bleating ewe, you simply don’t have the balls.’


The insults were comfortable and well-worn by now; something to pass the time. Their walk had brought them back down to the harbour. Behind them lay a town of hastily pitched tents, woven huts and frail wooden shacks. The old, run-down longhouse where they’d been drinking last night was visible over the tops of the houses. Ulfar’s head pounded with the memory. This was what their dockhand guide had called the old town.


‘Right then, Ulfar the Conqueror. Work your winning magic. Find us the way to the chieftain of this important hub of fish smell, street piss—’


‘Will you cease your endless complaining,’ Ulfar shot back as he scanned the area. ‘I’ll figure this out. We’ll ask someone. Find a nice fish-girl … or three …’


She caught his eye because she seemed to be the only person in the square who wasn’t moving. In fact it was almost unnerving how completely still she was. She just stood there, looking out to sea. Ulfar smiled to himself. She looked ripe for the picking.


‘Now, young Geiri.’


‘I’m three months older than you.’


‘Yet you never act like it. Now, young Geiri, I gather you had some trouble with the women last night. Watch and learn.’ Ulfar shot a meaningful glance towards the woman standing on the pier.


Geiri followed his gaze and frowned. ‘That one? She’s clearly waiting for a boat to come in. She’s not going to—’


‘Quiet, Geiri. Just watch the master.’


Ulfar ignored the bustle of the square. Instead he homed in on the girl. She did seem almost unnaturally still, though. As he sauntered towards her he wondered where the conversation would flow. Usually he was good at reading from their initial reactions what they wanted to hear, whether they wanted to be pushed or led, tempted or turned. He knew Geiri was staring daggers at his back and probably hoping he’d trip or something of the sort. Well, let him. Ulfar would never have Geiri’s wealth or honour, but the girls loved him better. Always had, always would.


Only a few steps now.


He planned his route, drifting towards her and stealing a glimpse. She was very pale but he liked that. Must mean she stayed a fair bit indoors, which was strange for this kind of town. Maybe she was a craftswoman. The red hair was nice. Looked a bit Celtic. He’d been with a slave girl a couple of months back somewhere on the mainland – hadn’t understood a word she said, but they’d got on well enough.


The memory made him smile.


He’d let himself accidentally happen to be near her now. Time for playing the lost traveller. In a smooth motion he turned towards the red-headed girl and put on a winning smile. ‘Hello. I’m wondering if you could tell me …’ And the words died in his throat. It was as if he didn’t exist to her. She didn’t acknowledge his presence. Instead she just stared at the sea. A spark shot up and down his spine. A challenge! He’d not had this before. The eyes. The eyes! Catch the eyes. He redoubled the charm, cleared his throat and moved so he was between her and the horizon.


‘Hello!’ He smiled. ‘I just arrived in town and was …’


Slowly, as if waking from a dream, she seemed to register him and realize that he was there. She looked him in the eyes and Ulfar felt like he’d been struck.


‘I’m … I’m … I’ve … We’re …’ he stammered, blushed and turned away. Furious heat burned his face. What? What just happened? His feet decided for him and walked him away from the pier, back towards his cousin.


Geiri looked him up and down. ‘So? Was it incredible? Did she laugh? Did she cry? Did she beg to bear your children?’ Ulfar found he couldn’t speak. Instead his eyes were drawn past and through Geiri, out to sea. After what seemed like an age he finally found some words. ‘She … um … she … Yes. I mean no.’


‘Ulfar … did you hit your head? What happened? What did she say to you?’


Ulfar briefly inspected his feet and fidgeted with his hair. ‘Nothing. Let’s go.’ He turned and walked away. Anywhere would do as long as it was away from the harbour. Vaguely aware that Geiri was shuffling behind him, Ulfar looked around for the biggest road leading out of the harbour square.


There.


A paved road ran due north, past the longhouse. As they breached the half-circle of houses around the harbour the old town thinned out around them. Ulfar drew a sharp breath.


What had looked like a hill when they arrived was in fact a fortress. The walls were massive, curving away in a perfect circle from a gate at the end of the road. They were the height of at least three if not four grown men, almost vertical and overgrown with grass. Sentries walked the walls, patrolling the gate at the end of the road.


‘Slow down, will you?’ Geiri muttered behind him as they walked towards the gate. Ulfar was in no mood to reply. ‘So that’s the new town. These guys seem to be serious about their fortifications, don’t they? This is like Trelleborg,’ Geiri ventured. Ulfar kept walking. The gate in the wall turned out to be the entrance into a short tunnel with a steady stream of people going in and out. They emerged on the other side and into a market square with stalls and carts wherever there was a bit of space. A road led straight north from the market to the centre of town, where a longhouse rose above the roofs of the surrounding houses. Without a word Ulfar walked towards it.


Geiri caught up with him at the door. ‘Okay. So. We’re here now.’ His cousin composed himself, smoothed out imaginary creases in his clothing and stood up straight. ‘Let’s go.’ He pushed at the thick oak doors, which swung open without a sound. He stepped inside. Ulfar followed.


The chieftain’s longhouse was empty save for two old men on an elevated platform at the far end. They seemed to be deep in conversation. Geiri moved towards them. ‘Svealand sends its greetings!’ he said loudly when he’d come halfway towards them.


The two men looked up. Something passed between them and the older one, a short, wiry man with a bushy white beard, stood and moved towards them.


‘Well met, Svealand,’ he said. ‘My name is Sven.’


‘No – I mean – I send greetings from Svealand,’ Geiri stammered. ‘I thought – are you Sigurd?’


‘No. My name is still Sven,’ the old man said, hardly able to contain his amusement. Ulfar could see the colour rise in his cousin’s cheeks. His own burned in response and he thought of the girl by the harbour. Nothing was real in this house because she wasn’t here. He felt like he was watching Geiri and the old man through water.


‘But you’ve not introduced yourself, Svealand. Who honours us with their company?’ the man named Sven asked, eyes glinting in the half-light.


‘Well met. My name—’ Geiri coughed and cleared his throat. ‘I am Geiri Alfgeirsson, son of—’


The old man snorted. ‘Svealand, my boy. Are you about to say you’re the son of Alfgeir Bjorne? Is that what you’re going to say?’


Geiri deflated. ‘… Yes?’


The old man’s eyes sparkled and he curbed a laugh. ‘Really. All right then. Let’s for a moment assume you are. What do you want, Geiri Alfgeirsson?’


‘My father has sent me to—’


‘Trade arms? Offer alliances? Take our gold and promise to come back with ships full of hardened Svear ready to do our bidding?’


Through the water Ulfar saw Geiri look at him with panic in his eyes. He saw his cousin beg for assistance, beg him to get them out of this mess. But she wasn’t there so it wasn’t real. He shrugged.


The old man looked at them then leaned towards Geiri, speaking softly. ‘Now, son. Let me tell you something. If you’ve come into Stenvik to lie and cheat you’re either very brave or not very smart. If you’ve come here in truth, think about this. Like a big sword, your father’s name has weight. If you want to lift something heavy you need to be strong. Now go away before my chieftain gets impatient and has you beheaded.’


Defeated, Geiri slunk off and Ulfar followed, his mind still at the harbour.


*


‘Just give me the damn flask.’ The hand was outstretched, huge, calloused and scarred, palm up.


‘I will, Harald. I will. Have I ever let you down?’


The big man snorted. Crammed into the little hut he looked ridiculously out of place. Like a bull, Valgard thought. Big, strong, clumsy, stupid and very dangerous. Especially when he wanted something.


And now Harald wanted his mixture.


‘Give me the bloody thing so I can go see Sigurd and give an account of the trip. They’re unloading the Westerdrake now but they’ll be done soon and I need to get back. Next time I want more. I ran out four days ago. I am not happy, Valgard.’


Valgard shivered. He had seen first-hand what happened when Harald was not happy, so he spoke quickly, forcing a note of brightness into his voice. ‘I understand, Harald. I do. I will make more for the next trip. Did you have much luck?’


Valgard handed over a small leather bottle.


‘Luck has nothing to do with it,’ the big captain spat as he grabbed the bottle. ‘Luck is for the weak. Luck has no place on a raid. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, of course.’ He brought it to his lips and tilted the flask carefully. A big drop of black, viscous liquid trickled out onto his tongue. Then another.


He lowered the bottle reluctantly and savoured the taste. Then he sighed.


‘That … is exactly what I needed. I will go to Sigurd and tell him of our victories and he will be pleased, I think.’ Harald rose and manoeuvred himself awkwardly out of the hut without sparing Valgard another word. A breeze with a hint of autumn colds to come was all he left as a token of his thanks.


When he was sure Harald had left, Valgard dropped the appearance of fearful respect and looked again at the ingredients on his workbench.


A smile spread slowly across his face.


VINGULMARK, EAST NORWAY


Torches set on pikes cast a flickering glow over the tiny settlement. A solid mass of armed men formed a silent ring of steel and blades, two thousand strong. Inside the metal band, confused and shivering people were being roused from run-down huts.


It was a raw night. The kind of night that bit your skin and chilled your bone. If there was a moon somewhere, it was hiding behind thick banks of grey cloud.


A blood night, Finn thought.


A small shrine to the old gods had been erected in the middle of the place. It was a pitiful thing. Poorly carved statues teetered over stains from animal sacrifices and a faint smell of rotting food lingered in the air. Just like all the others so far. He detached himself from his regiment, strode into the centre of the ring, took up a position next to the shrine and turned towards the locals.


‘Who is your chieftain?’ he shouted.


None of them seemed eager to move, but eventually a council of sorts emerged. Five men shuffled reluctantly from the safety of the crowd and formed a line in front of the big bearded soldier. That would be the council, then. They looked miserable, Finn thought. They were ragged and scrawny, a mismatched family of starved dogs. Filthy rag-wearing mud rollers, the lot of them. But orders were orders, and his were to draw the leaders out and keep them there until the King would speak to them. Still, their chieftain seemed to have at least a little pride left in him. He straightened his back and squared his broad shoulders. With fire in his eyes he looked at Finn and took a step forward. ‘We have done nothing wrong.’


‘That will be for him to decide.’


‘Him who?’


Finn glanced at the man but did not answer. He looked strong. The way he puffed his chest and arched his back, Finn reckoned that’s what he wanted to look like. However, experience had taught Finn the difference between strong men and fighters, and this man was a farmer, not a fighter. Furthermore he seemed angry, and angry farmers had no business being out on a blood night. No business at all.


Out of the corner of his eye he spied movement. Unlike the confused peasants, he did not need to turn and look. He knew very well what was happening.


To his side, the soldiers in the ring made way for a man on horseback.


Straight blond hair framed a handsome, clean-shaven face. The rings in his mail shirt gleamed in the firelight and the silver embroidery on the cloak slung around his shoulders seemed to come to life, flowing up and down his arms and back. A simple metal band sat in place of a crown.


King Olav Tryggvason rode slowly into the centre of the settlement, past the men and the women, the young and the old, towards Finn and the pathetic village council.


As instructed, Finn had made them stand next to the shrine. When the King saw it, he pulled the reins on his horse and stopped. Dismounting swiftly, he walked around the shrine, inspecting the crude idols of Odin, Thor and Freya in turn. Finn watched as he bowed his head and clutched his hand to his chest, thumbing that strange necklace of his, the cross that looked like a Thor’s Hammer but without the head.


As Finn and the farmer watched, he turned and looked at them.


His features betrayed no emotion.


He walked slowly over to the man who had claimed to be the leader of the settlement. When he was close enough he fixed him with a cold look.


‘Who is your god?’


The man seemed confused at this.


‘Our god? What do you mean?’ He looked at the King for explanation. None was forthcoming. Looking at the idols, light dawned. ‘Oh. I understand. We sacrifice to Odin for the battle, Thor for crops and Freya for fertility, just like everybody else.’


King Olav looked straight at the leader. ‘For this you will give me twenty of your strongest men.’ The chieftain’s eyes opened wide, and he moved to protest. King Olav silenced him. ‘Choose them now. If you object, I take thirty.’


The farmer tensed his shoulders and took a step forward, poised and ready to strike. An almost imperceptible gesture from the King stopped him in his tracks.


Finn watched the fighting spirit in the man’s eyes fade from a burning fire to a flickering candle flame. After a brief while he turned towards the crowd and began shouting names. The King’s new men emerged reluctantly from the crowd.


‘You are my soldiers now,’ King Olav proclaimed over the shuffling group and motioned for them to leave. The soldiers stepped aside again, allowing the twenty recruits to leave the settlement.


Their friends, families and lovers watched them depart.


Olav waited until the recruits had left and the circle had closed. ‘I will deal with them according to their conduct, and by their own standards I will judge them. Then they will know that I am the Lord,’ he said softly to himself, and moved towards his mount.


‘This is not right,’ the village leader blurted, taking another step towards the king. His face was flushed. ‘You cannot take the men away from us to fight for you. For what? For sacrificing to the gods? Who’s going to defend us? Who’s going to harvest? We will starve! We will … we …’ the chieftain’s words faltered as Olav turned back towards him, looking him in the eye. Finn watched the man wilt under the King’s steely gaze.


‘Are you the leader of these people?’ Olav asked quietly.


‘Y-yes.’ The man looked around, but found little support. ‘Yes, I am.’


‘Are you the man they have turned to in their hour of need?’ the King continued, tension building in his voice.


‘I … yes.’


‘Have you taken responsibility for their lives? Their eternal lives? And have you led them in worship of’ – the King drew a breath and composed himself – ‘these gods?’ He gestured towards the shrine.


‘Yes.’


King Olav Tryggvason looked at the man standing before him and seemed to come to a decision.


‘Do you have any sons?’ he asked.


‘No. Not yet,’ the man replied.


‘Good.’


In a flash the King drew his sword and cut through the village leader’s throat with one forceful swing.


With eyes wide open and blood gushing from his throat the farmer collapsed onto the ground. King Olav had already moved on to the man next to the dying leader and fixed him with a level gaze, and now he spoke in calm, reassuring tones. ‘You are the chieftain of Vingulmark. This settlement will renounce its heathen ways. You will be responsible for removing the totems. You will not make sacrifices to the old gods. You will answer to me, and I will be your king. In time, I will send holy men to see how you fare, collect my due and teach you about the White Christ.’


The newly appointed leader looked from Olav’s face to the blood dripping off the point of his sword, and from there down to the dead man at his feet. Then he nodded, eyes wide with fear.


King Olav turned and looked at the assembled peasants.


Gaunt faces with hungry eyes stared back at him.


Instinctively, he made the sign of the cross over his chest and turned to Finn.


‘We leave now. Gather the men.’


‘Do we take supplies, my lord?’


Olav paused for a second and cast a sideways glance at Finn. Then he looked again at the forlorn group of peasants, staring at their dead leader.


‘There is nothing more here for me.’ He shook his head almost imperceptibly, mounted up and guided his horse to a slow walk out of the settlement.


AT SEA


Four oars sliced into the velvet ocean, making almost no sound. A small boat skimmed across the water, heading for the darkened mass of shore. Away from the rowers, two figures huddled in shadows in the bow.


‘It is a good night,’ a sibilant voice whispered. ‘She will be pleased that we are fulfilling the will of the gods. The signs are favourable.’


‘And so they will remain if you shut your mouth,’ another voice replied. The oars kept up their silent work as the boat moved on towards its destination.
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STENVIK


Geiri leaned against a support beam in the corner, eyes closed, arms crossed. One hand rubbed and pinched at his brow. Without opening his eyes, he spoke.


‘Let me see if I understand this.’


‘Please. I know. I’m sorry. I said already.’


‘No. No, I want to understand.’


Ulfar paced back and forth restlessly in the cramped hut. ‘I don’t—’


Geiri cut in. ‘Two years. From the south of Svealand to Holmsgard, from Hedeby to bloody Aldeigjuborg and halfway to Smolensk and back. And we have only one town to see before we can go home, when your debt of honour will be repaid and we can inherit what our fathers have built. Only one town.’


‘Geiri, I—’


‘One town. With one provincial chieftain that we need to see and impress once, so he’ll continue trading with our fathers and then with us. One stinking town. And you go and get your head all wrong over a girl.’ Ulfar winced but Geiri didn’t notice. ‘Leaving your brain in your pants and your tongue on the pier. Leaving me to make some half-cooked introductions which I made a mess of—’ Geiri took a deep breath, scowled and tried to control his temper. ‘Your head wasn’t there, cousin. Your mind was down on that pier. Because of a girl. A girl. You know, I stopped counting a year ago, Ulfar. Every port. Every market. Twice, sometimes three times. Sisters at one point. You’d have had them on the ships if you could. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a school of seal-women trailing us coming here. And then you let me down like that over one stupid cow.’


One moment Ulfar was standing a few feet away, the next he’d thrown a jab directly at Geiri’s jaw.


He stormed out as his friend crumpled to the floor and stalked down the wooden walkway stringing together an impressive list of colourful curses. Fresh, cold autumn air and morning drizzle did little to improve his mood.


It had been inevitable, though. Geiri had not spoken to him all of yesterday after the disastrous meeting with the old man, and the tension had been building between them. He could understand that his friend would be a little annoyed, but he took it too far by a ship’s length. It was one town. One town! Who cared? Ulfar kicked at a stone and missed. Those greybeards would not have had any time for pleasantries or trade talk anyway. Besides, he doubted that even his best performance would have swayed that particular chieftain. From the looks of it the only thing that would have impressed him in the least would have been walking in holding the man-sized jaws of the Worm of Midgard, and even then he’d probably ask what you’d planned for the rest of the day.


That being said, Geiri was right. It had been an absolute disaster. They’d looked like foolish boys. Geiri had simply not been prepared to speak for them yesterday, and he himself had been in no mood.


That woman. Girl. Woman.


Thinking of her made him shiver.


He had moved in, brimming with confidence, opened his mouth to speak, looked in her eyes and simply lost himself.


She’d seen right through him. At least it had felt that way. He had tried to turn up the charm, but inside he’d felt increasingly naked and vulnerable. She’d undressed and disarmed him, without so much as a word.


Those eyes.


Even thinking about her felt strange. His scalp tingled, his eyes felt blurry and his heart beat faster. What was this? Witchcraft?


Ulfar ambled between huts, trying to walk the annoyance off. His feet took him through the south gateway and into the market square of the new town. The people of Stenvik were out and about, most of them seeming intent on getting in his way. He noticed the blond blacksmith they’d seen in the longhouse on the first night. This time he was wearing a leather apron and carrying firewood into a smithy. Ulfar found himself moving away from the vendors, north towards the centre and the longhouse where they’d had that disastrous meeting yesterday. Maybe he could walk across town and away from this strange feeling. Shake it loose. Go back down to the seaside, or out through one of the smaller side gates. Into the forest to the north. Maybe he could loiter at the market, see if the merchants had something to distract him.


There had been so much sadness in those eyes. Like she’d known every trick he would use before he’d thought of it and felt disappointed that he thought he would need to. Like she knew he was going to try to deceive her. Like somehow he’d already let her down, and he would never be able to make it better. Like seeing him could mean nothing good. She had stung him more than he cared to admit with just one look.


Ulfar walked on past the longhouse, head down. He would have to apologize to Geiri. He hadn’t meant to hit him, he shouldn’t have and he wouldn’t again. Could they make amends, maybe get to speak to the chieftain himself? Was there any way to salvage this, or should they just leave? The thought of leaving made him wince. He had to see her again. He had to.


*


‘… How many?’


The man in the high seat leaned forward. Thick, silver-grey hair in a plait held together with bronze wire snaked down over one shoulder. Weather-beaten skin stretched taut, thin lips and blue eyes composed the features of a slim man of average height. Still Sigurd Aegisson, chieftain of Stenvik, had stared down some big men in his time, and now he was looking down on the portly friar standing on the longhouse floor.


‘At least ten. There could have been more. I didn’t count.’ The friar shuddered but did not seem to notice. Wearing a simple brown robe with fresh rips, he looked likely to collapse on the spot. The left side of his face was covered with bruises and his shoes were badly torn. ‘They came at dusk. Howled like wolves, they did. Creatures out of the very pit of Hell, abominations on our Lord’s earth.’ He made the sign of the cross. ‘All with the claws of the evil one on their necks. Axes and swords and the green fire of the devil himself—’


‘Spare me your Christ-babble.’ Sigurd shook his hand dismissively. ‘You settled in Moster, we’ve left you alone, you’ve kept to yourselves. That’s the arrangement. And now you’re here and you’d like me to believe that there is an army coming from the north.’ The man nodded. ‘An invincible army of raiders.’ The man nodded again. ‘On ten ships.’ The man nodded again, hesitant. Sigurd continued. ‘Did they have Jotuns with them, maybe? Fire-breathing giants? Was the lead ship possibly made of nails, ripped from the fingers and toes of the dead?’


To Sigurd’s right, Harald snickered and shot a glance at Thorvald on the left. The tall, wiry scout frowned back and motioned for the captain to be quiet. The friar standing in front of Sigurd scowled. ‘Don’t mock me with heathen stories of your barbarian end of days, Sigurd son of Aegir. I saw what I saw.’


‘And what would you have me do then, Friar Johann?’ Sigurd snapped. ‘Unlike you, I don’t need to move around until I find an island small enough to hold only people that agree with me. What I do need to do is keep the people of Stenvik as alive and well as I possibly can. That is why I am here’ – Sigurd slapped the solid arm of the high seat for emphasis – ‘and you’re there.’ He gestured down to Friar Johann. ‘So consider my options. What happens if you’re correct? Stenvik has maybe twelve hundred men who could hold a sword, five hundred of whom are fighters. Damn good fighters, but just five hundred. Ten ships is not much but it still means two hundred raiders, possibly three hundred.’ Sigurd motioned at Harald, who shot the friar a filthy look. ‘Do you want me to ready our twenty ships and send them to the sea searching for ghosts? For creatures from Hell?’ Sigurd gestured to Thorvald then continued: ‘Or perhaps send a party of our finest hunters to search for tracks? Should I send half my men into a battle that is at best evenly matched or send all of them out on a wild chase after a phantom raiding party, which will either leave me looking like a fool with no defences or a wise man with a score of dead brothers and warriors, sent to their deaths for your beliefs and your insistence on having your own settlement? Would you like me to decide on one of those choices?’


The friar looked down. ‘I cannot ask you to do that.’


‘No,’ Sigurd said. ‘No you damn well can’t. So why are you here, Friar Johann? And how did you get here? I am an old man, but unless memory fails me you were a member of the council and a man of name and responsibility in your settlement. Why did you not die defending your people, Johann?’


‘We do not believe in fighting,’ the friar muttered.


‘Yet you are asking me to believe in your stories of a horde of mystical northerners, raiding and ravaging just up my coast. You’re asking me to believe that they’ve somehow raised a party that has advanced within four days’ journey of Stenvik without any word getting back to anyone, and that they have razed just your little pile of rock and nothing else. And that nobody has spotted so much as a sail of theirs. I’ll tell you what I am going to do with you. I’ll—’


There was movement in the shadows behind the dais. Sven emerged, moved towards Sigurd’s seat, leaned in and whispered a few words in the chieftain’s ear.


Sigurd looked thoughtfully at the dejected friar. ‘Tell me about this so-called Devil’s Fire. It sounds like fun.’


The friar shuddered. ‘I was sleeping soundly when the screams started. When I got to my feet there was a noise … like a …’ He looked at his audience. ‘… Like a giant drawing a breath. Only it wasn’t. I went outside, and our church was on fire. And it wasn’t regular fire. It was like someone had draped our church in northern lights.’


‘They burned your roof? You Christians should be used to that by now,’ Harald smirked.


The friar turned to the burly captain as if noticing him for the first time. ‘No. Not the roof. The church.’


‘The church on Moster was built of stone, was it not?’ Sven asked.


‘Yes.’


An uneasy silence filled the room.


‘So … they set fire to the stone?’ Sigurd asked.


The friar winced at the edge in his voice. ‘I’m telling you what I saw.’


Sigurd stared at him for a long time. Finally, the chieftain leaned back in his chair. ‘You’re a lucky man, Friar Johann. My charity is such that I would happily have had your head mounted on our wall so you could scout your army of mysterious demons for yourself, but wiser men than I look to your fate. Go now, get out of my sight and try to make yourself useful somehow. Go to Einar in the old longhouse and tell him I said he should feed you.’


The friar made to speak but thought better of it, turned and walked away from the high seat. Sigurd and his men watched him leave without a word.


Silence descended upon the chieftain’s longhouse as the large wooden door closed. Sigurd seemed lost in his own thoughts. Thorvald watched him intently. Harald leaned back in his chair and stifled a yawn. The mounted weapons, elaborate tapestries and gilded wooden carvings did little to relieve the oppressive silence.


Finally, Sigurd spoke.


‘So. What do you think?’


‘We cannot be certain of anything,’ Thorvald said. ‘Common robbers? Or do we think he’s telling the truth?’


‘A couple of stinking northerners decided to do away with the simpering cowards on their little island. Why do we care?’ Harald spat for emphasis. ‘Stupid place to put a church anyway, stone or no stone. I can’t say I blame whoever did it – I just hope they got loot to show for it. Less use than tits on a duck, those Christians.’


‘Still, we cannot ignore this,’ Sven said. ‘You heard the man.’ He walked off the dais and sat down by the long table that stretched almost all the way from the dais to the door.


‘I heard a lot of moaning, some nonsense about burning stone, and I saw a fat friar about to piss himself like a child. What do you mean, Sven?’ Sigurd snapped.


Sven’s voice was measured.


‘Scars of the evil one. On their necks.’


A grim silence descended.


Then Thorvald spoke.


‘He really did say that, didn’t he?’


‘Could be anyone or anything. It makes no sense,’ Harald interjected. ‘And why would he raid to the south? They’ll get nothing here. Much better to carve the belly of the pig and go west. Better loot, more women, less trouble.’


The old, bearded man shot the big sea captain a cold look. ‘And have you ever known him to be averse to a spot of trouble, Harald? We all knew that church would not sit well with the northerners.’


Sigurd sighed. ‘But why now?’


‘I don’t know, but I doubt he would move without reason,’ Sven replied.


Thorvald frowned. ‘I have heard and seen nothing of this, Sigurd. Nor has Sigmar or any of our men. You would think that word would have reached us if he was on the move, especially during market.’


Sigurd ignored the captain and the scout, looking directly at the old man. ‘What would you have done, Sven? It’s plain to see that King Olav can’t march in winter. If he waits until next summer the chieftains up north will be able to band together and give him a proper fight. He needs us as a wintering base. Would you have signed the treaty or would you have had the homestead of our fathers and our fathers’ fathers razed for being a centre for heathen worship in the west? Those were my choices.’


‘I know,’ Sven replied. ‘You did the only thing you could do. But think on this. We have already heard talk of the King sweeping across the south and east, much faster than we thought he would last year, and he is a good eight days away. We all know by now how he rules and what he does to those who go by the old ways. Who else would stand against him?’


‘Hm.’ Sigurd’s eye was drawn to a hunting dog lying under the table, gnawing on a large bone. A half-grown bitch approached, sniffing for the meat. The big dog growled, a low, steady sound. The smaller dog slunk away with its tail between its legs.


‘Thorvald, send out three of your men. Tell them to watch, listen and stay out of sight at all costs.’ Sigurd turned to Sven. ‘Your counsel is wise as always, but I feel I have to know for myself. Even though I think anyone – even him – raiding in my back yard would be unlikely.’


‘Very unlikely,’ Harald chimed in and spat on the floor.


NORTH OF STENVIK


The two men leapt over the side of the boat. The younger one waded onto the beach carrying small packs, while the older pushed the boat off. The oarsmen deftly reversed and disappeared out of sight almost without missing a beat.


Wading to shore, Ragnar looked to the skies as he’d done every single time at the start of a mission since Saxony, many years ago. He’d learned then that a man who looks for rain going in doesn’t get stuck in mud coming out. Clouds were gathering in the north, much as he had expected. They were still white, but given time they’d grow thick and grey. He shivered. In front of him Oraekja was already opening packs, taking out dry boots, trousers and animal skins.


‘The moon will be full soon,’ he muttered to himself.


‘She said—’ Oraekja piped up.


‘I know full well what she said,’ Ragnar snapped, cutting him off and turning away. He started his preparations in silence and allowed his mind to roam, ignoring the youngster. He had led advance parties for raids more times than he wanted to remember and sometimes he felt he should count each of his forty-two years twice. He felt old, and he certainly had the scars and the bald spots to prove it. He hadn’t told anyone, but recently he had aches and pains to match. He had always been a scout – slim, light, quick and slightly below average height – not the best for a wild charge but just right for slipping in under cover of darkness and doing the dirty work. And it had been all right, too, in the old days. Back then you knew what it was about. It was different now. Had been ever since she came along. Suddenly everyone jumped to her tune, even his very own brother. He could understand that the men were frightened of her – he’d seen what she could do with her fire and her spells – but he’d never seen his older brother afraid of anything. She just seemed to … own him. And on top of that she’d saddled him with the puppy – Oraekja. The boy was obviously smitten with her, but Ragnar could not help but feel that the little runt was a bit … different. He didn’t look like much, but he moved and listened well. There was something about his eyes, though. They were always glancing, looking, scanning, moving. One of them would slide to the side from time to time. Ragnar hated to admit it, but the boy made him uneasy. He could just about sneak and fight, sure enough – but Oraekja had none of the sense. The kind of sense that got you out of trouble before you got yourself into it. The kind of sense that was telling Ragnar in no uncertain terms how this particular mission was going to go. ‘Fenrir take their bones. All of them,’ he muttered to himself, spat on the ground and turned to the young man.


‘Right, puppy,’ he said in a voice laced with menace. ‘Ready?’


The fervour in the boy’s eyes worried him.


‘Yes.’


He motioned for quiet and pointed towards the treeline, towards the road he knew would be within walking distance from the beach. They set off, moving in tandem and looking exactly like two hunters heading to market.


Underneath the bundle of skins strapped to his side, Ragnar could feel the cold, hard fire-steel against his hip.


STENVIK


The sounds of children running, shouting and playing outside in the crisp morning air were anything but joyous to Valgard, hunched over his workbench. In his head they still pursued him, after all this time. The memory of their faces, feral and twisted in cruel anticipation, exploded in his head, their cries cutting him to the bone even now.


A tingling sensation spread from the back of his head. His heart started beating faster, harder. Tremors shook his shoulders and his breath caught in his throat. ‘No,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Not now. No. No. No.’ He could feel the muscles in his back locking. The cramps spread to his hips, down to his legs. His hands twisted and turned, resembling the claws of a tortured bird.


Gritting his teeth through the spreading pain, he thought of the pond. A quiet pond surrounded by tall trees and steeped in dark, green shadows in the middle of a forest. He envisioned the surface of the pond swelling slowly, a horrific beast rising from the depths. Around it, birds took off from nearby trees and cried out in warning. He imagined himself, powerful and muscle-bound, vibrant and strong, stepping out of the forest, striding towards the water’s edge and spreading his hands. Breathing slowly, he halted the rising of the water with the power of his mind. The beast snarled and strained against him, scales and teeth and a baleful, malicious eye visible under the translucent sheen of the water.


He regained control.


Slowly, the beast retreated back down into the dark waters, and Valgard came back from the lake in his mind to the workbench in his hut. He had to use the left hand to pry the right away from the edge, where white knuckles had grabbed hold and would not let go on their own.


‘Not now,’ he mumbled as cold sweat broke out on his forehead. ‘Not now. Maybe later, but not now.’


Shaking out the pain from his hands, he swallowed and composed himself, dried the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve and turned his attention to the workbench.


An array of jars, bowls and bags were arranged in a seemingly haphazard fashion about the surface, but there was a very particular system to it. His system. There had to be. You had to have access to the right things and in the right amounts, or the results would be … unfortunate. Spectacularly so in some cases, he mused. A healer that didn’t know his plants was no healer at all. At the time he had seized the idea of plant study just to get away from the other children and their relentless attacks, but he had to admit the old man had taught him well. He’d taught him all he knew about plants, in fact. This was why some of the plants on the table would have to be stored elsewhere, because if his mentor saw them there would be questions. Questions that Valgard had no interest in answering.


He clambered down from his stool and shuffled over to the doorway, stinging pains in his back reminding him of how close that had been. Wincing, he peered outside. A quick look satisfied him that he would have his privacy for a little while longer. Moving back over to the workbench, he quickly collected the bowls and bags that he needed. The wooden figurine stared at him impassively. ‘Shut up,’ he snapped, and turned the figure so that it faced away from the workbench.


He crawled under the bench, reached behind a bundle of wood and pulled out a small, intricately carved box. He made sure everything was in its place, felt for the plants, felt for the cool touch of metal, deposited the ingredients and returned the box to its hiding place. ‘Just in case,’ he muttered. ‘Just in case.’


Straightening up again, he sat down at the workbench. His hands started working seemingly of their own accord, tidying and ordering as he had been taught to do.


His brow furrowed in concentration as he gauged the situation. He knew full well what he wanted and how he was going to make it happen. He was going to make Harald the chieftain of Stenvik, whether the stinking brute liked it or not. Then he’d be Harald’s councillor and no one would ignore him. The foreigners were an interesting twist, though. Surely there must be some way of making that work in his favour. Speed things up a little.


He frowned and wondered if he’d made the right move.


There were many pieces on the board.


*


As his heart threatened to burst out of his chest, Ulfar’s brain scrambled to catch up.


‘Erm … thank you for the directions yesterday,’ he mumbled. Houses. He was in town somewhere, but he was not quite sure where. They were standing on a walkway between some sturdy wooden houses. Better than the ones outside the walls, anyway. He’d been staring at the ground, had rounded a corner and almost walked into her. Her curves led his eyes up a simple, light blue apron dress fastened with an elegant silver and black brooch, but now he could see nothing but eyes. Eyes that flickered between grey and blue, scrutinizing him, reading information out of every detail of his face.


He felt the heat spreading on his cheeks and realized to his horror that he was blushing. Embarrassment and fury sent his insides churning and he felt a little weak in the knees. He looked back at her.


She wore a crown of thick red hair, flowing in wild and unruly curls that seemed to leap and dance and have a life of their own, in stark contrast to her smooth and unblemished skin, the line of her jaw, her lips. Only her eyes seemed alive and seeking, the rest of her face could have been carved in marble. But the eyes looked at him and through him and he felt stripped of everything but the one thing he had to know.


‘What is your name?’ He blurted it out and wanted to kick himself. What is your name? What was he, twelve? What next? Run away and giggle? He was getting worse than Geiri, and he cursed himself inwardly for his own stupidity. Around them, Stenvik life eddied and swirled, taking little note of two young people talking.


Ulfar saw nothing but her.


He felt the ground slip away from him, so much so that he had to look down to make sure it was still there. Where were his words? Even her shoes were pretty, Bragi be damned. Her foot was pretty. The hem of her skirt was pretty. He felt as big as a field mouse, and made to turn away when a quiet voice broke the awkward silence.


‘Lilia.’


His heart stopped for a beat, then restarted with a flush of blood to his whole body. Stars burst inside him, and her name rang out in his head. Lilia. He turned and looked up at her.


An eternity passed.


‘Ulfar.’


He dared not blink, and noticed that she didn’t either. But neither of them looked away.


‘I …’ he started. Completely unbidden, the words marched to his mouth. ‘I did not know they had such precious gems in Stenvik.’


It happened in the blink of an eye. The first tear, the first tremble of the lip. Then she turned and ran.


He wanted to give chase but his legs wouldn’t obey. He noted through the haze that she rubbed her eyes with the sleeves of her shirt as she ran away.


He stood rooted to the spot for a long time afterwards, wondering what had just happened.


RAUKVIN, EAST NORWAY


Finn tasted blood as his head was knocked back. Two soldiers rushed to his aid and grabbed the arms of the farmer who had landed the lucky swing. Recovering, Finn threw a series of savage punches to the man’s face until he stopped struggling.


The soldiers dropped him to the ground.


Angered, Finn spat a glob of reddish spittle at the feet of the man and aimed a vicious kick at his ribs for good measure.


King Olav’s soldiers were fighting all over Raukvin. ‘Bloody pig-headed farmers and valley clods,’ he thought. ‘I hope the next batch does as they’re told.’ They were overwhelming the small village easily enough, just like they’d ploughed through the rest of the east, but Finn found himself wishing they could have bypassed it. There was nothing here. Woven huts, mangy cows, stinking mud-rollers. There was nothing to be had, and they’d picked up too many recruits from various places as it was. He’d heard rumours of dissension already. The young King would have his work cut out controlling the army if he continued like this.


A cheer went up to Finn’s left. In the middle of a dirt road four soldiers circled around a frightened girl. They shoved her back and forth between them, grabbing and tearing at her clothes. One of them had managed to get hold of her neckline and rip, exposing a breast. She tried to cover herself up but strong hands tore and pushed at her, grabbing and squeezing. Snarling, the soldiers circled. She looked about desperately for help, and her eyes met Finn’s.


She pleaded wordlessly with him to make them stop.


The tears made her eyes sparkle and shine like stars.


Her mouth started moving, but no sound escaped her lips.


Her full, young, beautiful lips.


He wanted to move. He wanted to help her. He wanted her.


But he couldn’t.


He was stuck to the spot. His legs wouldn’t move.


The hope in her eyes turned to despair, then resignation.


And just as quickly as it had been cast, the spell was broken. One of the soldiers, a big, burly man with a crooked nose and a split lip, decided that he would no longer be denied his spoils of war and yanked her to him by the hair. A coarse hand squeezed her breast roughly, then pushed up under her skirt.


She screamed then.


Screamed and squirmed and kicked out at her attackers, trying to dislodge their clawing hands.


Energized by her sudden reaction, the soldiers grinned at one another. One of them, a fat man with wobbling jowls, squeaked: ‘Hold her still, Birkir!’ He brushed a strand of greasy hair from his face and fumbled excitedly with his trousers, pushing at his belly to get to his belt, eyes alight with anticipation.


‘Stop.’


Suddenly King Olav was there, next to Finn.


The two men that saw him ceased immediately. The fat man and the brute kept pawing at the girl, who struggled with renewed vigour. The large man with the split lip grabbed her hair and pulled hard. She screamed again.


‘Let her go.’


One of the soldiers, a slender, dark-haired young man with an easy smile, stepped in front of the group. He was better dressed than the others and his eyes were alert. He held up his hand. The others stopped their groping, but the big man did not let go of his prize. The dark-haired soldier spoke.


‘My King, my name is Jorn, son of Ornulf Dale-Lord, and I am your humble servant. We joined your army two weeks ago when you swept through the valleys with this mighty host. The men are just taking their share of the glorious victory that you’ve wrought here with bravery and—’


‘No.’ King Olav did not take his eyes off the girl, who stared back at him, transfixed. ‘These are the old ways. We follow the word of the White Christ. You do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’


Jorn looked incredulously at the King. ‘Do unto others … ?’


King Olav turned to him. ‘You are not allowed to do anything you wouldn’t want them to do to you. No taking of women, no stealing, no unnecessary killing.’


Jorn frowned.


‘My lord, I do not understand. We signed up because the army is big. It’s the biggest in a long time. Nothing will get in our way. And now you’re telling us that we can’t take their things, and the occasional stray cat that wanders onto our path?’


‘No, you cannot. You shall adhere to my word, the word of the White Christ, and do unto others as you would have others do unto you.’


The man with the split lip grinned and rumbled, ‘So if I tell this bitch to fuck me, then I can fuck her? Sounds good to me!’


The fat man next to him giggled.


King Olav did not.


Instead he turned to the girl’s captor, who stood his ground and flashed an impudent grin.


Finn was petrified. He’d been in too many scraps with and against men like these, and he knew that they would kill before backing down.


King Olav did not seem to realize this.


Instead he fixed the brute with his gaze and said: ‘Let me repeat, my friend. The book of God tells us how it is.’ His voice became rhythmic, strong and soothing. ‘If a man hurts a woman, he shall be surely punished, according as the woman’s husband will lay upon him, and he shall pay as the judges determine.’


The soldiers watched him warily. While reciting, the King had walked slowly up to the large man. Balanced and strong, he carried himself like a fighter. At the moment Finn reckoned that was the only thing keeping him alive. The King continued talking.


‘And if any mischief follow, then thou shalt give life for life.’ He gently removed the mesmerized man’s hand from around the girl and extricated her from his grasp. She ran away, clutching the front of her shift to her breast. King Olav never lost eye contact with the big brawler. The silence was electric as they squared off. ‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, burning for burning, wound for wound.’


None of the soldiers moved.


King Olav continued: ‘Now go. Follow Finn. I need you to find me at least twenty men from this miserable place so we can keep moving.’


In the stunned silence, Finn found his voice. ‘Move!’ he barked. ‘We’re going to round up some bleating peasants. Now!’ He turned and walked towards the centre of the village.


Jorn turned. ‘Birkir, Havar, Runar. We’re moving.’ As one, the three men followed Jorn.


When Finn looked over his shoulder King Olav was gone.
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AT SEA, SOUTH OF MOSTER


The dragon’s eyes scanned the horizon.


Fierce, gleaming, flint-tipped fangs caught the spray as it flew low over the waves. Intricate carvings slithered away from its jaws, flowed down along the prow of the Njordur’s Mercy and disappeared into the foaming sea. The menacing figurehead seemed to eat up what little moonlight there was.


A figure crept up to it and stood to attention.


‘Is she awake?’ Skargrim stepped from the shadow of the figurehead. Faint moonlight caught on heavy gold rings woven into his thick grey beard. A bearskin cloak draped over massive shoulders almost covered three angry red scars on his neck.


‘No,’ the sailor replied. ‘She seems to be with the voices again.’


‘Good. Make sure she’s warm and that she has broth when she wakes. She’ll need her strength.’ The soldier turned and started moving towards the stern. The big captain watched him leave. Erik was nothing if not dependable. He’d been on the boat for the best part of a decade now. He had two sons back home and would probably soon be asking whether one of them could take his place. His brother had died on a raid in Friesland last year, and Erik had been subdued since.


Odin had a time for them, one and all.


Skargrim thought of the advance party. Ragnar had not wanted to go. He’d suggested that they should hit Stenvik at an hour like this, just before dawn. Go in quiet and strike while the people were sleeping, set the houses on fire and raze it like they’d done countless times to countless towns. They’d scale the wall in the dark, come down quiet and hit them hard.


She had refused.


She said the pole needed to be raised to tell the people of Stenvik that the old gods were angry, to tell them that they were on the wrong side. They needed to make absolutely sure that the men, women and children of Stenvik were scared, she said. Skargrim remembered arguing that they’d be just as scared if they were being killed while their houses burned – and then she’d looked at him.


It was a mild night but Skargrim still shuddered.


Those eyes.


When she wanted something, she would fix him with those pale blue eyes and he would feel like he did when he was a boy getting ready to jump off the cliffs into the deep and chilly water for the first time, and something would lurch inside him. His limbs would go weak. And then the faintest echo of voices inside his head. Voices that went with cold, dark nights … Skargrim shook himself.


How had it come to this?


She’d just … appeared, one night last winter. Walked in from the cold wearing nothing but a shift, straight into Ormar’s long-house. His crew had been there with Ormar’s men, all of them drunk on strong, sour mead. A sizeable hoard had been brought back from across the ocean, and they’d been swapping heroic stories that grew bigger and more heroic with every retelling. And then she’d entered, wisps of fog swirling around her ankles, and the whole house full of hard-drinking men had gradually fallen silent. The dogs had slunk away. She’d stood in the doorway and said that an army was coming with a young king at its head. That the king brought a new god – one god to rule all, the White Christ. Ormar had roared with laughter and said that Thor the god of Thunder would wipe his arse with this White Christ.


None of Skargrim’s men had laughed with him.


She said that the old gods had visited her in a dream. She said they were not pleased, and that she would lead everybody in this room to victory over the young king and the new god because the old gods had shown her what she needed to do. She said she was Skuld, one of the Three.


That got Ormar’s attention. He had laughed again, but this time at her. Straight to her face. Thinking back on it, Skargrim thought that showed how much Ormar knew about people. He and Ragnar had known from the moment she stepped in that she was fey. They’d both felt that other, older powers had walked with her. They’d kept their heads down, glancing only briefly in her direction. Ragnar told him later how he’d seen when her mouth started moving, whispering quietly.


Ormar was neither so smart nor so humble.


He looked her straight in the eye and started saying something about she was just a deranged bitch and how she would be good for one thing and one thing only. He started saying he’d do her right there, on the table. And then he stopped, mid-sentence, and watched his own hand in surprise as it slowly reached for his dagger. Then he stabbed himself. Hard and fast. Stomach, chest, thighs, chest, throat, face. Blood blossomed on his clothes. His screams choked on it. They watched, horrified, as his life drained away before their eyes.


The hand stopped moving only when he was dead.


Skargrim remembered the cold, clammy silence in the long-house as Ormar’s corpse tumbled out of the high chair with a dull wet thud. How a hall full of hardened fighters, raiders and murderers had sat quiet as mice and tried not to be noticed as she picked her way daintily to Ormar’s seat at the head of the table. How she’d sat in it and looked as if it was made for her. How two of Ormar’s thralls – two of his own thralls! – had quietly lifted him up, carried him out of the house and fed him to the crows. A few moments later one of Ormar’s champions had stood up, stormed to the centre of the hall and challenged her for leadership. She’d looked at him, smiled and moved her hand in a gentle swaying motion. The hardened fighter’s eyes had opened wide, and suddenly he was struggling for balance. He started retching. Her hand slowly contracted into a fist. Ormar’s champion had vomited blood and collapsed on the floor, as dead as dead could be. Since then the men, the ships and the blades had been hers. No council, no ruling, no committee.


No bloodstains on her shift.


In a sense, maybe the strongest had taken over like it was supposed to happen. Maybe Ormar had been growing old and fat. He’d always been a stupid brute. But to die like that? There was little honour in it, that much was certain. It did improve the men’s loyalty, though – there had been no argument whatsoever. That night she had delegated day-to-day command of all the men to Skargrim. She had also given him his orders. He’d not known what to say, but it was not as if he’d had any choice. He’d followed them to the letter.


A bitter smile played on Skargrim’s lips as he went back to his post. He liked standing in the prow. At least then he could see where he was going.



STENVIK



Iron didn’t lie.


It obeyed simple laws.


Heat, then separate.


Then bend it to your will.


And if you listened, it talked.


The water hissed and sputtered as Audun dunked the white-hot blade in the trough. In time it would become a sword to split some poor bastard’s skull, but that was not his fault. Nor the sword’s, for that matter.


The sword hadn’t asked to be made. Someone had asked for it. It was always about the people. And if they didn’t have swords, they’d simply kill with their bare hands. Like animals. Animals that fed on blood. The smell came back to him, the heady rush of it. He grimaced and spat into the furnace. The heat in the smithy forced Audun’s thoughts away from the past and back to the task at hand. He judged the colour of the metal.


Three more breaths.


The blade emerged from the hissing water, cherry-red in colour. He turned it with the tongs, felt for the weight, inspected the line and the edge.


This would be a good blade. It would do what it was made for and do it well.


And if it got stuck in some idiot’s head, he’d probably done something to deserve it.


*


The people in the market milled about, uneasy and curious.


‘So you’re saying she’s not worth you looking at her, pig man?’ Harald said, gruff voice ringing out over the square.


‘No! I think your wife is very beautiful.’


‘So you were looking at her.’


The big pig farmer looked frantically around the market square for support, but no one would meet his eye, let alone step into the ring that had suddenly emerged around them. Clouds drifted across the morning sun, and the temperature dropped.


‘No, I wasn’t. I swear. Not like that. I simply saw her, that’s all,’ he simpered.


Harald looked him over with a mixture of anticipation and contempt. He circled the prey slowly, moving with the economy and practised purpose of a brawler. ‘See, I say you’re lying. I say you were looking at my wife and thinking filthy, disgusting thoughts, pig breeder. And I say that’s not the right sort of behaviour for a visitor in my town.’ Behind him two large young men stepped into the ring, smiling wolf smiles. Harald continued, addressing the crowd as much as the pig farmer.


‘I reckon we have been a bit lazy in showing our guests how we do things around here.’


Harald’s hands turned into fists. He smiled, took two quick steps towards the big ungainly farmer and set to explaining the Stenvik way.


*


‘Look. It was a cowardly thing, I know and I regret it. You are like a brother to me, and I ask only that you treat me as such. I was confused and I—’


The back of Geiri’s hand hit Ulfar’s cheek with a loud slap that bounced off the walls of the tiny hut.


‘What the—’ Ulfar slipped on reflex into a fighting stance.


‘You just said I was to treat you like a brother.’ Geiri grinned. ‘And if my brother had acted like that around his elders, I’d have slapped him. And you should see your face right now, cousin,’ he added with a laugh.


The pain in Ulfar’s cheek made him blink. Looking at Geiri’s grinning face took the fight out of him.


‘Yes. I probably deserved that one.’


‘You did.’


‘So what now?’


‘Well,’ Geiri frowned and leaned back against the support. ‘We can’t ask for another introduction. We have nothing to trade and it doesn’t look like we have anything these people need or want. So we find a ship that’s leaving for home and we get out of this hole. We have no function here and it’s time—’


‘No.’


Geiri stopped mid-sentence. ‘— What?’


‘No. We’re not leaving. You leave if you must, but I’m not going to. I have to see her again.’


Geiri looked incredulously at Ulfar. ‘What’s got into you? Is this the man who called himself Heartbreaker, Skirt-chaser and Kiss-taker all through the summer?’


‘This one is different, Geiri.’


‘Forgive me, my friend, but she can’t be.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Seeing as you’ve had every possible type of girl and woman since we set out, she’d have to have antlers and scales to be different. And even then I’m not so sure. Some of those Rus girls were quite … interesting.’


Ulfar ignored his friend, who seemed fully ready to evade an attack this time around.


‘Believe me, Geiri. She is.’


‘And how do you know?’


‘I just about walked into her last night.’


‘Oh, long live Freya’s wiles.’ Geiri rolled his eyes. ‘Did she throw her clothes at you this time around?’


Ulfar did not respond. He simply looked into the middle distance, lost in thought. The silence grew more and more awkward until Geiri gave in. ‘Oh, if that is how it is, I will accept that you’re right. Fine. There is something special about this woman.’


‘Yes.’ Ulfar’s voice was dreamy.


‘And you want to know what it is.’


‘Yes.’


Geiri looked firmly at Ulfar. ‘Well then, my travelling brother. I will bargain with you. We’ll go drink with the locals tonight, I’ll help you inquire sensibly’ – Geiri added a stern look for emphasis – ‘and we discover what there is to discover about this magical creature of yours. And we will try as hard as we can to do this. But if we don’t find anything, if she’s another man’s woman, if there is no hope of the gods or anyone else giving their blessing—’


Ulfar nodded.


Geiri finished. ‘— then we leave.’


‘As usual, you are the wiser one, if somewhat less pleasing to the eye,’ Ulfar said, smiling. ‘Thank you, Geiri. You are a true friend.’


Geiri shook his head.


‘No I’m not. I just get bored travelling alone.’


‘Liar,’ Ulfar said.


‘Coward,’ Geiri retorted.


They both grinned.


*


The circle had formed quickly, just like up north. They tended to do that whenever there was even a faint promise of violence, Ragnar mused. Just like animals and food. This had never been a fight, though. It was turning into some kind of display, one that seemed to be making the audience uncomfortable. The crowd shuffled nervously. Someone shouted: ‘That’s enough, Harald!’ but nobody stepped forward to stop him.


Right. Enough of this. He sought out his travelling companion, tapped his elbow and motioned for him to follow into a nearby alley. Oraekja lingered, casting a longing eye towards the centre of the circle. When he followed at last he was smirking. ‘At least there’s Norse in someone in this rotten sty,’ he said. Behind them, sounds of something breaking were followed by a muffled scream and someone vomiting.


Ragnar shut him up with a glare.


‘I am going to say this once and only once. I couldn’t care a yak’s arse about whether you live or die, but the job needs to get done. Keep your neck covered at all times, stay close to me and come when I tell you to. We go in, we do what we need to, when we’re done we go back to where we landed and wait for Skargrim. Stay out of the forest and watch out for the raiders in this town. Despite being born this far south, Sigurd’s men know their work. That’s three of them in the circle, and unless you want to end up like that poor sod in the middle I suggest you keep your wits about you.’


‘If they’re so proper then how come we’re inside their town?’ Oraekja said.


‘We’re here because we’ve used our heads. We’re not storming anything nor showing off our allegiance. We look like skinners, not like an invading army. That’s why we can walk through the front door. Did you look up when you went through the gateway?’


The young man gave him a blank look and shrugged.


Ragnar sneered. ‘From now on you note your surroundings, or I’ll be all too happy to leave you to Sigurd’s dogs.’


‘If they get me they’ll get you too,’ Oraekja shot back.


Ragnar felt a faint itch in the palm of his right hand. It would be so good to scratch that itch with a hilt, with the hilt of a knife, whose point he would happily bury in the little rat’s eyeball. But he couldn’t rightly do that now. It would create attention that he could do without. Instead he looked straight at Oraekja and smiled his meanest.


‘No they won’t.’


After a spell the little bastard looked away.


‘Now come on. We have things to do.’


*


‘Help! Please help!’


Valgard rolled his eyes. There really was no rest to be had. ‘Wait.’ He rose slowly and deliberately from his pallet, feeling every single pinched nerve in his back, every thread of muscle in his aching legs. He shuffled to the doorway and stuck his head outside.


‘What do you want?’


Two anguished and awkward men stood by the doorway, fidgeting nervously. While the fatter one caught his breath, his red-faced friend spoke up.


‘It’s our kinsman—’


‘He’s hurt—’


‘In the market in the middle—’


‘Got in a fight—’


‘We heard some seaman said he’d looked at his wife—’


‘Big man, reddish beard?’ Valgard interrupted.


‘Yes.’


He sighed and shut his eyes wearily. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll come as fast as I can. Run to the market and try to make sure your kin survives.’


The men took off south, towards the market square. Valgard watched the two ungainly farmers shuffle away and smiled to himself. Harald had a remarkable talent for causing trouble and pain. He ducked inside and quickly readied his emergency equipment. While his hands worked, his mind assembled the board and moved the pieces. He tried some combinations in his head and then a new possibility presented itself. Unexpected elements suddenly fell into place.


Valgard chuckled as he headed out of the hut and towards the market. There were some interesting moves to be made.


The intricacies of the game occupied his mind all the way to the market square, but when he saw Harald’s handiwork he had to push it out of his head.


It was hard to know where to begin.


At some point the pig farmer had vomited and soiled himself. Now he lay on the flat stones in a puddle of his own blood, bile and shit, shaking and crying, a shell of a man.


His nose was broken and blood trickled from his mouth. Three broken teeth lay on the ground. He was curled up in a ball, coughing and clutching his side. His left hand was grotesquely swollen, and Valgard casually guessed that Harald had stomped on it a couple of times. There were bound to be some broken bones in there.


He knelt down and inspected the miserable wreck.


‘Looks like you finally got the beating you were asking for,’ Valgard muttered to himself. Then he turned to the pig farmer. ‘You’ve had a bit of a rough day, haven’t you?’ The farmer just whimpered. ‘Right. This is going to hurt.’ With a firm hand Valgard started pressing on joints and bones, creating a road map of injuries, drawing lines by the volume of the patient’s screams.


Three broken ribs. One badly sprained wrist. Possible bleeding inside. Four teeth gone, as it turned out. Bruises from kicking, face would be colourful for a week. One knee twisted. Possible fracture of the shin. It was not good, but he’d seen worse. The man would live.


Valgard quickly searched his bag, bringing up bandages and a small leather bottle. Beside him lay what looked like two rods bundled together.


‘Straighten him out.’


The victim’s two nervous friends started gingerly moving their kinsman.


He screamed.


Valgard sighed. This was always the least pleasant part of the process. Bundling up a chunk of cloth, he stuffed it in the farmer’s mouth.


‘How will that make him better?’ one of his newly recruited helpers asked, straining to keep the farmer still.


‘It will shut him up, which will prevent me from getting distracted and killing him.’ The man looked shocked. Valgard smiled sweetly and added: ‘… by accident.’ Working quickly, he produced another cloth from his bag. He doused the cloth in liquid from a small bottle and held it over the farmer’s broken, bloodied nose. As the man’s eyes flew open and he started to struggle, Valgard looked straight at him. ‘You will not die. You will not suffocate. You will simply sleep.’ At that moment the pig farmer’s eyes rolled back in his head and he passed out.


Valgard reached for the bundle and unravelled it. A length of cloth joined the two sticks together, forming a stretcher.


‘You two – lift him onto this then grab an end each. Gently. And follow me.’


The two hapless farmers scrambled and strained to lift the big man quickly enough to follow Valgard, who was already heading back home.


*


Oraekja threaded the walkways of Stenvik, trailing Ragnar and staring at his back. No they won’t. No they won’t. Who did the old man think he was? It didn’t matter that nobody had heard. It was a question of honour, and right now it took all of Oraekja’s strength to ignore what Ragnar had said. How he’d said it. That dusty old relic had dared to put him in his place, speak to him and treat him like a puppy. Like a boy. It was almost too much to bear. The only thing that made it better was the memory of her.


He turned warm inside just thinking of it.


She’d called him to her that night. Just him. He’d been scared stiff but she’d whispered in his ear. Told him why Stenvik needed to be razed to send a signal to those without faith and to rob this so-called king of a winter base to slow his advance. She’d even told him who she really was. Told him she could see the future, that she could see that he would be crucial to the will of the gods. Told him how Loki had come to her, told her what to do, how to do it. She’d even leaned in closer and told him he was really important to her. He still remembered the hairs rising on the back of his hands, his whole body vibrating with longing. He’d been rock-hard, too. He shook his head and grinned.


Not as if he hadn’t known from the start. She wanted him. Sometimes he just knew with women, even more than they did. She might not admit it – not in front of the men, especially not Skargrim – but she did. That had to be why she’d given him the special instructions. He didn’t understand why, but he sure as hell didn’t mind. He would do what she said, for she was Skuld, sister of Urd and Verdandi, one of the three witches of fate, the Thread Cutters. And she loved him.


Oraekja watched Ragnar’s back and smiled.


EAST NORWAY


As midday faded into afternoon and the shadows grew longer, Finn turned in the saddle and looked back.


Outriders on fast horses. Others carrying long spears and pikes. Shields of a variety of sizes. Jerkins of every colour. The column seemed to snake on for ever, over fields and through forests. Finn knew his eyes were playing tricks on him, but he also knew how quickly their army had swollen. In the last two months their numbers had grown by nearly a thousand men. The hunters kept griping to him about how nothing was enough, how they couldn’t keep up with the ever-growing demand. He saw the fights break out because of too many men shoulder to shoulder in too little space.


He had to say something.


Riding beside the King at an easy walk, he cleared his throat nervously.


‘What?’ King Olav shot Finn a sharp look that made him stutter.


‘The – the men, my lord. There’s too many of them.’


Finn blinked. King Olav watched him impassively.


‘They … they come from different places. And not all of them believe in the White Christ, my lord.’ Finn did a rapid sign of the cross, looked down and folded his hands, as he had seen Olav do. When he looked up again, something in the face of the King had changed. There was a touch of curiosity there.


‘Continue.’


It all came out. ‘They are not happy, my lord. I have heard them whisper amongst themselves. They say they do not know why we are going around bullying farmers, my lord. Some of them miss their families. They do not understand why we are fighting the people who believe in the old gods. There may be more like those four we saw yesterday. I think they might run away or try to take you on, my lord.’


Out of breath, Finn waited for a response, but there was none forthcoming from the King. Instead the young man seemed lost in thought.


Their horses walked on, setting the pace for the men marching behind them.


Heading west.


STENVIK


Harald held a big calloused hand up in front of his face. ‘There are lines on my fingers. I’ve never seen them before.’ He furrowed his brow in concentration. ‘It’s hard to count when you’re lying on your back.’ He blinked, mumbled a curse, licked his lips and started again.


‘I can’t feel my mouth.’ An idiot grin spread on his face. ‘That shitty little pig farmer wasn’t much of a man after all. He shat in his stinking farmer pants.’ He giggled to himself, but then frowned again and looked at his hand. ‘It hurts.’ The knuckles were swollen and smeared with blood.


A small bottle stood on the ground next to his bed. A tiny drop of thick black liquid was making its way slowly down to the ground.


‘Trying to … ‘scape?’ he slurred. ‘Tryin’ to ‘scape, you li’l bitch?’ He reached for the bottle, grasped it and brought it to his mouth. With slow, deliberate movements he licked the drop off.


‘Can’t ‘scape me,’ he rumbled contentedly. ‘No one can.’ He fumbled for the cork, but couldn’t find it. This seemed to annoy him. ‘Cork. Cork,’ he muttered. He tried to prop himself up on an elbow, but lost his balance and fell back onto the bed. ‘Hm. Too much. Had too much. Sleepy.’


He slowly lowered the bottle back down to the floor. His eyes closed within moments and soon he was breathing regularly.


Watching him, she could taste her own fear.


When he’d come home covered in blood she thought he’d either been wounded or had killed someone. He’d grabbed her roughly by the hair, twisted her round and taken her then, pushed her to the ground and driven her legs apart with his weight. Fumbling, grunting and wheezing. She’d gone away in her mind as she always did, but now she felt sore. Raw. Her skin crawled at the sight of him lying there. A mop of reddish hair, greying at the temples. Ruddy, bearded jowls with a net of burst veins, a thick neck and massive shoulders. His eyes were closed, so she allowed the revulsion to show on her face. She would never dare do that when he was awake. He could so easily paralyse her with just a look, a promise, a single word whispered with a smile. Where Harald was, pain was never far away.


There was so much she’d forgotten since she became his, but she remembered the pain. The first weeks. When she’d cried and screamed. He’d enjoyed that. He’d enjoyed gagging her, watching her thrash about, watching her blue-grey eyes scream at him, seeing her cry and hate herself for crying. He’d relished breaking her, reducing her to this. A spark in a shell. A spirit trapped in a woman made of stone.


And the stone woman did his bidding, out of fear. Fear of the pain. She kept his house; she tried her best to give him sons. She didn’t let him see her cry. Not that he’d care. Not that he wouldn’t occasionally make her do it for his own enjoyment. The stone woman watched him go to sea; the stone woman stood on the pier and waited for him to come back.


She hated the stone woman with all her heart.


But right now, the stone woman was her prison. She was forced to sit beside him, wait until he woke up, do as he wanted.


Her thoughts went unbidden to the man with the green eyes. Man? Boy. Man–boy. She smiled inside. A current of thrill or fear ran through her, crackling with his words.


He’d called her a gem. Her, a gem in Stenvik.


Wasn’t that true, though?


Didn’t the tiniest, shiniest jewels come from the stone?


Lilia stood up, turned away from Harald and allowed her mouth to form the word.


Ulfar.


The wolf in man’s clothing.


Her spirit flew inside her stony cage and for a breath-taking moment she was alive again. She felt her skin. She tasted the air. She felt like sparkling, shining and twirling. Everything seemed new. The wooden walls, the gilt decorations, the tapestries. She turned to take it all in and met Harald’s eyes.


Harald’s open eyes, looking at her from the bed.


Cold.


Calculating.


‘What are you so happy about, then?’


AT SEA BETWEEN MOSTER AND STENVIK


Skargrim brushed the salt spray from his face and admired the view from the prow of the Njordur’s Mercy. In the distance, Wyrmsey rose out of the mist. The big cliff on the south end could have been a head; the long, curving beach to the north might have been a tail. The locals didn’t like it because it looked like the Wyrm rising.


Let the stupid old sailors cling to whatever stories they want, Skargrim thought. He believed in the old tales as much as the next man, but in this case he knew. This was no monster, merely a rock – and Wyrmsey had what he needed. A fearsome reputation, distance from prying eyes, and a sheltered beach with room for ships.


Many ships.


He felt a feather-light touch on his arm and a tingling sensation in his body. She was behind him.


He turned.


As always when he spoke to her he was convinced that there was no one else in the world, just the two of them.


She smiled demurely at him.


‘You’ve done well, Skargrim. We will camp here and wait. When will they come?’


‘Soon,’ he muttered.


‘And have you sent the message I asked you to send?’ she asked, still smiling.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes I have. The men will be in place when they need to be, waiting for the signal.’


She nodded. ‘Loki will be pleased. We will do his work, and he will reward us. He will reward us well.’ Her smile stayed with him as she turned away and walked back to her lodgings at the stern.


Skargrim shook his head to clear the fog. Behind him, another eleven ships sailed towards the beaches of Wyrmsey.



STENVIK



The calfskin map traced a rough outline of the coast.


Sigurd’s knife pointed at Moster. ‘This is where Friar Johann’s church is.’


‘Was,’ corrected Thorvald.


‘… was.’ Sigurd amended, a hint of a grin playing on his face. ‘Can’t help it – brings back memories.’


‘Those were different days, were they not?’


‘They were. They were indeed. There were many good men who went over to stay. Many others went up to Valhalla when the Saxons fought back. That’s why it seems strange to me that he’s supposedly on the move. I thought he’d seen enough of it.’


‘Apparently not,’ Thorvald mused. ‘But we don’t know. So. Stenvik, Moster. If it really is him, he would be coming from Oppland’ – Thorvald marked out a spot to the far north – ‘and going … ?’


‘That is the question I’d like to pose to Mimir’s head if I could.’


‘So where do I send them?’


Sigurd looked at the map. ‘If he’s coming straight … you go here. Sjoberg.’ He marked out another spot with the point of his knife, then thought better of it. ‘That makes little sense, though. If he’s coming straight, he wouldn’t have razed Moster.’


‘Assuming he did.’


‘Assuming that. So where is he going?’


‘I will send Sigmar and two men of his choosing to Sjoberg, aim at having them there for midday, then tell them to go swiftly to here, here, here’ – Thorvald marked out points in quick succession, forming a perimeter around Stenvik – ‘and here.’


Sigurd nodded his approval. ‘Just remember, let them look and learn but stay away. We need information, not dead heroes.’


‘Understood.’


Thorvald hurried out of the longhouse.


‘We need to know what’s out there,’ Sigurd muttered to himself. He sheathed his knife and rolled up the map. ‘And we don’t need bloody Skargrim with a raiding party.’


The last rays of the evening sun slanted in through a venting hole and caught on a worn, dully grey battleaxe, mounted behind the high seat.


*


The fading daylight in the little hut did the clothes no kind of justice. The trousers were of finest linen, a vibrant blue with silver thread, woven and fitted to measure. The coat had started out as simple grey wool, but was now a dark-as-night purple, shining with silvered buttons from neck to waist. The cloak was a rich dark red, embroidered with gold filament. Ulfar fastened it with a commanding, strong brooch cast in silver and gold, intricate designs flowing into and out of each other.


‘You really are serious about this, aren’t you?’ There was not even a hint of mockery in Geiri’s voice.


Ulfar ignored him in favour of his own reflection in a convex silver disc. He adjusted his hair, looked at the reflection, adjusted it again and combed his locks meticulously to the left, then the right, then the left.


Geiri’s hand landed on his shoulder. ‘If she likes you, she likes you. Stop preening. Let’s go.’


Ulfar blinked and shook his head briefly. He noticed Geiri, made to speak, changed his mind then croaked: ‘Yes. Yes, let’s go.’


He half-stumbled out of their tiny hut. His cousin followed and tried hard not to laugh.


*


Stenvik changed with the light, Ragnar noted. Three of the gates had closed already, and the south gate would be the only one left open. Already workers and traders were streaming down to the old longhouse to eat and drink.


He looked over his shoulder. The boy trailed him reluctantly, the foul mood etched on his face like piss in snow. The old scout thought about things he could care less about and placed Oraekja’s feelings somewhere between flies on cowshit and a bad rash.


Ah. There it was.


The horse pen.


Ragnar looked up, approximated the position in relation to the gates and committed the location to memory. He did not look forward to this, but she said it had to be done.


So it would be.


He signalled to Oraekja, turned and started making his way south.


*


Market season could go hang, Audun thought. The old longhouse was too crowded by far tonight. He glared at the assembled crowd to dissuade anyone from coming too close. Halfway in, a group of men had gathered around one of the tables. Sitting with his back up against the wall, old Sven looked calmly upon the black and white pieces on a Tafl board. Opposite him, his adversary looked sweaty, red-faced and in no control of his forces. Sven leaned slowly forward, made a simple move and smiled. ‘And that is the end of that, my friend. I believe that’s one bowl of stew and one mug of mead on you for me.’ The man quickly vacated the seat and Sven’s piercing eyes searched the crowd. ‘Anyone else, while the last victim goes and gets food for the old and needy?’ There were snickers in the crowd and one man took a step forward.


‘Welcome, son!’ Sven asked. ‘Who do I have the fortune to game with?’


‘The name is Ivar, and I’ll beat you, old man. Your beard will fall off when I’m done with you.’


‘My beard most definitely will fall off,’ Sven agreed as he calmly reset the board. Ivar sat and Sven looked him over, taking his measure. ‘… eventually.’


Glaring, Ivar made the first move. Sven looked at him and feigned surprise. ‘Oh – did I insult you? I didn’t mean to. You have my apologies.’ He made his move. ‘I made a solemn promise that I wouldn’t – last time I fucked your mother.’


The crowd roared with laughter. Ivar made to rise but got his feet tangled. Sven quickly extended his arms to calm him down. ‘A joke, son. A joke.’ He withdrew his arms and folded palms in a gesture of peace. ‘An evil attempt by an old cheat to get under your skin and make you do something stupid. Take it as a lesson from the sad, shrivelled husk that I have become. Two, in fact. First – never play angry. Second – cheat whenever you can.’ With that, he opened his hands and revealed Ivar’s king. Hissing, Ivar snatched his piece from Sven’s palm and put it back in the centre of the board. He made his move and Sven countered with poorly concealed delight.


Audun watched the exchange from his corner and tried to remember a time in the last year when Sven had had to pay for his mead and meat. But then again, such was life. They played, they lost, they bitched. And none of them had the sense to walk away from a fight they couldn’t win.


He’d seen that pig farmer get mauled in the market today. Two of the young ones off the Drake had held him while Harald went to town on the bastard. There was yet another case of a fight you couldn’t win, he thought. Still, the man was an idiot and a drunk. You could argue he’d been getting what he would eventually deserve.


Audun frowned into his mug.


It hadn’t been a fair fight though.


Either of the young fighters would easily have been a match for the stupid farmer and Harald would have taken all three of them.


Not fair at all.


But that was what happened when you didn’t keep yourself to yourself.


Trouble.


He tried to think about something else, move his mind away from the sickening spectacle, the brutality, the sounds and smells of it all.


The two foreigners entered. They scanned the packed room, their eyes coming to rest on his table.


*


Waves of laughter, shouts and bad singing washed over Ulfar and Geiri when they entered. Jugs of ale slammed on tables, women shrieked and cursed at men with roving hands.


‘There’s nowhere to sit,’ Geiri said.


‘That’s where you’re wrong again, cousin. Our quiet friend in the corner seems to have room for us.’


‘Hm. Leave the talking to me, then.’


*


The shorter one approached and leaned in, while the other seemed to scan the room.


‘Hello, friend. May we share your table?’


Audun shrugged and tried his best to look through the man, but the obvious hints seemed to go above and beyond him. The stranger sat down happily next to him and introduced himself. ‘Geiri, son of Alfgeir. Travelling from Svealand to see the famed and beautiful fjords. What is your name?’


‘Audun.’


‘Well met, Audun.’ He motioned to the other foreigner, the taller one. ‘Ulfar, go get us three mugs.’ The one called Ulfar looked back at the shorter one for a moment longer than necessary before he left. Audun smiled to himself. It seemed quite clear who was used to giving the orders in this little marriage.


‘What do you do, Audun?’


‘Smith.’


*


‘Very good!’ Ulfar heard his friend exclaim as he walked away. So that was what he called sensible, was it? Blatant, that’s what it was. That boy had no shame. Ulfar scanned the hall again. Full of big men, no sign of Lilia. A couple of farmers, from out of town by the look of it, sitting by themselves with mugs in hand and murder on their minds. He followed their stares to two burly fighting types and made a note of not being in the way when the time came. Getting to the mead was quick enough. He turned back with full mugs and headed for the corner table. Walking across the hall he couldn’t help but catch an impressive string of curses bursting out of the middle of a small group of men by his side, followed by a shout.


‘Cheat!’


Suddenly his section of the room went quite quiet. Ulfar ambled away from the confrontation and set the mugs down gingerly on Audun and Geiri’s corner table. His head buzzed. They were playing Tafl! He had to sneak a look. From somewhere in the throng a deep, calm voice spoke.


‘Now, son. We wouldn’t want to make this a matter of honour, would we? Twelve men around you watched the game. Did any of them see me cheat?’


Silence.


Ulfar found himself craning to see.


The men made way for someone standing up.


‘There has been trickery at this table,’ the man spat.


‘Now that I won’t deny, my boy,’ the old man by the wall said amicably. ‘There’s been plenty of trickery. But I didn’t cheat.’ His eye caught Ulfar’s. A brief flicker of recognition flashed across his face. ‘How about you, stranger? Would you care to sit down to a game of Tafl with a cheating old trickster?’ He winked.


Ulfar nodded and occupied the open seat.


Settling, he smiled at the friendly old man.


‘What are the stakes?’


‘If you lose, you buy me mead. I’ve already had my stew and two mugs.’


‘And if I win?’


There was badly suppressed laughter around the table.


‘If you win?’


Ulfar concentrated and cleared everything from his face but innocence and curiosity. He smiled earnestly at the old man.


‘If you win …’ he said, ‘I’ll shave.’


Exclamations and laughter erupted around the table.


Ulfar took his time to consider this before he nodded. ‘Accepted. Let’s play.’ He looked at the board. It was bigger than he was used to and the pieces looked slightly different, but apart from that it was close enough. He made the first move quite casually. The old man countered without thinking. Three moves in and Ulfar recognized a classic beginner’s trap. He sidestepped it neatly and added a twist of his own – a sneaky diversion he’d discovered the hard way while playing an Arab in Hedeby. The old man went for the corner piece that would land him squarely in the trap but stopped, hand in mid-air.


Their eyes met.


Suddenly the face of the cheerful grandfather was nowhere to be seen. Instead Ulfar saw his opponent for what he was, a grizzled fighter who had survived to old age on cunning, guile and very little mercy.


Out of respect, Ulfar dropped his act. He’d spent most of his and Geiri’s journey earning drinking money playing Tafl, eventually saving enough to buy the clothes he was wearing. However he suspected it would be both unfair and unwise to act the fool in this town.


The old man nodded slowly and grinned. ‘Sven.’


‘Ulfar.’


‘It seems someone has had a very good night’s sleep,’ Sven said. ‘You play louder than you talk.’ He decided against the corner move that would have spelled his doom and instead countered with a clever spacing ploy that Ulfar had not seen before. Ulfar found he was smiling, too. After months of sweeping the floor with Geiri and whoever else, it looked like he’d finally found a worthy adversary. He looked towards the corner to signal to his friend that he was playing, but Geiri was deep in conversation with the surly blacksmith.


The pieces on the board begged to be moved.


*


Valgard entered the hall and frowned.


There were precious few seats left. One was available next to the two farmers who had helped him earlier – red-face and fatty. He took one look at them and decided to sit elsewhere.


Moving quickly toward the cauldrons he asked Einar for a bowl of stew and perched near a group of pedlars from the north-east. He’d eaten four spoonfuls when a large hand landed on his shoulder.


He knew perfectly well whose hand it was, but allowed himself another mouthful before turning around and looking up.


Harald’s face was hard to read.


He crouched down towards Valgard, the smell of the mixture unmistakable on his breath. Moving a little too close to Valgard’s ear he whispered: ‘Could you have a look at Lilia for me? She …’


‘Is she ill, Harald?’


‘Yes. She’s … yes. She’s ill. Or she may have fallen and broken something. I don’t know. Go have a look.’ Valgard looked at him, willing him to say more. Harald’s face seemed to set. ‘She’s at home. Go.’


Valgard bit his tongue. ‘I will, Harald. She will be fine, no doubt.’ Harald shrugged and returned to his seat, tucked away in the shadows. Valgard got up, a sinking feeling in his stomach. What had that bastard done to her this time? He forced all memories of past visits to Harald’s house out of his head and focused on the exit, distracting himself by looking at the patrons up against the wall.


He saw Sven sitting at the games table and nodded to him, but got no response. The old man seemed thoroughly absorbed in the game. Someone seemed to be giving him a run for his money for a change. Valgard decided not to dwell. There were more pressing things to attend to.


He pushed onwards to the exit, through the raucous crowd. The house was so crammed that even poor Audun couldn’t get his privacy, he mused.


That was unusual.


*


In the corner by the door, Audun found that much to his surprise he didn’t mind the younger man’s company. He suspected he’d already talked more than he’d done since arriving in Stenvik. That kid knew his way around a smithy and seemed genuinely interested in what he had to say. He was getting gently drunk now too, the mead settling in nicely.


‘How did you figure that out?’ Geiri asked.


‘Well,’ said Audun, slightly lost for words. ‘When you’ve heated the ore enough so that it runs clear, you can mix things in. I’ve been experimenting, but I’ve found that coal dust produces stronger iron. Lasts longer, bends but doesn’t break, and sharpens up easy.’


‘I’ve heard tell of things like these, but that was in Rus, stories coming all the way from Miklagard. They have people from all over the world there, apparently – the finest blade-smiths come all the way from the Far East to hawk their wares. It’s amazing that you should have worked this out yourself without any access to peers, or books—’


‘Can’t read.’


‘— or a master.’


‘Never had one.’


‘That is fantastic,’ Geiri gasped. ‘So you’re self-taught?’


Audun frowned. ‘… Yes?’


‘I am impressed, Audun. You must be the great-great-grandson of Wayland himself!’


A rare surge of pride shot through Audun. He wasn’t often compared to the Master Smith.


‘One thing you’ve done wrong, though.’ Confused, Audun frowned. A serious expression clouded Geiri’s face. ‘Yes, Audun. It seems you’ve failed in your smithing.’


‘What did I—’


‘You’ve left us with defective mugs!’ With that, Geiri grabbed his and Audun’s empty mugs and upended them with a huge grin.


Audun tried his best to scowl but couldn’t quite make it convincing.


‘I’d best go get more to make up for my filthy foreigner’s manners and those of my friend, who should have replenished us a long time ago instead of sneaking off to play after the first round. When I come back, I need to ask you more about Stenvik. The women in particular,’ and with a wink Geiri was off, shaking his head as he walked past his friend at the games table.


*


Ulfar struggled for breath. His head was pounding. The air in the longhouse mixed with the smoke of the cauldrons, the smell of mead and the sweat of too many people too close together.


This guy was good.


Already they’d launched stabs and jabs, feints and counter-feints, opened doors for each other that seemed promising but ended in horrific death down the line, sometimes slow and painful, sometimes quick and painful, but always painful. This was the way the game was meant to be played. At first Ulfar had been able to gauge how he was doing by the reactions of the group around them, but as the tension rose he’d blanked them out, losing himself in the symmetry of the board, the possibilities of the assembled armies. They had spent a lot of time preparing but now it was time. The forces were primed, lined up and ready to go.


‘Cowards!’ The shout rose above the din of the longhouse. ‘You are worthless and unmanned, and we demand honour for our cousin, set upon by you two in the market today! We demand restitution!’ Something in the tone of the voice made Ulfar tear himself away from the game and have a look.


Standing on a table opposite were the angry farmers he’d seen, now furious and drunk. They pointed at the two fighters he’d noticed, who summarily stood up a couple of tables away.


‘Who are you calling cowards, you lamb-shit gobblers?’ the broader one shouted. ‘Here’s payment for your cousin’ – he hawked and spat. ‘You might want to scrape up half and give it back to me, because I doubt he was worth that much!’


All hell broke loose.


Screaming obscenities, the two men launched themselves off the table.


Ulfar’s world slowed down.


He saw Geiri making his way through the crowd towards the corner, blissfully unaware of the source of the shouting.


He saw the two enraged men charge through the crowd and storm the warriors’ table. One of them lowered his shoulder and charged into Geiri. The other stepped on his foot.


Ulfar watched his friend lose his balance and fall, slowly fall, arms flailing. The panic in his eyes. Mugs flying. Geiri’s head hit the corner of a table. His arms went limp and he dropped to the floor like a stone.


A cold feeling spread through Ulfar. Without thinking he sprang to his feet, stepped nimbly past one man stumbling away from the fight, spun past another and reached Geiri on the floor. He struggled for space to lift him out of the way of trampling feet.


A big hand was on his chest, pushing him away.


The blacksmith.


Scooping Geiri up as if he was a child. Placing him on a table. Two feet away, chaos reigned. Fists flew; someone wielded a chair.


‘Knife!’


The brawlers on the edge pulled away. A knot of men was locked in the middle, punching, grappling, kicking, stomping and doing their best to do their worst.


Snarling and fierce, Harald waded through the crowd of spectators and charged the fighters. The first man he reached had his head yanked back then slammed into the forehead of the next man. Dropping fistfuls of hair in each hand, Harald pushed the two men away. Both clutched their bleeding faces and sank to the ground. The longhouse grew quiet very quickly. Within a couple of breaths, screams, grunts, six men were on the floor grasping various parts, struggling for breath or curled up, moaning.


Sigurd strode into the old longhouse, face white with fury. Sven emerged from behind his table looking like a thunderstorm. Harald stood over the fighters, demonic and bloodied.


The longhouse had fallen deathly silent.


Sigurd took a deep breath. Then another. He looked at the fighters, some of whom had come around enough to realize their situation. Without looking away, he spoke between clenched teeth. ‘Sven. Any dead?’


Sven looked around. ‘None …’


Sigurd looked at Harald, then back at the fighters.


‘… yet.’


Pushing for space in the crowd, Audun and Ulfar tried everything they could think of, but nothing worked. Geiri lay terribly still on the table in front of them. His eyes stayed closed.
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WYRMSEY


They arrived just before dawn, chased by a cold wind. Fourteen ships, four hundred and twenty raiders. Thrainn’s crew. Vicious bastards to a man.


Skargrim grinned on the moonlit beach. ‘Welcome to Wyrmsey, my brothers.’


He watched Thrainn swallow his pride and nod in greeting. He was a rock of a man, Thrainn. Tall, strong, able and a fighter of note. Long blonde hair was braided and crusted with sea spray, beard likewise. He had thought himself a leader of men, and at the tender age of twenty-two was already strong enough to have over four hundred raiders at his beck and call. So when Skargrim showed up with the message from Skuld and said they were to join them in the fight for the Old Gods, Thrainn had laughed in his face. Mocked him in public. Said he was a relic, an old has-been. Said that if anything Skargrim’s and Ormar’s men should come under his own control.


Skargrim smiled to himself.


He didn’t mind being called old. He could see the grey in his own beard. But he liked to think of it as experience. And the only way to truly learn the value of experience was to get some.


He reckoned it had been quite an experience for poor Thrainn to be put on his back twice – hard – wrestling a greying old has-been. First time too, it turned out. Well, there was a first time for everything.


Already, Thrainn’s sailors were pulling their ships up on the Wyrmsey shore next to Skargrim’s.


Twenty-six of them, side by side.


The old Viking captain nodded to himself.


There was still a lot of space left on the beach.


STENVIK


Trickles of light changed Ulfar’s world from black to grey, but it made little difference. His eyes were used to the darkness in the hut by now. He’d extinguished the torch at some point during the night. The burning pitch had made it harder to breathe and the big bandaged pig farmer had lain in the corner whimpering and complaining that he couldn’t sleep.


Ulfar didn’t care.


He just stared.


Stared at Geiri, willing him to open his damn eyes. To move, moan, scream, wince. Anything.


But his friend just lay there. Faintly warm to the touch, breathing regularly.


Nothing more.


Dawn crept towards Stenvik.


EAST OF HARDANGER HEATH


Around Finn the camp was coming to life. The early morning sun warmed the tents and teased the night chill gently out of his bones. He shook his head again. Orders were orders, but these made little sense.


After some searching he found the right section of camp, and then the right man. He addressed him as formally as he could.


‘Jorn Ornolfsson, Prince of the Dales. The King requests your presence.’


Jorn looked at him with a mixture of surprise and amusement. ‘Does he? Only he didn’t seem to like us valley boys too much last time we met, Finn. What do you think, my brothers?’ He turned to the three who had gathered behind him.


‘Nope,’ said fat Havar, beady eyes peering over his wobbling cheeks.


‘N-not at all,’ stammered Runar and went back to stringing his bow.


‘Not a bit,’ rumbled big Birkir behind them.


‘So why do you think our lord would like to see us?’ purred Jorn. ‘Do you think perhaps he means to instruct us in … the ways of the White Christ?’ Smiling, he drew a finger slowly across his throat.


‘Might – m-might come back a head shorter,’ gushed Runar, his slight frame shaking with mirth.


‘I’d be glad of the silence,’ Birkir added. There was a hard edge to their laughter.


Flustered, Finn said the first thing that came to mind. ‘Truth be told, half the time I don’t know what he’s asking for and the other half I don’t know why he’s asking for it. I just carry the message.’


Jorn shot him a charming smile. ‘That makes you a man of honour, Finn. Unlike these dung heaps and draft horses.’ He pointed to his three men. ‘Just see how they mistreat me. My oldest friends, my brothers in arms. They have none of your … mettle, Finn. None of your courage and loyalty. They’re bastards.’


Finn struggled for anything to say. Finding nothing, he stood his ground.


‘You’re right to stay quiet, Finn – it’s the only way these stray dogs can’t twist your words,’ Jorn added. He placed an arm around Finn’s shoulder, smiled a reassuring smile and steered him away from the tents. ‘I should know more men like your good self, my silent friend. Lead the way. Let us go see what our noble King wants.’


OUTSIDE STENVIK


To the east, blood-red clouds heralded the dawn of a new day. Behind him, the sea was shrouded in night. He looked down on Stenvik from his vantage point high on the hillside. The walls, thick and strong, encircled the new town. The longhouse stood proudly in the centre. The market square just inside the south gate was already littered with vendors, even this early. To the east, the road stretched on out of the gateway and through the forest, hugging the coast farther on. The north-east road extended from the main gateway, through meticulously cleared farmland, past the east face of Huginshoyde, up into the big valleys and eventually the highlands. Between Huginshoyde and Muninsfjell the north-west road snaked out of the gateway, up the incline between the two hills and along the coast to the far west. From the south gateway his eyes traced the road down to the old town, the town that had grown out of a handful of hovels. It wound its way through the confusion of tents, huts and small houses scattered like a giant baby’s toys around the old longhouse. South of the old town lay Stenvik harbour, where the fishermen were already working away, readying nets and preparing crates. Their cries drifted upward with the wind. A smile played briefly on his lips.


If Sigurd noticed Sven approaching him, he gave no sign.


The old man almost managed to hide his wheezing. ‘I remember thinking this was a bad idea thirty years ago when my beard was only grey. But I suppose you can look on your town however you want.’ He stopped to catch his breath. ‘How will you rule?’


‘How can I rule?’ Sigurd replied softly. ‘Tell me first of the boy.’


‘I cannot say. He cracked his head badly and has not responded since. He walks in a dark place, but I am not ready to say he won’t come back. I don’t think the gods want him just yet.’


‘At least that’s something. If he dies …’


‘… if he dies we’ll have made some very powerful enemies in Svealand.’ Sven stepped up beside Sigurd and looked down. ‘He may not have made a good show of himself but his father knows everyone of note to the south and east.’


‘So it becomes your responsibility to make sure he lives,’ Sigurd snapped.


‘It does indeed. The law says—’


‘You don’t need to remind me what the law says, Sven. I know full well. What of the pig farmer’s injuries?’ Sigurd crossed his arms.


‘Harald made a mess of him but Valgard did good work and limited the damage.’


‘You have taught your boy well.’


Sven bowed his head. ‘He’s no longer my boy, if he ever was. He is a man now and he has worked hard. I think he knows more than I do. And even if he does, and even if our people suspect he does, they still ask me to confirm everything he says when they think he doesn’t hear. As if he can’t be trusted.’


‘Some people are not in a hurry to change their minds.’


‘That is true.’


They stood together in silence for a while and watched the first of Stenvik’s fishermen ready their boats. Smatterings of autumn colours were starting to appear in the forest beyond the town. A gentle breeze carried echoes of birdsong to their spot on the hillside.


‘Harald is responsible,’ Sven said finally.


‘Naturally. He always is. Always was and always will be.’


‘So what is your ruling?’


‘We wait for two days and see how the pig farmer’s injuries turn before settling damages. They’re bound to look worse now than what they are. Harald pays half, his crewmen the other half. I will rule for the farmers and rule fairly. I will then charge them for their attack on the boys in the longhouse, but it will be much less.’


‘Mead and anger. Not a good mix.’


‘Boneheaded, that’s what it was.’


‘Still, now it stops.’


Sigurd nodded. ‘Now it stops, as it must.’


They stood in easy silence together and looked on as their town was slowly wrapped in sunlight.


‘We’ve made this into a good place,’ Sven said after a while.


‘I remember every single tree we cleared off that land,’ Sigurd replied.


Sven nodded. ‘Most of which went into the walls if I remember correctly, and if I’ve forgotten some of the logs my back remembers them for me.’


‘Indeed. Something tells me we won’t live to regret that,’ Sigurd added with a grim expression.


STENVIK


The sounds of the smithy soothed him. It was his world, a simple world, and that suited Audun just fine. There was no doubt. You needed to do certain things at certain times or the metal would punish you. No uncertainty. There was only failure, which you then turned into success through experience.


But this one was not going to be a failure. The sword was looking better every day. It was going to be a very good blade indeed.


Audun sighted one more time along the edge.


It was formed, pretty much.


Now it needed sharpening.


WYRMSEY


Hrafn’s men were the next to arrive. Ten ships’ worth of frost-hardened raiders from the far, far north where the sun didn’t show in winter or set in summer. They wore thick sealskin coats over their ring mail and carried long spears along with their swords, hand axes in their belts and shields strapped to their backs.


Skargrim nodded to Hrafn, who saluted with a grin. A skinny man with thinning hair, he had a hooked nose and tiny black sparkling eyes. He was continually on the move, fidgeting with his hands if he absolutely had to stand still. When asked, Hrafn had been all too happy to come and bring what looked like most of Finnmark with him. Now he was here, on Skargrim’s beach.


‘Well met, Hrafn.’


‘Well met, Skargrim!’


‘It’s been a while.’


‘That it has.’


‘When did we last have a dance? Vasconia?’


‘That we did.’


‘Doesn’t look as pretty any more.’


‘That it doesn’t,’ said Hrafn. His smile grew into a toothy grin.


Skargrim nodded.


Beneath him, many hands helped get the newcomers settled and the ships in line.


Thirty-six.


EAST OF HARDANGER HEATH


King Olav waited for them outside his tent, watching impassively as they approached.


‘My King.’ Jorn bowed deeply.


‘Stand, Jorn Ornulfsson, Prince of the Dales.’ The King’s voice was calm and commanding, his expression unreadable.


Jorn straightened up, looking honestly bewildered. ‘I wish to ask your forgiveness, my lord, for the incident involving the behaviour of my kinsmen, which you saw and rightly stopped. They are—’


King Olav interrupted him. ‘You think quickly and speak well, Prince. Your men obey you. A king needs men to speak on his behalf, for he cannot be in all places at once. If you can give me your oath that your men will abandon the old ways and bring honour to you and thus to me, I have a task for you.’


Jorn looked stunned. ‘Anything, my lord,’ he stammered eventually.


‘Take four horses of quality. Ride ahead to Stenvik. Tell them of our conquests; tell them of the size of our army. Bring word that the White Christ’s host marches and start work to prepare for our arrival in seven days hence. Arrange for supplies. Find a suitable site for our camp. Stenvik is a big town full of able fighters, so I want to be absolutely sure they are all on our side. In short, I need you to be my eyes and ears. I want to know who these men are, what they think, what they feel. The Hardanger Heath will slow us down. I need you to make sure the arrival of the army will be as smooth as possible.’


Jorn nodded. His face was set in a mask of determination.


‘It shall be a great honour, my King.’


Without explanation the King ducked into his tent. He came back out with a thin silver chain coiled up in his fist.


‘Take this and wear it around your neck. It shall mark you as my spokesman and be my royal seal, carrying my and the Lord’s guarantee that any promise you make shall be fulfilled.’ He opened his fist and handed the chain over.


Jorn pinched the chain between his fingers and let it drop. Exquisite silver cascaded from his hand, weighed down by a crucifix. His pupils widened a touch, but he composed himself quickly.


‘My heartfelt thanks, my King. You confer great responsibility upon me.’


‘I do. Accept and honour it. You leave for Stenvik at once.’


‘As you say, my King.’ Jorn fitted the chain around his neck, then turned and walked briskly towards his camp.


Stunned, Finn watched Jorn leave. He became aware of the noises of the camp, men shouting at each other, cheerful cursing in the distance. When he turned to King Olav he was baffled to see the King smiling a wry smile.


‘My lord … but … what …’


‘Finn – you should see yourself. You look as if you’ve just seen a talking horse.’


‘But how … why?’ Finn was reeling. ‘I simply do not understand.’


‘What do you not understand, my faithful friend?’


‘The man is a viper! His followers are scum! You took away their prize the other day, and if I was a man for betting, which I’m not’ – Finn quickly crossed himself – ‘I would say that you have invited your enemy into your house.’


King Olav still grinned, but there was a fierce glint to his eye. ‘And if you were a man for betting – which you are right not to be because it is a sin in the eyes of the Lord – where else would you keep your enemy but close to your breast? It is the best place to keep an eye on him. I’ve sent him to Stenvik because it will give the townspeople time to think and prepare for our arrival. A delegation of four is easier to stomach than an army of thousands, and can tell us what to expect when we arrive. Now, if he yearns to do mischief, which he very well may, seeing that I spared his father’s life but took his lands and his men, his betrayal will be far away when it happens and obvious when it comes. For now his silver-coated tongue is in my employ and far away from … ?’ King Olav looked expectantly at his lieutenant.


And then Finn understood. ‘… the army,’ he whispered.


‘Exactly,’ King Olav added happily. ‘Where he cannot learn how to garner the support of men or become a real prince. See, we’ll make a leader out of you yet, Finn Trueheart.’


Finn shook his head. ‘It might take a while.’


‘It so happens that time is on our side. Just remember, Finn – there’s not much difference between a chain and a collar.’


King Olav’s smile was cold and hard.


WYRMSEY


Skargrim knew they thought he was losing his mind, but he didn’t care. He’d given the orders regardless. The ditch was to be the height of a man, twice the width of a warrior’s leap, and go in a circle large enough to fit a longship any way one pleased. In addition, it was to be as far away from the camps as possible.


The men grumbled, but he didn’t care about that either. He knew from experience that it was not a good idea to have fighting men from many counties sitting together doing nothing. There were always scores to settle, and if they were tired they were less likely to settle them, and he had other reasons besides. Even Skuld didn’t seem quite sure what he was up to.


He surveyed the men from his vantage point up on the cliff they’d called Wyrmshead.


They’d see.


In the distance, more sails dotted the horizon.


STENVIK


Thorvald stood by the table in the longhouse and looked at the three young men before him.


He had chosen them all, some when they were only seven winters old, and he’d chosen well. He’d taken them out into the forests, whipped them up Huginshoyde and down Muninsfjell, run them until they didn’t tire and fought them until they didn’t lose. He’d taught them how to move silently in the woods, how to hide anywhere, track anything, take down a deer with a single arrow, keep the speed high and the profile low.


The gangly old hunter smiled. He had never married; never needed to. These were his sons, gathered around the table. He unrolled the map he had shown Olav last night and gathered the three scouts around it.


‘Sjoberg. By noon. Then to Birkedal, up the hill, check on the farmers at Gard for news, down to the south-east, find high points. I have marked some out, but leave the choice to you. We want to know if anything is moving out there. No heroics, just information. Sigmar, you lead.’ Sigmar nodded gravely. Thorvald handed him the map, but did not spare the young man a smile. It would not do to grow soft in his old age.


‘Off you go.’


Without a word his three scouts set off at an easy run towards the western gate.


*


Valgard woke with a start. His skin felt clammy, his mouth tasted like bile and his body felt like a wrung dishrag. Falling asleep at the workbench hadn’t helped. It had been a bastard of a night. He’d had to go for fresh water for his patients five times. By the last time the well guard was cursing him roundly and threatening to piss in the next bucket.


But no one had died. Mostly thanks to him.


In the shed next door he had the pig farmer, who looked like he was going to recover eventually. He might even have had some sense smacked into him. The gods occasionally allowed for fantastic things.


Lilia … he’d done the best he could. He always did. Harald never let her out of the house when he was ashore, so she would be resting at home.


The Swede was another matter. Sven had been at him, bandaging, serving him mixtures, steaming plants to make him breathe better, but nothing had worked. His lanky long-haired friend insisted on sitting with him.


They were all pieces on the board now.


He tried his best to ignore the pain in his body and clear his head. There would be repercussions after the events of last night. You couldn’t start something like that without damages. Honour demanded it.


It all started and ended with Harald. He’d succeeded in making the big oaf dependent on him to provide the mixture and patch Lilia up when the bastard went too far. Now Harald would probably be in trouble with Sigurd because of how he had abused the pig farmer. Harald was not one for authority to begin with, but would Sigurd push him far enough? If there was one thing that brute could be trusted to do it was to make a bloody mess of things. But how best to use it?


With his toe, Valgard tapped the bundle of wood under his workbench. Behind it, the box. He nodded slowly to himself. A lot of pieces were in place already.


Now he had to figure out in which order to play them.


*


Audun looked at the three sleeping forms in the shed.


The pig farmer in the far corner looked the worse for wear, bandaged almost beyond recognition. Still, he’d live.


In the middle lay Geiri. He looked peaceful, as if he was only sleeping. A large, purple-green bruise peeking from underneath a head bandage was the only thing that hinted at anything out of the ordinary.


In the corner his friend from the longhouse lay slumped. Ulfar, his name was. Before he could think about what he was doing Audun had walked over to him, put a hand on his shoulder and shaken him gently. ‘You. Get some proper rest.’


Ulfar startled, blinked, tried his best to see. ‘Wh-what?’ He shook his head. ‘Must have … fallen asleep. I’m awake now. Geiri? How’s Geiri?’


Audun kept his hand on the young man’s shoulder. ‘He’s still out. And you’re going somewhere where you can sleep proper, not in a corner like a thrall. Go to wherever you’re staying and get some rest. You might need it. I’ll watch over him.’


Ulfar looked at him and blinked. After a while, he nodded and stumbled to his feet, standing nearly a head taller than Audun. ‘Thank you. I’ll go sleep for just a little while.’


He staggered out of the hut.


Audun looked around then sat down in Ulfar’s place.


What in Hel’s name was he doing, helping strangers?


 He shook his head.


No good could come of this.


*


Oraekja rolled his eyes.


A lot of posturing, that was all it was. Stalking behind Ragnar, squeezing in between another pair of pointless, stupid huts, Oraekja meant to scowl fiercely. It came out as more of an annoyed sneer. He knew he had a good scowl though – the kind of scowl a hard bastard would use to silence a room. He’d been practising it for a while.


But this was just pointless.


No skulking, no hiding, no dragging people into shadows and stabbing them. He’d seen a couple of girls worthy of his attention but there’d been none of that either. Ragnar would just walk around during the day and look at things.


It was stupid.


And he was left trailing after the old man, who would walk around inside the walls like an idiot, just looking. Every now and then he’d see something, a house or a barn or a couple of men walking, look up at the gateway, close his eyes and mumble. Real advanced scout business, Oraekja sneered. He didn’t seem like he was in any rush to do anything to Sigurd and his men. Earlier he’d stopped by a place with long sticks and bales of hay. Bales of hay! What was he going to do – feed them to death?


‘When do we move?’ he asked.


Ragnar sighed. ‘Like I’ve told you, we wait for her sign. Did you not listen to the instructions?’ He turned away and continued walking.


Oraekja spat and scowled. He reckoned Ragnar was simply scared. He was a scared old man and should make way for the younger generation. Men like him.


Ragnar was weak.


Weakling.


Bloody weakling.


The blood pumped in Oraekja’s head. He wanted to shout, scream or pick a fight. There was only one thing he could do. He thought of her. Then he went over her special instructions again in his mind. He’d listened well enough to those, and now he was beginning to understand.


WYRMSEY


‘Put some cock into it, you lazy mongrel shit-witted bastard whoresons!’


Skargrim listened to Thora give the workers a tongue-lashing. As always the vocabulary of his second in command amazed him. She was nothing if not inventive. And the voice on her! Skargrim marvelled at the sheer loudness that fitted inside such a tiny frame. On his instructions she’d set the men to cutting down trees and hewing them down to planks after they were done with the ditch. To the side a platoon of workers was fashioning ropes to bind the logs together.


As he watched, one of them, a broad-shouldered rower from Thrainn’s crew, threw down his axe. ‘I did not come here to do farm work for a woman!’ he shouted. Skargrim cringed. Thora walked towards him, grabbing a shovel on the way without breaking her stride. Swinging the shovel like a mallet, she thwacked him on the cheek as hard as she could with the flat of the blade. The dull klonk of the shovel blended with the wet squelch of splitting skin. The rower went down in a heap, clutching his face and screaming obscenities.


‘Does anyone else of you worthless, rotten, slime-sucking bugeyed dog fuckers—’ Skargrim nodded to himself. He’d seen this before. Like a seasoned skald she had seized the audience’s attention for maximum effect. The brief pause was punctuated with a fierce stamp on the prone man’s crotch. His scream was cut short by a gasp for air as he writhed in pain at Thora’s feet. ‘— want to complain?’ He looked round at the assembled warriors. Thora was neither muscular nor large, but she was quick, deadly with a knife, and Skargrim had never in his whole life met anyone more vicious.


As he watched, a whole work squad of hardened raiders took one look at the tiny woman standing over their fallen comrade with the shovel casually balanced on her shoulder and found a surprising enthusiasm for woodwork. Thora looked his way and grinned. Skargrim nodded his approval.


Sometimes life was less about grand, heroic gestures and more about picking the right people to stand beside you.


Down on the beach Ingi’s men were getting their ships stowed away next to the others, working quickly and efficiently.


Fifty-eight ships now.


He shielded his eyes and looked to sea. He could just make out a couple of tiny specks on the horizon.


Skargrim nodded. That would be Egill Jotunn, then.



EAST OF HARDANGER HEATH



‘What?’ Birkir growled.


Havar turned towards Jorn and threw down the saddle. ‘This smells of trickery! There’s something brewing! He knows!’


Runar’s eyes darted around, looking for hidden enemies around their tents. ‘A-a-are you sure ab-buh-bout this?’


‘Shut up, all of you. Start packing. We’re going,’ Jorn snapped.


Havar made to protest. ‘But last night you said—’


Jorn fixed the fat man with a cold look. ‘You know, Havar, for someone with your smarts you can be fairly stupid sometimes.’


Havar turned bright pink. ‘But you said—’


‘— and loud.’ There was steel in Jorn’s voice and he looked pointedly at the soldiers passing by. ‘So how about we talk about this at a later point? When we’re on our way, maybe? Hmm?’ Without thinking he adjusted the chain around his neck.


Runar placed his hand on Havar’s shoulder. ‘Makes s-s-s-sense, you know. We m-mustn’t l-lose our heads.’ Havar turned away and started packing his belongings, muttering all the while. Runar looked at Jorn and shrugged. ‘Eyes o-open … m-m-mouth shut?’


‘Eyes open and mouth shut,’ Jorn repeated and nodded. ‘Indeed.’


STENVIK


Harald sneered and spat. ‘So that’s how it is.’


Rays of evening sunlight caught dust motes circling the rafters in the longhouse. Sigurd sat in the high seat and looked wearily down on him.


‘Yes, Harald. That is how it is.’


‘So first you tell me we need to keep the peace, especially during market. And then you tell me to go and watch out for trouble. And then, when I decide to set an example so we don’t have drunken farmers stumbling all over town starting fights and groping women, it’s my fault?’


Standing at Sigurd’s shoulder, Sven crossed his arms over his chest. ‘You know the law, Harald.’


‘Oh don’t you start, you old turd. This stinks of your counsel.’


Sigurd inclined his head slightly and looked Harald straight in the eyes. ‘So, let me see if I understand what you’re saying.’ He held Harald’s gaze. ‘I am unfair, wrong and incapable of leading on my own,’ he said quietly. ‘Is this a challenge?’


Harald scowled and spat again.


‘Is it?’


Harald’s eyes drifted to the axe on the wall behind the dais. He took a deep breath. ‘No,’ he sneered as he stood up from the table. ‘I’m not stupid. It’s just that in my opinion maybe the old … laws … could stand to be … revised. I will go and see what I have in my house to’ – he swallowed hard – ‘settle the debt of honour.’ He turned and walked briskly to the exit.


When the dust had settled from the door slamming, Sven sat down on the dais next to Sigurd.


‘How long do you reckon that will hold?’


‘I don’t know. The only reason he didn’t challenge is that he still remembers what happened last time. I truly don’t know if I could best him now.’


‘He’s had time to get stronger and meaner. Some of the stories I’ve heard from the raids are not pretty, Sigurd. Not to mention the girl.’


A dismissive wave almost hid Sigurd’s expression. ‘What a man does in his house is his business.’


‘He’s a brute. Worse, he enjoys it.’


‘I didn’t see you complaining when you counted the loot from his last three raids.’


The two men eyed each other. Sven broke the silence. ‘There comes a time when you have to consider who goes with you on the boat.’


‘Well, I’d rather have him with me than against me.’ Sven smiled wanly. ‘I know, I know. He’s always barked, but his bite is getting worse. However, what I say stands. Two days to estimate the severity of the injuries and then I decide on compensation. Fenrir’s mouth stays shut, and I get to keep my arm.’


‘Then that’s how it is.’


Sigurd nodded. ‘That it is. For now.’


HARDANGER HEATH


Birkir had to shout to be heard over the wind and the hoof beats. ‘If you whip the horses like this, we’ll be walking tomorrow!’


Squinting against the wind, Jorn eased his hold on the reins and slowed down to a canter. Havar, Birkir and Runar eased alongside him.


‘I don’t want to be a pest,’ Havar began cautiously, ‘but you’ve been riding like death is on your heels. Birkir is right. You’re going to kill the horses. You can’t cross the heath like this. And why are we doing it, anyway?’


‘M-m-maybe now would be a good time to tell us what is g-going on?’ Runar ventured.


Jorn slowed the horse down to a walk and looked round. ‘Yes. Now would be a good time. We are going to Stenvik to talk to them for King Olav, help the villagers prepare for him and be his eyes and ears to make the army’s arrival easier.’ His voice betrayed no emotion but his eyes scanned his fellow travellers.


Birkir shook his head slowly. ‘Still makes no sense to me.’


‘Me either,’ Havar complained. ‘We hate King Olav. Don’t we?’


Runar looked thoughtfully at Jorn.


‘Th-th-that’s a big job.’


‘It is, Runar.’ A hint of a smile flashed across Jorn’s face. Runar noticed this and smiled back. Havar and Birkir looked on, confused.


‘A l-lot of things can go wr-wr-wrong on big jobs,’ Runar added.


Jorn put on a convincingly apologetic face. ‘Sadly, they can.’


Runar’s smile was positively angelic. ‘It is very’ – Runar nodded slowly to himself, taking his time to get the sentence out – ‘dangerous when things go wr-wrong for a whole army that is perhaps made up of people who don’t like each other very much.’


By now, the smiles had spread to Birkir and Havar’s faces. Jorn nodded sagely. ‘So what I propose we do, boys, is that we get to Stenvik as quick as we can, so that we can make absolutely sure that we’ve done our very best when the King arrives.’


Within moments they were all back at full gallop.


STENVIK


Harald could barely contain his fury. Thick, yellowing nails, broken and bitten, dug into calloused palms. Oft-broken and scabbed knuckles whitened, forearms tensed. He just needed an excuse. Any excuse and he’d take great pleasure in breaking someone’s face. His nostrils flared and a growl erupted from his throat. Muscles bunched in his arms and shoulders. He throbbed with the injustice of it all. How dare he? Sven, that old goat. And Sigurd. He’d just been following bloody orders. Make sure there are no fights in the market, Harald. Keep an eye out for the traders, Harald. He remembered it well. Of course the best way was to show once and for all who the biggest, meanest dog was. Everyone knew that. It was stupid and unfair. He’d been betrayed. And now, on top of everything, he would have to pay them. Those snivelling little toad-faced pansies who had never tasted the blood on the air, mixed with the smell of charred wood and the music of the screams. Fucking earth-humpers who had never gone in at night, never felt the tingle before the fight, never felt the calm before the storm. Never snuffed out the light in someone’s eyes.


Images came to him. Starlight. Big, bearded men crouching in a longship, gliding silently up a river in green, lush land. Grinning to each other. Fastening axes to wrists with leather straps. Reinforcing shield holds. Checking mail shirts and helmets.


Praying silently to Thor, to Tyr. To Odin himself.


Muttering ‘Tonight I may die,’ but never believing it.


Feeling invincible.


Despite his mood Harald grinned to himself. On that boat, he knew the rules. He knew the game.


In Stenvik, he wasn’t so sure any more.


If only someone would give him an excuse right now.


He needed it. Either that or some of Valgard’s medicine. He needed something and he needed it now.


He turned and headed for home.


NORTH OF STENVIK


Sigmar gave himself to the movement.


The ground seemed to whip past him. Bushes turned to green blurs, trees smudged around the edges. His feet hardly touched the earth. Breathe in, three steps, breathe out, three steps. The rhythm took over and then his heart was beating to the rhythm of his feet to the rhythm of the soil and he was alive, he was part of it, part of the rhythm of nature. He ran.


But anyone could run. Thorvald had taught them how to hunt. To watch. They could run through a forest at full speed and tell you afterwards how many trees they’d seen, how many bushes, where the deer tracks lay.


And now Sigmar was thinking, floating on the rhythm. Smelling, seeing, hearing. Working all his senses, searching for anything that would give Thorvald the information he wanted.


Sjoberg loomed up ahead. A sheer cliff rising some two hundred yards over the sea, it was the best point on their stretch of coast to scout the horizon.


The climb was steep and they were all sweating freely when they got to the top. They did as they had been taught and loosened up their muscles when they stopped, rubbing their thighs and shaking their legs. Only when that was done did they allow themselves two mouthfuls of water each, holding the precious liquid in their mouths for as long as they could. Too much water did nothing but slow you down and they had much ground to cover.


Sigmar snapped out an order. ‘Orn. Horizon. Any ships?’


Little blond, blue-eyed Orn, at twelve the youngest recruit to the scouts for a while, settled in and shielded his eyes from the sun. Aptly named after the eagle, the boy could see for miles. After a little while he turned to Sigmar. ‘There may be something out there but it is very far out. Could have been ships.’


‘Go back, find them, try to see where they’re headed.’


Orn went back to his post. Sigmar watched him frown in concentration. Time passed then he spoke again, voice cracking a little. ‘Out. Far out,’ he said without taking his eyes from the horizon. ‘If I were to guess, I’d say they’re raiders, heading out. Must be out to sea. The only other place in that direction is Wyrmsey.’


‘Wyrmsey,’ Sigmar repeated and scratched his head. ‘Why would anyone want to go there?’


WYRMSEY


Skargrim sat on his rock and watched the last work being done on the planks. Thora walked towards him, all skin and bones and short, spiky black hair bristling every which way. She was a hard woman, Skargrim thought. There was nothing soft about her at all. He saw the nasty scar on her right cheek and smiled. One of her lovers had decided that it would be a good idea to assert his authority, show the bitch who was boss. He’d come out of it a lot worse than she did. She tilted her head back and looked up at him.


‘Now, captain, would I be right in assuming …’


Skargrim raised an eyebrow back at his helmswoman, unable to quite take the smile off his face.


‘… that you’d want these planks made into makeshift bridges …’


Skargrim’s grin widened.


‘… that could be used to cross the ditch … but would be real easy, like, to kick down into it?’


‘I always thought I did well when I picked you, Thora. You’re smarter than you look.’


‘For which we thank Loki. And you only picked me because Ari had that accident.’


‘Yes. That was unfortunate.’


‘He stumbled onto my blade, poor man.’


‘Nineteen times, if memory serves.’


‘Twenty-one. But who’s counting?’


Their conversation was cut short by three strangled, inhuman screams drifting over the sea. Thora shot Skargrim an unreadable look.


‘Best get the men moving on those planks, then.’


‘Not a bad idea,’ Skargrim answered.


On the horizon, five sails billowed. Five ships, glistening black and silver, sliced through the waves and towards Wyrmsey.


Skargrim sidled off the rock as Ingi stalked towards him. Ingi was a short and in later days rather hefty captain with a reputation for cautiousness. While this alone would have labelled him a contemptible coward, he consistently brought home much more loot than any other captain on his stretch of coast, and lost a crew member once in a blue moon. His fighters were well equipped, well trained, hard and disciplined. There was no more give in Ingi’s men than there was in Ingi himself. He had reached his fifties and become one of Norway’s wealthiest chieftains by making plans, sticking to them and seeing them through. And now he was livid.


He peered up at Skargrim.


‘You never told me he would be coming!’


‘Would you have come if I had?’


‘No! Of course not! Are you out of your tiny little mind, you oaf? Do you even know what you’ve bargained for? Do you even know what’s on those boats?’ Ingi stood on tiptoe to be able to scream up at Skargrim’s face rather than his chest.


Skargrim looked down at the man and considered his options. He couldn’t kill him on the spot, as much as he would like to. Some of his six hundred soldiers might take that the wrong way. And besides he rather liked Ingi and secretly admired his methods. There was something to be said for a commander who respected the lives of his men and wouldn’t let stupid things like reputation or honour get in the way. And to be fair, he could see why Ingi would be spitting fire at him. Skargrim grinned. The screams still came in from the sea, although more muted now.


‘Smile at this, Skargrim! We’re leaving!’ Ingi made to turn around, and almost walked into Skuld. Neither of the captains had noticed as she walked up to them.


Now Ingi faced her, with Skargrim at his back.


‘I will not take orders from you either, woman. It doesn’t …’ Ingi’s voice trailed off. ‘… It doesn’t … make any … sense.’


She reached out and touched his forearm. Skargrim felt the cold kiss of crisp winter breeze, saw Ingi’s knees start to shake gently and heard the little man’s breath quicken. He observed her from over Ingi’s shoulder. Straight, blonde hair framed her sparkling blue eyes, skin made from clouds and mountain snow, lips of sunset red moving almost imperceptibly. She was fragile, beautiful and desperately vulnerable. He wanted to toss the little man out of the way and embrace her, protect her, shield her from all harm. Her eyes had not captured his, so he could resist the powerful feeling that washed over him, but only just.


Ingi had no such luck.


‘But it makes sense to leave us in the hour of our greatest need?’ she asked, a note of tender, resigned regret in her voice. ‘Leaving your brothers in arms? Denouncing your gods? Abandoning … me?’


Skargrim dared not breathe. He’d seen her do this to other men, and he knew what would follow. She’d use the powers Loki had given her to win him over, feel weaker for it, and then someone would have to die to give her strength. After what seemed like an eternity she continued.


‘If that is how you wish to proceed, Ingi, then do. But know this – you are needed here. And not only needed – you are respected and honoured. Your counsel, your wisdom, your prudence. This is the mighty host of which you and your men are designed to be the backbone. This is where you will write your name in legend. Will you leave us now?’


Skargrim found he was holding his breath.


‘… No,’ Ingi whispered.


Her hands moved slowly, tantalizingly, towards his face. She cupped his cheeks and gazed into his eyes. ‘This pleases me, Ingi. It pleases me greatly. Now go see to your men. Be the leader I know you can be.’


‘Yes. Yes I will,’ Ingi blurted out, and hurried down off the lookout mound towards his camp.


When he was gone, she turned to Skargrim. ‘Do you trust him?’


‘I do.’ She raised an immaculate eyebrow. Skargrim continued. ‘At heart he is a greedy coward, unable to deal with chaos and risk. That is precisely why we want him. He knows, fears and respects battle. If Ingi doesn’t want to do it, we know we’re taking chances that we shouldn’t take.’


Skuld smiled at him. The smile did not reach her cold blue eyes. ‘Tell me again. You sent the promise of gold?’


‘I did. The forest around Stenvik will be crawling with every poacher, thief and blackheart in the south-west. As you instructed,’ Skargrim answered.


‘Good.’


The movement down on the beach broke the spell of her eyes.


The five black and silver ships had landed.


Unlike the other arrivals, nobody rushed to help.


A giant of a man leapt overboard from the lead ship and strode to shore.


‘SKARGRIM!’ he bellowed.


‘WELL MET, EGILL!!’ Skargrim shouted back from his mound.


Egill looked up and raised one slablike fist in salute.


Skargrim walked calmly down towards the beach to meet the newest arrival.


Many of his men had doubted that Egill Jotunn even existed. His crew was the source of much legend, nobody knew where his ships came from or went back to, and various stories flourished, each of them less probable than the other. Now the assembled raiders had a chance to see for themselves.


The man on the beach was a specimen. Skargrim was a sizeable man himself, but Egill was at least a head taller. Some said he was half giant, others that he was Thor’s bastard son. He killed his first man when he was five and legend had it he had once sunk an enemy ship by flinging a ram ten lengths from his own boat and straight through its hull.


Skargrim didn’t care for stories. What he did know was that nobody had yet bested Egill in single combat. Hell, anyone who was dumb enough to take on that mountain of a man without a small army deserved to die. Skuld had told him where to find Egill and his crew, and when he’d seen them he’d decided on the spot that they would need them. As his ships ran ashore gently, they started forming ranks on the beach.


First came the fighters.


They leapt over the side of the ships, swift and nearly silent. Their mail shirts were black, as were their helmets. They wore short axes and longswords at their belts, and held long spears or nasty halberds. No shields. They were strong men who walked proud and looked at the amassed crowd of toughened raiders with a healthy amount of scorn.


Hard as nails, they looked.


But there were also only a hundred and fifty of them.


‘Is that all you brought?’ Thrainn shouted derisively from the middle of his camp. The men laughed. Skargrim winked at Egill and grinned.


From one of the ships came an agonized, strangled howl that sounded almost inhuman. On the beach, over fifteen hundred hardened raiders from all over the north took a simultaneous step back and fell quiet. Skargrim caught Hrafn’s eye. The Finnmark chieftain was grinning like a child with a new toy, bounding up and down and craning his neck to see.


And then they came.


The Twenty.


Shuffling out of the boat, looking miserable, grey-green and seasick. All manner of men. Thick, thin, tall and short, strong and frail. Bald, hairy, bearded, shaven, scabby, clean, young and not so young. Carrying an assortment of weapons. Scythes, spikes, iron knuckles, shortswords, knives, axes, hammers and picks.


And no armour.


Instead, each of the twenty had a filthy, tattered bearskin tied around his waist, complete with gaping half-head.


Egill’s raiders formed a protective circle around them. It was not entirely sure who was protecting who from what, Skargrim thought. Apprehension, even fear, clouded the faces of the men.


A loud voice pierced the tense silence. ‘Welcome to Wyrmsey! Right, you furry goat-fuckers, get your stinky, boil-filled pusspewing arses in gear and come on over. I and the boys have prepared a special sleeping place for you.’ Thora strode in front of the circle of black-clad warriors, pacing back and forth. ‘But mind, if you start any of that howling at the moon nonsense while I’m getting my beauty sleep I’ll come over and smack all of you in the mouth!’


The tension changed the outburst of spontaneous laughter instantly into raucous cheering. Even some of the black raiders cracked a smile. Striding towards Skargrim, Egill exclaimed: ‘That’s a good woman right there.’


‘I know,’ Skargrim said with a grin.


Hrafn nearly crashed into them. ‘Berserkers! You brought berserkers! I’ve never even seen them! I’ve just heard stories! And to be in the presence of Egill Jotunn himself – it is an honour.’ Hrafn bowed low.


Egill roared. ‘Hah! Says Hrafn of the Long Knife, House-burner, Blood-beak, scourge of the North Seas? I am the one who should be giving you my thanks! I’ve heard much about you.’


‘And likewise,’ Hrafn said, clasping Egill’s arm in a warrior’s grip and looking almost comically small in comparison. ‘Berserkers!’ he bubbled.


‘Yes indeed,’ Egill said with a smile. ‘These are the last ones. The Twenty. As far as I know, that’s all that remains. I heard several stories a few years back of a man who murdered nearly half a village in a rage, but he’s the only one who hasn’t sought me out. If I ever see him I’ll name him Third Seven, and he shall sail with me. Every one of the twenty has found us. They say they couldn’t run with other crews because things … unfortunate things had a way of happening.’


‘They did,’ Skargrim agreed.


‘Well, not with me they don’t,’ Egill added gleefully. ‘I keep these bastards in line, and they love me for it. If we can, we beach when they’re howling, so they can go wrestle a tree or a big rock or something. That way they don’t hurt anyone unintentionally.’



OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0049-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0080-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/book1_title.jpg
SWQRBDS
GOOD
MEN

SNORRI KRISTJANSSON





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE
VALHALLA SAGA

For Vikings done right, come to Snorri Kristjansson’
MARK LAWRENCE, bestselling author of Prince of Thorns

: @
¢ SNORRIKRISTJANSSON ﬁf‘?‘ .
IV

L s

Tl
HE VALHALLA SAGA [y

R ORRIKRISTIANSSON | SNORRIKRisT jafic

SNORRI! KRISTJANSSON






OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Jo Fletcher
iy





