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PLACES


NORWAY


Maer—a district in western Norway, where Ragnvald rules, formerly ruled by Solvi’s line


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


Geiranger Fjord—the fjord in Maer


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


Trondelag—a district in northwest Norway


Trondheim Fjord—the fjord in Trondelag


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


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


Yrjar—King Heming’s seat of power in Halogaland


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


Tonsberg—a market town in Vestfold


DENMARK


Jutland—Denmark’s peninsula, ruled by King Erik


Ribe—a market town and Jutland’s capital


Roskilde—the seat of power for rulers of the rest of Denmark


SWEDEN


Skane—a lawless coastal area on the southern tip of what is now Sweden


VARIOUS ISLANDS


The Orkney Islands—islands north of Scotland, claimed by Thorstein the Red


Grimbister—Orkney’s main settlement


Hoy—one of the other Orkney islands


The Faroe Islands—islands between Iceland and Norway


The Shetland Islands—islands north of the Orkneys


The Hebrides—Scottish islands populated by vikings


Iceland—a large island north and east of the Faroe Islands, populated by many who fled Harald’s conquest


Reykjavik—Iceland’s primary settlement


CHARACTERS


Ragnvald Eysteinsson, king of Sogn


Vigdis Audbjornsdatter, Ragnvald’s stepmother and former concubine, now Guthorm’s concubine


Hallbjorn Olafsson, Vigdis’s son with Olaf, who was Ragnvald’s stepfather


Einar Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Vigdis


Ragnhilda (Hilda) Hrolfsdatter, Ragnvald’s wife


Ivar Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Hilda


Thorir Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Hilda


Hrolf (Rolli) Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Hilda


Alfrith, Ragnvald’s concubine


Hallad Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Alfrith


Laugi Ragnvaldsson, Ragnvald’s son with Alfrith


Sigurd Olafsson, Ragnvald’s stepbrother


Olaf Sigurdsson, Sigurd’s son


Svanhild Eysteinsdatter, Ragnvald’s sister


Eystein Solvisson, Svanhild’s son by Solvi, now deceased


Freydis Solvisdatter, Svanhild’s daughter by Solvi


Bjorn Haraldsson, Svanhild’s son by Harald


Ragnar Haraldsson, Svanhild’s son by Harald


Solvi Hunthiofsson, Svanhild’s former husband


Snorri, Solvi’s man-at-arms


Brusi, Solvi’s man-at-arms


Tova, Solvi’s concubine


Harald Halfdansson, king of Norway


Guthorm, Harald’s uncle and adviser


Vigdis Hallbjornsdatter, Guthorm’s concubine


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


Halfdan Haraldsson, Harald’s son with Asa


Snaefrid, Harald’s Finnish wife


Dagfinn Haraldsson, Harald’s son by another wife


Gyda Eiriksdatter, Harald’s betrothed, queen of Hordaland


Gudrod Haraldsson, Gyda’s nephew and adopted son


Signy Haraldsdatter, Gyda’s niece and adopted daughter


Aldulf (Aldi) Atlisson, steward of Sogn


Kolbrand Aldulfsson, Aldi’s son


Dota Aldulfsdatter, Aldi’s daughter


Erik, king of Jutland, Denmark


Ragnhilda (Ranka) Eriksdatter, King Erik of Jutland’s daughter


Thorstein the Red, a viking, formerly a companion of Solvi, now lives in the Orkney Islands


Melbrid Tooth, a viking from the Hebrides


Ketil Flatnose, a viking, formerly a companion of Solvi, now lives in the Hebrides


Unna, a woman in Iceland


Donall, her man


Hakon Grjotgaardsson, former king of Halogaland, deceased


Heming Hakonsson, Hakon’s oldest son, king of Halogaland


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


Oddi Hakonsson, Hakon’s baseborn son


Geirbjorn Hakonsson, Hakon’s son, outlawed


Herlaug Hakonsson, Hakon’s son, deceased
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FREYDIS SOLVISDATTER SAT ON A ROWING BENCH NEAR THE ship’s stern, with the warp of her weaving tied to her belt, and the other end tied around a broken oar. She had chosen a simple pattern to work while sailing—the pitching of the ship and the yelling of the sailors were too distracting for anything more complicated.


Her companion distracted her too. Dota was the daughter of Aldi Atlisson, the steward of Sogn, close in age to Freydis’s fourteen years, but far different in temperament.


“Is the pilot not handsome?” Dota asked Freydis, and when Freydis did not answer, she continued, “He is young to be a pilot—usually they are grizzled old men. But you must be used to far handsomer men in Tafjord. They say that King Ragnvald’s sons are even better looking than Harald’s sons, though I find that hard to believe. Gudrod Haraldsson visited Sogn last summer, and he is as pretty as a woman. What do you think? Which is the handsomest?”


Freydis saw a mistake in her weaving and had to take out a few lines of weft. “King Ragnvald’s son Einar,” she said quietly. He was the eldest of King Ragnvald’s sons, a warrior and poet, with a severe kind of beauty that Freydis could hardly look upon without blushing. He was said to prefer boys and ignored most of Tafjord’s girls, but he had always been kind to Freydis, and she often wished she could be more like him, strong and untouchable.


“What of Ivar?” Dota asked. “King Ragnvald promised that Ivar would marry me one day, so that my sons can be kings of Sogn.”


“Ivar is handsome too,” said Freydis.


“I’ve never seen him—does he look like King Ragnvald? Tall and grim-faced?”


“No,” said Freydis. “He is much more handsome. Kind and friendly too. All who meet him admire him.” And Freydis liked him too, for he treated her like a younger sister, teasing and protecting her, but he did not draw her gaze the way Einar did.


“Kind and friendly—he sounds dull,” said Dota. “But at least he is wealthy. Are you not excited to go to Vestfold? I have never traveled so far.”


Neither had Freydis. She had been born in Sogn but had lived her whole life in Tafjord’s halls, until a year ago. She knew every stone, every living creature, and all the little spirits of Tafjord’s glens and valleys. Then Hilda and Alfrith had sent her off to Sogn, saying she would be happy there, and now she was sent to Vestfold, like a sack of grain with no will of her own.


“Well?” Dota asked again. “Are you? There will be more young men in Vestfold. All of Harald’s sons and Harald himself. And I’ve heard that Princess Gyda is the most beautiful woman in Norway, though she must be growing old now. Still, it is a wonderful story, is it not? Harald conquered all of Norway for her.”


The wind fell off and the ship began to wallow in the troughs between swells. Freydis’s stomach shifted uncomfortably. She untied her weaving, wrapped it around her hand, and focused her eyes on the horizon. Her cousin Rolli, one of King Ragnvald’s younger sons, had taught her to avoid sea sickness that way. On the two days’ journey that had taken her from Tafjord to Sogn last summer, she had spent the whole time vomiting, angering her mother, who wanted a daughter who loved the sea as she did.


“Who do you think you will wed, Freydis?” Dota asked. “You are pretty enough, and you’re King Harald’s stepdaughter. That should help.”


“I don’t know,” said Freydis. She dreamed of becoming a priestess of Freya, a woman who looked into the future and ensured the fertility of the land. They were sometimes the mistresses of kings, and chose when to bear their children. But King Harald and King Ragnvald both had too many sons and too few daughters. Freydis would make a marriage to cement an alliance one day, and she must be resigned to it.


Freydis’s cat, a gray and brown tabby named Torfa, crawled out from under the rowing bench and pounced on the strands of the warp dangling from Freydis’s hand, then ran off with the weaving in her mouth. Freydis picked up her skirts and pursued her, but Torfa, dodging sailors’ feet, grew more and more frightened and then wedged herself under a bench.


Freydis was crouched down, half under the bench herself, to coax Torfa out, when the ship made a hard turn and lost its wind. She stood up quickly, nearly hitting her head on the gunwale, and heard the pilot call out, “Raiders! From the north!”


Freydis turned and saw the ship that gained on them. It was small and narrow, almost too small for a dragon ship, though it had the shields arrayed upon its sides and the snarling figurehead affixed to its prow that meant attack. It cut through the waves, sending up spray, and quickly closing the gap between the two ships. Ahead, Aldi’s other ship, the one that bore him and the bulk of his warriors, began to slow, preparing to turn and defend its weaker companion.


Aldi’s son Kolbrand, standing next to Freydis, drew his sword. “Best pretend we have no women on board,” he said to her and his sister, Dota. “Get under the benches.” He grabbed Dota by the elbow, shoved her down, and threw a few empty sacks over them. Dota gripped Freydis’s hand. It grew hot in their hiding place while they waited. Dota gulped breathlessly, and Freydis squeezed her eyes shut to keep from following Dota into her panic.


The attacking ship crashed against theirs and a voice called across, “Do not flee and we will be merciful.”


Now that Freydis could not see the horizon, her sickness grew worse. She tried to view her discomfort from afar, the same way she did when sewing up a cut under the tutelage of her aunt Alfrith. The sight of blood and flesh churned her stomach, while her steady stitches pulled skin together and made it whole. She stroked Dota’s clammy hand. One ship against two. The odds were with Aldi and his men, not the raiders.


Something heavy landed on the plank above Freydis’s head. She turned her head and felt the point of a grappling hook that had come through the bench scrape across her scalp. The ship rocked as the attackers pulled the ships together so they could board. Dota began to whimper, but quieted when Freydis squeezed her hand again.


The ship rocked again as men’s boots thudded on the deck. Freydis could see little from her hiding place; feet moved into her field of vision, then disappeared again. She heard a man’s scream, and a body fell into the space between the benches, his dead eyes staring into hers, and a stream of blood flowed across the deck toward her.


“We are King Harald’s men,” the pilot cried. “You must not attack us.”


“That’s what raiders would say,” responded a young man with a familiar, musical voice. “We are King Harald’s men, and King Ragnvald’s.”


“That was Aldi’s son Kolbrand your giant killed,” the pilot replied, his voice high and panicked. “You will all die for that.”


Freydis tried to swallow around a knot of fear in her throat. Dota began her frightened whimper again. Freydis took a deep breath and stroked her hand again, trying to quiet her, but what comfort could she offer? Her brother Kolbrand was dead. He never had much time for Freydis, but he had been affectionate to his sister, and had a cheerful spirit. Dota’s quiet weeping was the only thing keeping Freydis from panic. Dota would need her to stay calm.


The sounds of battle quieted, and Freydis raised the flap of cloth that hid them. The flash of a man’s ankle in bright wrappings made her draw back. She bit the inside of her cheek to try to stop her shaking. She must not give in to fear. She was the daughter of one of King Harald’s most powerful wives, and niece to the most powerful man in Norway next to the king himself. Dota was the daughter of Aldi, whom King Ragnvald had chosen to watch over his southern kingdom. They could expect no worse from these raiders than to be held for ransom.


Freydis tried to compose herself, thinking over the words she would have to say: my mother, Svanhild, is King Harald’s wife. I am a valuable hostage. Alfrith had always told her that women’s words held the power to sway the fates, especially women trained in herbs and magic. She had been a simple wise-woman on the island of Smola before King Ragnvald saw her, and chose her to be his concubine and the mother of his younger sons. Perhaps Freydis would have to say no more. She hoped so; she always flushed and stammered when she had to speak with men.


A pair of feet walked back and forth a few times in front of her, and then Freydis’s face grew cool as the sack that had been covering her and Dota was snatched away, pulling Freydis’s head scarf with it. She shrieked and lunged for it without thinking. Someone grabbed her by her braid, dragging her from her hiding place and tearing her scalp, before flinging her down against a bench that hit her stomach hard and made her retch.


“I’ve found some women here—girls,” said the raider in that same familiar, resonant voice. “Rich clothes.”


One of the men towed Dota away as she screamed. Freydis curled up on the deck around her bruised stomach. She saw her head scarf on the ground nearby, and reached for it, but her captor grabbed her arm, wrenching it back. She felt something snap and her shoulder exploded in pain.


He let go of her hand and it fell at her side with a jolt. Broken or dislocated, she imagined Alfrith saying coolly, and gritted her teeth against the pain, cradling her arm with her other hand. Blood rushed in her ears, a tide of anger at her helplessness.


“Freydis, is that you?” the man asked.


She looked up and recognized Hallbjorn Olafsson, a half-brother to her cousin Einar, though the tangle of family lines meant that she shared no blood with him. He had the same red-gold hair as Einar, and the high cheekbones they had both inherited from their mother, Vigdis, though Hallbjorn was heavier in the face.


Hallbjorn had come to Tafjord last summer and been part of the reason Freydis was sent away to Sogn—her aunts had thought that he paid her too much attention. Freydis had also heard that he wanted King Ragnvald dead for killing his father, Olaf, but he would never carry out his revenge, not against such a mighty king.


“Freydis?” he said again.


Freydis nodded, and said, “Yes,” in a voice that came out like a croak. She swallowed and then, looking at Hallbjorn’s feet, began to recite: “Daughter of Svanhild, who is wife of King Harald. I am a valuable hostage if I am unharmed. If I am killed or spoiled there will be revenge. Dota is Aldi’s daughter. The steward of Sogn, chosen and supported by King Ragnvald. She too is worth more as a hostage.”


“Freydis, do not fear,” said Hallbjorn. He touched her chin gently and raised it so she had to look at him. He had brown eyes where Einar’s were blue, but the same sharp smile, and his touch embarrassed her. Freydis pulled free and cast her eyes down again.


“Stay here,” he said, and she heard his footfalls receding from her.


A moment later, she saw a much larger pair of feet and looked up to see her cousin Rolli Ragnvaldsson, a happy giant of a young man. Her mother, Svanhild, had given Rolli his ship last year, and he had been playing at viking with his friends ever since. Of course he would be wherever Hallbjorn was. Rolli had always been friendly to her, though. He would treat her well. She sagged forward with relief and then flinched when the movement jarred her shoulder.


“Freydis, what are you doing with these raiders?” Rolli asked. He had a cheery, open face, and a broad forehead now furrowed with worry.


“Raiders?” Freydis asked. Rolli bent down to listen to her. “I am not with any raiders.”


“This ship—whose is it?” Rolli asked.


“It is Aldi Atlisson’s—steward of Sogn,” said Freydis again.


“This is my father’s ship—I would know it anywhere,” said Rolli, “and it was not his pilot who sailed it. Where is my father? Where is King Ragnvald?”


“You should ask Aldi,” Freydis said, wishing he would talk to one of the men on board rather than her. “He’s on the other ship. We are sailing to Vestfold. What are you doing here, Rolli?”


“We—I thought you were raiders,” he said. “I thought someone had captured my father’s ship.”


Now Freydis understood: Rolli had seen this vessel and believed he was protecting the Norse coast. Aldi’s ships had been sailing far enough from shore to be suspicious, riding the strong winds outside the barrier islands in this fair weather.


“That was foolish,” said Freydis, pain making her voice sharp. “Why didn’t you ask? You have killed Aldi’s son Kolbrand—it is a grave crime.”


“Hallbjorn,” Rolli said to his friend, with panic rising in his voice, “they are not raiders. What should we do now?”


“Take them to shore,” said Hallbjorn. “Bring the ship. The other will follow, I think. Then we will sort all this out.”
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DOTA AND FREYDIS huddled together as Hallbjorn steered Aldi’s ship up onto the shore of a narrow dune island. It had no trees, only waves of yellow grass, and then sea again on the other side. The ship crunched on the sand and drifted to a stop. Rolli set up a ladder, and Hallbjorn beckoned for Freydis to climb down.


Dota rushed after her and sobbed as Hallbjorn shoved her back. “You stay on board,” he said to Dota. “I’ve heard you’ll make a good hostage.”


Rolli had to help Freydis down the ladder, since she could only use one hand. Hallbjorn ordered some of his followers to bind the wrists of Aldi’s men, and keep watch over them. Other young warriors from Rolli’s ship laid out the four warriors who had fallen in the battle in a line along the beach, their feet pointed toward the surf. The faces of the dead men had already begun to turn gray, their wounds livid against the pallor of death. Kolbrand looked much like the others, death smoothing out the differences of rank and age among them. Rolli’s mistake would not easily be fixed.


A strong wind blew offshore and kept Aldi’s ship from making progress toward the island. Even oars could do little good against this fierce shore breeze. Freydis sat on a piece of driftwood while Rolli and Hallbjorn finished pulling up their ship out of the waves. One of their men made a fire, and Rolli and Hallbjorn sat and warmed their hands before it.


Freydis gathered her courage and sat down on a driftwood log near them. She ran her fingers over her swollen shoulder joint. Even a gentle touch made the pain bloom.


“Cousin,” she said to Rolli, pitching her voice low to try to hide its quaver, “your friend dislocated my shoulder. I need to reset it quickly or it will . . .” She began crying too hard to tell them that if it healed crooked, she would be crippled and useless, a poorer marriage prospect, and a valueless hostage.


Hallbjorn rushed over to sit at her side. He put his arm around her, his touch making her scream. “Hush, hush,” he said, still holding her injured shoulder. “We have no healers here. You will have to wait.”


“Let her go,” said Rolli. “You’re hurting her.”


Hallbjorn released her. The sudden lessening of pain made her cry all the harder. She tried to breathe through it until she could stop her sobbing.


“I . . . I am healer enough to reset my shoulder,” she said. Her face itched from the tears drying upon it. “I know how, but I need help.”


“You are a valuable creature then,” said Hallbjorn. “Tell me what to do. I caused you pain and I want to set it right.” He took Freydis’s hand, and held it lightly, stroking her skin. His touch made her feel ill.


“No,” she said. “Not you—my cousin Rolli. He is stronger.” Hallbjorn’s gentle smile ran away like water from a basket, but he let her go.


Freydis directed Rolli to hold her wrist, and moved herself against the tension he provided, gritting her teeth when the bones of her arm and shoulder ground against one another. Alfrith would tell her that pain was only a sensation, and she must move through it as though she were wading through a heavy surf. She could bear this. She let Rolli take more and more of her weight, and then jerked hard against him, feeling a pop and a rush of pain like someone had put a hot knife through her shoulder.


“Let me go,” she said to Rolli. He let her wrist fall, and she knelt on the sand, cradling her arm. She waited, unmoving, until she heard Rolli and Hallbjorn sit again on the logs near the fire, and then stood up.


Moving her arm still hurt, but now it felt more sore than broken. When she felt she could bear it, she picked up a stick of driftwood and used it to tear a strip from her skirt, tied it into a loop, and placed it around her neck. Her arm would not obey her, so she had to use the other to place it in the sling, and then, finally, the pain receded.


Rolli’s men had gathered at the fire with him while Freydis had been distracted. Rolli sat, chewing on a strip of dried meat, and ignoring them until one of his men spoke: “We’re going to be in trouble,” he said. “That was a king’s son you killed.”


“It was a mistake,” said Rolli. “My father will pay the wergild.” He sounded uncertain, and for good reason—Ivar was King Ragnvald’s favorite son and his heir, while Rolli had often run off to play with the children of fishermen when he should have been learning king-craft. His father might not be willing to help a son who had so long rebelled. And if he did not, Rolli could be outlawed, cast out from his country and his family, for any man to murder at will, and no justice to be done for his death. Many did not survive even a short term of outlawry.


“Your mother will help you, at least,” said Hallbjorn, and burst out laughing. Nobody joined him, though Freydis smiled tentatively. Rolli was his mother’s favorite, her charming, giant son, and he doted upon her too. “Don’t worry, boys,” Hallbjorn continued. “As young Freydis has reminded me, we hold valuable hostages.”


Near evening the wind changed and Aldi’s ship finally drew near. Rolli arrayed his men along the shore, and they drew their swords when the ship’s keel scraped along the beach. It tilted over as Aldi’s men rushed to the gunwale and jumped over it into the shallow water. Rolli’s men ran toward them, and pinned Aldi and his followers against the ship.


In the mass of warriors and weapons, Freydis could not see what was happening, but she heard Aldi’s angry voice above the fray. “Rolli Ragnvaldsson, what have you done?” he asked. “Your father will be ashamed.”


A few of Rolli’s men backed away from his advance, but then Rolli lunged at him, and in a moment, his men had disarmed Aldi’s, and herded them up onto the beach.


“Where is my son?” Aldi yelled. Two of Rolli’s men held his arms. “Where is my daughter?”


Rolli opened his mouth, but stayed silent until Hallbjorn stepped forward. “Your son is dead,” Hallbjorn told Aldi, “and your daughter is our hostage. You should think about what you will trade for her life.”


The blood drained from Aldi’s face, and he fell forward, letting his arms hang from his captors’ hands. “What about the other captives?” Aldi asked, looking up at Rolli. “You had no right to take any of them. Does your father think so little of me he sends you to make sport of me?”


“My father didn’t send me,” Rolli protested. “I thought you were raiders—why do you sail in his ship, flying the wrong banner?”


“King Ragnvald loaned me his ship,” Aldi replied. He stared hard at Rolli. “You will be outlawed for this.”


“I could kill you now,” said Rolli uncertainly.


“Yes, kill him—see, he kneels for the blow already,” said Hallbjorn, “and we will sell the survivors south as slaves. Your father need never know about this.”


“No,” said Rolli. “You steered me wrong today, Hallbjorn.”


Aldi scrambled to his feet and backed away. “Your friend is right—the best you can hope for is outlawry. You had better kill me now, or I will take your life in payment for my son’s. I should have killed your father when he caused the death of my father, Atli, but I was willing to trade my revenge for land. Not this time.”


“I made a mistake,” said Rolli, his voice breaking. “My father will understand that.”


“If we are outlawed . . . ,” said Hallbjorn.


“Stop saying that,” said Rolli. “My father’s steward can have his son’s body and his daughter. The rest will be our hostages, to ensure that he leaves peacefully.”


“Peacefully!” said Aldi. “There will be no peace after this.”


“Go find his son,” Rolli ordered Hallbjorn. Rolli sheathed his sword, and called his men away from Aldi’s. “We will keep this ship, and you can return my father’s ship to him.”


“Your father will answer for this if you do not,” said Aldi. He looked up at Rolli, his face white and drawn. Rolli’s men retrieved the bodies from the shore, and Rolli helped Dota down from the ship.


Freydis waded out into the surf to give Dota a one-armed hug, and then walked with her over to where Aldi stood with his men. As they passed Hallbjorn, he grabbed Dota’s arm and pulled her away from Freydis, and shoved her toward Rolli.


“We need more hostages,” Hallbjorn said to Rolli, “or this man will kill you.”


Rolli shoved her back. “Do you want to force Harald to outlaw me?” Rolli asked Hallbjorn. Then, to Aldi, “I am sorry for your son. I will make it right.”


“Who is in command here?” Aldi asked. “Who is responsible for this crime?”


“I am,” said Rolli.


Hallbjorn lunged suddenly, Dota shrieked, and Freydis whirled to see him holding Dota again, with a dagger to her throat. Dota’s eyes were closed in fear, and Hallbjorn looked terrified too, darting his eyes from Aldi to Rolli. “I can’t let you do this,” Hallbjorn said. “We need hostages, or we will be outlawed.”


Freydis stepped forward. Her mother often used words against men’s swords. Freydis could do no less. “I am King Harald’s stepdaughter,” she said gently. “If you need a hostage, you already have me.”


“Let her go,” said Rolli.


Hallbjorn shoved Dota at her father, then grabbed Freydis’s uninjured arm, and pulled her close so she could feel the heat of his skin and smell his sweat and the leather he wore. “That’s true,” Hallbjorn said to Aldi. “We have a much better hostage than your daughter. Now go before I change my mind.”
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GRAY CLOUDS COVERED THE SKY ON THE DAY RAGNVALD AND his party arrived on the coast of Jutland. Ribe, King Erik’s capital, lay a short sail up the river to where it widened into a marsh. Ragnvald disembarked there with his son Thorir and Gudrod, Harald’s son, and left his stepbrother Sigurd to see that the ship was tied up securely.


The week’s journey south had taken them from winter into spring. Over the past months in Vestfold, Thorir had grown a patchy beard that marked him more clearly as a boy of only sixteen years than a clean-shaved face would have. He was almost as tall as Gudrod, though Gudrod was three years older. Ragnvald had to bless Hilda for that—his wife’s height had made all of their sons tall.


Many of Ribe’s houses were new, their logs still shedding bark—a far more pleasant smell than the marsh. King Erik’s guards conducted Ragnvald and his party through the town, to where Erik held court. He sat on a roughly carved chair beside a young women who, from her pale, unbound hair, Ragnvald guessed was Erik’s daughter, Ragnhilda, the object of his journey.


A young guard with a wide chest and a loud voice announced him: “Ragnvald Eysteinsson, Ragnvald the Mighty, King of Maer and Sogn. With him, Gudrod Haraldsson and Thorir Ragnvaldsson.” Ragnvald bowed as he greeted King Erik. A breeze blew through the clearing, sending leaves from the previous fall skittering around their feet.


“Welcome, King Ragnvald of Norway,” said Erik. He was a short, friendly-looking man, with round features, and light hair and eyes. Sun and wind had polished his cheeks bright and made him appear younger than his years—at least ten more than Ragnvald’s, and most of them spent in battle against other Danish kings.


“I am only the king of a few districts,” said Ragnvald carefully. “I come on behalf of King Harald of Norway.”


“Oh?” said King Erik. “That is not what I heard.”


Ragnvald swallowed down his uneasiness. “What have you heard?” he asked. He had come here to make a marriage for Harald’s son Gudrod, and an alliance for Norway, but he had also heard rumors that Harald’s eldest son, Halfdan, had come to Erik to stir up trouble against his father. If Ragnvald could return to Harald with proof of Halfdan’s rebellion, then Harald would have to punish him—outlaw him, or at least send him far away.


Erik smiled. “I’ve heard that it is you who truly rules Norway, while King Harald lies abed with his new concubine,” he said.


“Who did you hear that from?” Ragnvald asked.


“Everyone knows how Harald stole and wed his son Halfdan’s Finnish concubine,” said Erik. “That must have rankled you. When Norse merchants come here, they tell me that before then, Harald did nothing without your approval.”


“Sometimes I wish that were so,” said Ragnvald, with forced cheer. “But King Harald is his own man.”


“Still, you are his eyes and ears, I am told,” said Erik. “There is nothing that happens in Norway that King Ragnvald does not know.”


Ragnvald nodded at the compliment. “I would serve my king better if I truly had eyes and ears everywhere,” he said. Even though he and his sister, Svanhild, traveled the length of Norway every summer, meeting with local rulers and quelling rebellions, the fjord-cut, mountain-divided peninsula still harbored too many men whose aims Ragnvald did not know. “I have come with an offer of alliance from King Harald,” he continued, “to be solemnized with a marriage—”


“Marriage to you?” Erik asked. “My daughter could hardly do better than the man who rules Norway in truth.”


Ragnvald gritted his teeth. King Erik meant to irritate him. His accusation was the shadow side of Ragnvald’s praise-names: Ragnvald the Mighty, whose might could eclipse Harald’s; Ragnvald the Wise, whose wisdom could hide treachery. “Do you want to hear my offer, or insult me by questioning my loyalty to my king?” Ragnvald asked. Erik’s courtiers whispered to one another.


“I have heard that you take offense easily,” said King Erik, “but I did not know that even praise might offend.” He smiled. “Tell me your offer.”


“The Jutland and Vestfold kings are natural allies,” Ragnvald replied. “Together we can control the entrance to the Baltic Sea, and tax our cousins in Skane and Roskilde. I have brought with me Harald’s son Gudrod, to join with your daughter, Ragnhilda, in marriage. The wedding can take place in Vestfold at midsummer, when Harald weds Gyda of Hordaland, fulfills his vow to conquer all of Norway, and cuts his hair.”


“I have heard you are eager for him to be shorn,” said Erik, “for he will set down his sword and no more resist your rebellion.”


Ragnvald reached for his sword. “Should I tell King Harald that all you have to offer him is insults?”


“Calm yourself,” said Erik. “Of course, I do not believe such rumors.” Ragnvald let his hand fall by his side. “I will consider this,” Erik continued. “I would rather marry her to a king, though. You, or your Harald, if you prefer.”


Ragnvald smiled slightly. “I am already wedded to a woman named Ragnhilda,” he said. “Two wives of the same name is not a challenge any man would take on willingly.” And in his youth, when he had little fame and no power, he had promised Hilda that he would never take another wife, a promise that had saved him from trouble before this.


“I think it would be easier!” said Erik. “My daughter goes by Ranka, though.” Erik looked at her fondly, and she tossed her hair.


“I am curious,” she said to Ragnvald, standing to show off a figure similar to her father’s, round and short, “is there not another son I could have? King Harald has twenty or more.” She smirked. “And taller ones.”


Ragnvald glanced at Gudrod. “What are your objections to Gudrod Haraldsson?” he asked. Halfdan was taller than Gudrod—perhaps Ranka had already seen him and compared the two. “Gudrod was fostered with me for much of his youth, and I can vouch for his character.”


Erik turned to his daughter. “He is young and comely,” he said truthfully. Skalds called him Gudrod the Gleaming, for he had inherited Harald’s shining gold hair, and more beauty than a man should possess. Behind his back, he was called ergi, one who preferred the attentions of men as though he were a woman. But such accusations were often leveled against beautiful young men.


Ranka sneered. “Too young, and he is not tested in battle, or that would be his fame, not his beauty. Father—tell him I can do better.” Ragnvald heard Halfdan’s words in that too. Ranka continued, “King Harald is not too old yet, and he has many wives. He should take me as one of them. He is a proven warrior.”


“Gudrod is as like Harald as any man,” said Ragnvald. “He took a wound last year fighting the Scottish viking Melbrid Tooth who raided our shores. What more test would you like to see?”


“I cannot decide this immediately,” said King Erik. “How long will you remain in Ribe?”


“A week,” said Ragnvald. “We must return to Vestfold for Harald’s midsummer wedding feast. I hope it will be your daughter’s as well, but perhaps the king of Skane or Roskilde will want to make this alliance instead.”


“You press me hard,” said Erik. “Is the boy under a spell that he must wed immediately?”


“I seek to bring my king an alliance and a daughter-in-law as a wedding present,” Ragnvald replied. “If a week is not enough time, send a messenger to Vestfold when you do decide. Perhaps the offer will still be open.” Ragnvald bowed and retreated to join Sigurd in the crowd. Erik greeted other newcomers: some Frisian priests who wanted to set up a church to their Christ in Ribe, and after them a Spanish trader, with dark hair and heavy eyebrows.


Then Erik dismissed his court, and Ragnvald followed one of Erik’s servants toward the hall where they would sleep. Thorir fell into step a pace behind him with Gudrod on the other side. “A week, Father?” Thorir said. “So soon?”


“Does the king of Skane truly have a daughter?” Gudrod asked. “I would be happy to escape this Ranka. She is pretty but ill-tempered.”


Ragnvald wished Gudrod would pretend interest in the girl, at least for long enough to determine if Halfdan had been here. But he had not shared his suspicions with Gudrod, or anyone except his son Einar and his sister, Svanhild, the only two people he could trust to keep quiet.


“Erik is not very well informed,” said Ragnvald. “There is no king of Skane, at least not one that can be depended upon to keep his crown for more than a summer. Though with Harald’s influence, a stronger man might emerge.” Ragnvald had sent Svanhild to Skane to determine if Halfdan had been there too, making the same offer on his own behalf. “The tribes in Skane elect a new war-leader every few years. Harald will be happy to install one to his liking if Erik will not make a treaty.”


“That is clever, Father,” said Thorir. Ragnvald frowned at him. Thorir had emerged from a quiet childhood into a fawning adolescence, eager to praise anyone more powerful than him. Ragnvald wished he could have brought his older sons, Einar and Ivar, with him, but he had needed them to bring Harald’s betrothed, Gyda, to her wedding.


“Gudrod, your father needs to make this alliance,” said Ragnvald. “If you can make this Ranka warm to you, that will help. Her father seems to give her opinion some weight.”


“She’s too old for me,” said Gudrod. “She must be more than twenty. Why is she not wed yet?”


“She is not so old,” said Ragnvald, “and she is a princess. Listen to me. Women do not like to hear about their age, even less than young men like to hear about their youth. If you cannot charm her, I will find another of Harald’s sons for the task. Then your father can find you a lesser wife, and you will not have to worry about ruling Denmark.”


“Why do I need to rule Denmark if I am ruling Norway?” Gudrod asked, tossing his hair. He and Ranka would make lovely blond children, if they got the chance.


“Did all of your brothers die when I wasn’t paying attention?” Ragnvald asked. “What makes you think you will rule Norway?”


“I will have a better chance if I’m not far away in Jutland,” Gudrod insisted.


“A king must make alliances,” said Ragnvald. “If you do not understand that, you will not be king.”


[image: Illustration]


AS RAGNVALD HAD expected, the spring weather turned stormy in the evening. Erik feasted them, toasting Ragnvald’s past successes, while Ranka kept glancing at Gudrod and Thorir. Comparing Gudrod to Halfdan, perhaps.


Halfdan’s rebellion had begun when he brought his new concubine, the Finnish witch Snaefrid, to Harald’s court in Vestfold. Harald had only to look upon her once to want her for himself; she had gone to his bed the very day she arrived. Ragnvald had been in Maer at the time, and had returned to Vestfold to find the deed done: Halfdan fled in anger, and Harald wed to a woman with nothing to offer but her beauty. He and Harald had argued, causing a rift between them that Ragnvald had not been able to heal, though he hoped that returning to Norway with a new alliance might help.


At first Ragnvald thought Halfdan had only fled his humiliation, but he began to hear rumors: a young king without a kingdom, consolidating his power, Norway on the brink of war again, and everything Ragnvald had built destroyed.


After Erik’s women cleared away the serving dishes and poured sweet wine, Thorir stood to toast Ranka’s beauty, his facility with praise well suited to this moment. Of all his sons, Thorir’s looks resembled Ragnvald’s the most—he had Ragnvald’s dark hair and narrow face. Not pretty, like Gudrod, so he would never be mocked for it, nor did his leanness give him the wolfish look of Einar, Ragnvald’s eldest son. Thorir spoke well, though, and Ranka nodded and blushed prettily at his words.


That night, Ragnvald dreamed again of the vision that had led him to follow Harald, nearly twenty years ago: a watery hall and a golden wolf with matted fur. Each of the men around the hall touched the wolf, cleaning a patch of its fur, and growing bright themselves. When Ragnvald touched it, flames consumed his hands, his shoulders, reaching up to burn the roof of the hall. As it crashed down on his head, he woke with his heart pounding.
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THE STORM CLEARED the next day, leaving the sky bright and cloudless. Ragnvald spent the morning in the Ribe marketplace, buying trinkets for Hilda and Alfrith, and seeing what the armorers had to sell. Frankish swords were far easier to acquire here than in Norway, since merchants did not have to cross the Skaggerak Strait and pay tax to raiders.


A Ribe smith told Ragnvald that he had recently sold a large number of swords to a rough man clad in homespun. Ragnvald pressed him for details and recognized the viking Melbrid Tooth from the description—a handsome man save for a deformed tooth that stuck out from his upper lip—not Halfdan, as Ragnvald had feared. Still, the news worried him. Raiders rarely bought so many swords at once, but a warlord arming newly trained warriors might.


Ragnvald returned to Erik’s hall to look for Thorir, who had promised to spar with him in the afternoon. He found his son talking with Ranka outside the women’s chamber, and smiled to see Thorir’s dark head bent over Ranka’s golden one.


Ranka looked up as Ragnvald approached. “Your son agrees with me, King Ragnvald,” she said. She had a clear voice, low for a woman, a beauty that would remain to her even after age furrowed her face.


“I will leave you to such agreeable company then,” said Ragnvald, moving to go.


Ranka called after him, “He agrees that I am a fit bride for King Harald, and too good for a son who may never sit on the throne.”


Ragnvald turned back. Thorir gave him an uncertain smile. “Should I argue with a woman about her worth?” he asked.


Ranka’s smile was more triumphant. Ragnvald tapped his fingers on the grip of his sword. “The weather has cleared enough for us to practice,” he said to his son. “Come with me.”


Thorir followed Ragnvald toward the practice ground, his footsteps landing heavily. Some of Erik’s men were throwing axes at a target, but they left enough room for sword practice. Ragnvald massaged his hands, which, ever since his captivity and torture, near on fifteen years ago, grew stiff and painful when the weather changed. The broken bones had healed, but his knuckles remained swollen, and these past few years, he had lost the dexterity he needed to make the fine wood carvings that he had once used to pass long winter nights.


Thorir stood a little away from Ragnvald. He picked up a practice sword, and let the tip rest on the ground.


“Did she tell truly?” Ragnvald asked him in a low voice. “Did you agree that Ranka should marry Harald?”


Thorir twisted his sword point into the dirt. “I was only making conversation with her. I wanted her to like me.”


“And now do you think that was the right decision?” Ragnvald asked.


“No,” Thorir said questioningly. “I should have—”


“You should have tried to convince her of Gudrod’s fitness as a husband, if you had to talk with her at all. Now, defend yourself.”


Ragnvald could still best any of his sons in the practice yard, though he sometimes suspected Einar of holding back. Einar fought every encounter, even in practice, as if to the death—except with his father. Instead, he questioned Ragnvald politely about tactics, promised to improve himself next time, and left Ragnvald wondering if his son mocked him in losing to him and him alone.


Thorir, though, would give him little challenge. He already looked beaten, standing in the corner of the practice ground, his shoulders slumped, his eyes fixed on the ground. Ragnvald beckoned him toward the center of the practice ground so they would have more space, and then advanced. Thorir backed away.


“Forget anything else that has happened today,” said Ragnvald. “There is only this.” He advanced again, and again Thorir retreated. “Don’t be frightened. I will do you no lasting harm. Not like a real enemy.”


Ragnvald heard Gudrod laughing behind him. “I don’t think it’s a wound he’s worried about, King Ragnvald,” he said.


Ragnvald wanted to send him away—Thorir was at his best without an audience—but his son must learn to shut out distractions.


“You’re next, Gudrod,” said Ragnvald. Harald’s son would give him a bit more of a challenge. “Come, attack,” he said to Thorir.


Thorir lunged forward clumsily, and Ragnvald sidestepped the attack while bringing the wooden pommel of the practice sword down on Thorir’s hand, disarming him. Thorir’s unchecked momentum sent him crashing to the ground. He gave Ragnvald a sour look as Ragnvald extended an arm to help him up.


Thorir attacked the same way again, but as Ragnvald moved to disarm him, a bolt of pain shot through his fingers, and his sword fell to the ground a moment after Thorir’s. Thorir scowled and rubbed at his wrist, too intent on his own pain to notice Ragnvald wincing as he retrieved his sword.


“What went wrong?” Ragnvald asked, pitching his voice low to hide his discomfort.


“You disarmed me,” said Thorir.


“Twice!” Gudrod called out.


Ragnvald ignored him. “How should you have protected against that?” he asked Thorir.


“I wouldn’t have attacked you,” said Thorir sullenly, “then you couldn’t disarm me.”


Gudrod laughed, loud and mocking.


“Hold your sword more firmly,” Ragnvald suggested. “Don’t take your eyes off your opponent. But perhaps you should spar with Sigurd instead.” He flexed his hand carefully. He had borne the constant, dull ache for years, and fought battles through it, but a sudden spasm like that could cost him his life.


“Do we have to stay the whole week, Father?” Thorir asked, still cradling his bruised hand. “King Harald’s wedding is soon, and the crossing might not be as easy on the way back.” His practice sword lay on the ground. Ragnvald looked at it pointedly until Thorir picked it up.


“We will leave soon,” said Ragnvald. “And after your conversation with Ranka . . .” Thorir looked beaten enough that Ragnvald did not continue. “Soon. Be ready.”
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RAGNVALD FEARED THAT the week he had given Erik to consider his offer would pass slowly with Thorir sulking and Gudrod refusing to woo Ranka. At least Thorir sparred with more skill against Sigurd and some of Erik’s young warriors. He only lost his nerve against his father.


Ragnvald was glad to have an excuse to avoid holding a sword and the next morning went to find the bathhouse. Some heat might help his hands, and at least it would pass the time.


He found Erik outside, and moved to cede the wooden structure and its privacy, but the king invited him in. After they settled into the heat, and the servants had retreated, Erik leaned forward and said, “I would rather see my daughter wed to your son than any of Harald’s. Your sons have land and prospects. Harald’s are a pack of wolves who will tear one another apart for rulership of Norway.”


“Have you met Harald’s other sons?” Ragnvald asked.


“How could I tell?” said Erik. “There are so many of them!”


“Gudrod is one of Harald’s most favored sons,” said Ragnvald. The heat of the bath began to relax him and ease the ache in his hands.


“‘One of,’” Erik quoted back to him. “Why should I give one of Harald’s sons a throne?”


“You have no sons,” said Ragnvald. “What do you propose should happen to Jutland when you can no longer protect it?”


“That is why I’d rather have one of your sons,” said Erik. “If not young Thorir, then one of the others. I would trust a man raised by you.”


It was the finest compliment Erik had paid him since he arrived. Could Einar be the son Erik sought? Ragnvald could give Einar a kingdom abroad, since he could not give him one in Norway.


Many times Ragnvald had wished Einar less gifted, so he did not always outshine his brothers. He was better with sword and ax than many men in the prime of their fighting years. He could compose a middling poem on demand, and a fine one given a little time. He had memorized all the laws of Norway from Hilda’s father, finally endearing himself to Hilda in the years that they learned side by side. Ragnvald loved Ivar for his kindness and his cheer, but Einar would have made the better king.


Ragnvald sighed. If he married his baseborn son to King Erik’s daughter, he would make the rumors about his treachery true. “You try to tempt me to betray my king again,” he said. “I have come to offer Gudrod Haraldsson, and no other.”


“I have another thought,” Erik said. “Leave this Gudrod with me for a season—and your son too, if you like—so that I may better know what kind of man he is. If he pleases me, and my daughter comes to like him, we will have a wedding next summer.”


Ragnvald frowned. “I don’t think Harald would like me to leave a hostage against him in your hands.”


“With as many sons as Harald has? You are the more valuable hostage, I think,” said Erik.


“Am I?” Ragnvald asked, feeling chilly despite the heat of the bath. He took the ladle from the bucket by his side, and poured water on the coals, sending a cloud of steam into the air. “I thought we were your guests.”


“Can I trust your discretion?” Erik asked.


“You mean, do I tell Harald everything?” Ragnvald replied. “I tell Harald what I think he needs to know.”


Erik gave him a sideways smile, understanding from that what Ragnvald wanted him to. “Harald’s son Halfdan is in rebellion. He claims that he can bring Harald down, and I think he may be right. Your allegiance is what could tip the balance. If you support him, he will succeed. If you do not it will be war—all of Norway’s districts in disarray, and who will win then? Not you, not Harald, and not Halfdan, but Norway’s enemies.” His smile broadened. “Me.”


Ragnvald had not known Halfdan had gone so far, nor gathered so many allies. Erik could be exaggerating, though, testing him. “If you come with me to Vestfold, and tell King Harald that, he will reward you, and you will have gained my friendship for life,” Ragnvald offered.


“That would do neither of us any good,” Erik replied. “Harald has too many sons. If Halfdan had not rebelled, another would have. Perhaps this too-pretty Gudrod.”


“And for Halfdan to succeed he will have to kill all of his brothers,” said Ragnvald carefully.


“You understand,” said Erik. “But if you were king . . . you have a manageable number of sons, and you are the one who has forged most of Norway’s alliances these past years. You and your sister, Svanhild.”


“What do you suggest?” Ragnvald asked.


“Support Halfdan for now, but be ready to turn against him after he has defeated his brothers.” He met Ragnvald’s gaze. “To be sure, he will turn against you.”


“Why should I not wait out this rebellion, and pick up the broken pieces?” Ragnvald asked. He needed to go outside soon before the heat muddled his head.


“I have watched you rise in Norway, while I have been rising here. You have built a strong kingdom and you will not want to see it broken.” Erik stood. “I am done here.”


Erik wrapped himself in a towel and walked outside. Ragnvald followed him into the anteroom where he splashed cold water on himself and toweled dry. Erik’s words were strong flattery, pleasing and dangerous, but Erik had only told one side of the story. Harald was the one chosen by the gods. He was the golden wolf that Ragnvald had seen in his vision, and Ragnvald only one of the many he would make bright with his touch, and then burn and devour.


“I do not expect an answer now,” said Erik. “But think about what I have said.”


“And you will not wed Ranka to Gudrod?” Ragnvald asked. “Your mind is settled?”


“No, I will not,” said Erik. “Would you, in my position?”


Ragnvald could not think of an answer that would both be true and keep him safe. Erik had hinted at taking him hostage—if he realized that Ragnvald would never betray Harald, he would not let him go.


Erik laughed at Ragnvald’s silence. “Exactly. Give your king my best wishes for his wedding—for a fertile bride, even if she is old. He makes sons as though he thinks they are an army that will save him, but they are the wolves that will tear him apart.”
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EINAR RAGNVALDSSON RODE TOWARD THE HORDALAND FORT on a shaggy, ill-tempered nag that he had named Krafla—Scratcher—for her tendency to paw at the ground whenever she was impatient. His brother Ivar’s horse was the issue of one of King Harald’s finest stallions, bred with a sleek mare from their father’s farms.


Next to Ivar rode Dagfinn, one of Harald’s grown sons. He had his mother’s narrow face, his father’s broad mouth, and was paler than either one of them. His horse did not seem to like him much, and when it sidled into Ivar’s, he laughed and kicked at Ivar, blaming him for the collision. Einar glanced back at them to make sure it was all in fun.


“They’re fine,” said Bakur. He raised a dark eyebrow at Einar, and Einar nodded and looked away. Bakur was the son of a Spanish explorer and an Irish slave, raised in Harald’s court, and far too handsome for Einar’s comfort.


A chill wind swept across the Hordaland plain, flowing down out of the Keel Mountains. The day had been blustery and changeable, with drenching cloudbursts broken by stabs of sunlight that made gold stripes on the stubble of last year’s hay. Einar had glimpsed the great fort in the distance this morning, but though they had been riding toward it all day, it seemed to grow no larger. He had hoped they would reach it by sunset.


Once they arrived, Einar would have too much work to do to worry if Bakur’s glances meant anything more than friendliness. If Gyda was in rebellion, they might be attacked as soon as they arrived.


Ivar and Dagfinn had stopped kicking at each other and now discussed the women they would find at Gyda’s hall. “Her nieces are all my half-sisters,” Dagfinn was complaining. “I can’t wet my cock anywhere in Norway without risking incest.” Harald had fathered children on Gyda’s sister after Gyda swore to keep herself a virgin until their marriage.


Einar allowed his horse to slow so he could ride next to them. “Go overseas then,” he suggested to Dagfinn. His father wanted Dagfinn left behind to guard Hordaland, but he would be even happier if Dagfinn quit Norway entirely.


Dagfinn grinned back at Einar. “You shouldn’t mind incest, not with your parents,” he said, a familiar jest, for Ragnvald had gotten Einar on his own stepmother, an act that Einar had trouble imagining of his stern father, whose every choice seemed governed by a skald’s litany of proverbs. Einar clenched his jaw until he saw Ivar giving him a tolerant smile. He should be used to these jokes by now.


Ivar kicked at Dagfinn playfully. “Your father marries so many women, if you’re not bedding your sister, you might be lying with your future stepmother instead,” he said to Dagfinn.


“Too true,” Dagfinn replied. “You know, they say that the gods Frey and Freya are siblings and sometimes lovers. If it is allowed for the gods . . .”


“It will still not be allowed in Gyda’s fort,” Einar finished sharply.


Einar fell back, and Ivar slowed with him. “Why so grim this afternoon?” Ivar asked.


“Father has set us a difficult task,” said Einar. “What if Princess Gyda has heard of Harald’s foolish marriage to that Finnish woman? What if she will not come with us? What if she is in rebellion?”


“Have you not already answered these questions?” Ivar replied. “You and Father both—you had so many answers my head was spinning.”


“That was talk only. Now we must act, and who can know what will happen?”


“Who indeed?” Ivar answered. “So why fret? You will make Father proud, I am sure of it.”


Einar was not—King Ragnvald found fault with him often—but Ivar’s confidence warmed him. Ivar rode ahead to catch up with Dagfinn and Einar fell in next to Bakur again, until the souring mood of his horse told him they had ridden far enough, and should camp for the night.


He found a flat spot and began clearing the rocks so he could set up his and Ivar’s tent. Before he had finished, Bakur came running, followed quickly by scouts from the fort. The lead rider showed off his horsemanship by galloping into camp, coming to a quick stop, and leaping off before Einar’s sword was fully out of its scabbard. Ivar and Dagfinn flanked him, their swords drawn as well.


“Do not fear, young princes,” said the lead scout, a skinny, grizzled man of middle age. “My queen, Gyda of Hordaland, wanted to give you an escort for the rest of your journey. I am named Radulf. My companions and I are here to serve you.”


“If you know who we are, then you also know why we are here,” said Einar.


“Indeed we do, Harald’s son,” Radulf said, bowing to Einar.


Dagfinn stepped forward. “You do not know us as well as you think. I am Dagfinn Haraldsson. This is Ivar Ragnvaldsson, and his half-brother Einar.”


“My mistake,” said Radulf. “I had heard that King Ragnvald’s sons were all dark-haired.” He gave Einar a look that made him wonder if he had done it on purpose, to sow discord.


Radulf turned away to unpack his horse. He set up a large tent, finer than any Einar’s party carried, and brought out flasks of wine and skins of ale. Einar added the last of his fresh meat to their stew. Radulf’s fellow scouts passed around the skins of ale, and before the sun had moved much closer to the horizon, all of Einar’s traveling party was drinking and making merry with the newcomers.


After finishing his supper, Ivar rose and raised his cup. “A toast to Princess Gyda of Hordaland—if she feasts us this well in the wilderness, how much better we will eat in her hall!”


The other men took up the toast, and Einar too—it was well judged. Radulf came and sat next to Einar. “I thought you were King Harald’s son because you seem to be the leader here,” he said. “I meant no insult by it.”


“Who should you have insulted by your mistake? Me or him?” Einar asked.


“I also thought you were the leader because you were the suspicious one,” said Radulf with a laugh. “Was I wrong about that?”


“Does your queen intend to marry King Harald, or is she in rebellion, as we have heard?” Einar asked. He waited through Radulf’s silence. His father had taught him that the man who was willing to be quiet longer held power that a talkative man lacked.


“My queen is as loyal to King Harald as he is to her,” said Radulf finally.


Einar laughed. “So she feels slighted that Harald has not yet married her. Tell me, has she already taken a new husband, or is she still looking for a suitable candidate?”


“Neither,” said Radulf, and took a sip of his ale. A lie, then—Radulf had used his ale cup to hide his mouth, the body’s apology for the tongue’s insult. If she was already married, then Einar and his party rode toward a trap in Hordaland. Ivar and Dagfinn would make excellent hostages to keep her safe from Harald’s vengeance. Einar must keep them out of her hands.


“That is well,” said Einar. “Then we may make merry when we arrive, and celebrate all the way to Vestfold.” He offered Radulf a piece of his last honey cake, baked by his stepmother, Hilda, and given to Einar as she extracted another promise from him to keep Ivar safe, as though Einar had not already sworn it before the gods. Radulf accepted the sweet, and chewed it slowly.


Twilight came, and Radulf lit a torch in a signal that was passed along the grasslands back to the fort. Einar walked restlessly around the tents and Bakur fell into step beside him. “I’ve watched you often on this journey, Einar Ragnvaldsson,” he said.


Einar’s face felt hot, his stomach pleasurably unsettled. “And what have you seen?” he asked.


“I’ve seen you watching me,” said Bakur. His hand brushed against Einar’s.


Einar stepped aside to put more distance between them. “I’m sure many do,” he said. “You do not look like a Norseman.”


Bakur shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said. “But that is not why you look. I will sleep alone in my tent tonight. Come find me if you like.”


Einar swallowed. He wished he could take Bakur’s invitation, but while an ordinary man might sometimes take pleasure with a fellow warrior when no women were available and be thought no less for it, a son of King Ragnvald could not. And he had other plans for tonight.


Einar went to his own tent, while other men wrapped themselves in their cloaks to sleep on the ground. Talk quieted, and a few of the drunker men began to snore. Ivar bid good night to Radulf and his companions, and came to join Einar.


“Brother, I must go soon,” he said when Ivar pushed aside the tent flap.


“I thought you were asleep,” said Ivar, laughing and falling backward.


“Hush,” he said to Ivar. Even in the dimness of a summer evening, he saw Ivar’s cheeks were flushed with drink. “Princess Gyda means to take us captive and use us to gain concessions from our father and Harald. We cannot allow that. I will go to the fort with a few men. We will capture her if we can, but likely she will take us prisoner. Before dawn you must take Radulf and his men captive.”


Ivar sat back on his heels. “You swore we would never do battle separately.”


“I swore I would protect you,” said Einar. “This is not a battle. It is . . . at worst, she will take me hostage. Our father does not care enough about me to go to war over it, so she will still have to negotiate.”


“You know Father values you,” said Ivar.


“He values you more,” said Einar.


“I wish he did not,” said Ivar quietly.


The old hurt tugged at Einar, but he could not indulge it now. “I will let Princess Gyda take me captive,” he said, “and I will tell her that you have already sent a messenger to Harald with news of her betrayal. If she puts herself in your power, you will tell Harald that her betrayal was only a rumor. If she does not, Harald will bring the forces of all of his allies against Hordaland.”


“Why do you need to be captured for this?” Ivar asked.


“Someone has to bring her the message—the fewer of us in danger the better. And if she has me, she will feel as though she has a bargaining chip, and she will be more likely to make a deal.”


“Why do we not ride in as we planned?” Ivar asked.


“I do not trust her to welcome us and feast us in her hall. She might drug us, or have her men kill us in our sleep. Remember what our father asked us to do. If she is not married already, bring her to Vestfold for marriage. If she is . . .”


“Kill her and her husband if possible, and if not, at least return with our lives,” Ivar agreed. “I don’t like it. We’re not supposed to be separated.”


“I swore to keep you safe, and I will.” He gave his brother a quick hug and a kiss on the forehead. Quietly, he woke Uffi, one of his father’s warriors, and then Bakur. They walked their horses until they had gone far enough that the sounds of wind and rustling grass would keep the camp from hearing them, and then mounted and rode across the plain.
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AT DAWN, EINAR and his men reached the walls of the fort, a steep earthwork slope three times Einar’s height. A boggy moat had been dug around the perimeter, sure to foul the steps of horse or man. A pack of Gyda’s warriors loped down over the wall and laid planks across the ditch so that Einar and his party could cross on foot, though the horses had to stay outside.


Standing on the wall, silhouetted against the dawn sky, the princess herself, a slim-hipped figure, with broad shoulders for her size. As Einar walked toward her, details of her beauty emerged out of the shadows: high cheekbones, a mouth like the bud of a flower, and tilted eyes, the way Einar imagined an elvish maiden might look. She wore leather armor, shaped to curve over her waist, and a short sword hung at her hip. Einar wondered if she knew how to use it. She stood warily, almost like a warrior.


“My scouts said there were more of you,” she said, when he stood an arm’s length below her—so that had been the message of Radulf’s flashing signals in the twilight. “Where are they?”


Einar bowed. “They and a few of my men went to do some hunting. Your man Radulf said that the deer were fat and plentiful.” He shrugged, trying to show he did not care if she believed the lie.


“Did he?” Gyda asked.


Now Einar could see the lines around her eyes, and a hardness in her hands and jaw, though somehow it did not detract from her beauty. Einar more often found beauty in men than in women, but Gyda’s coolness and strength seemed as alluring as Bakur’s warmer looks.


“Well,” Gyda continued, “you and your men are welcome, and we will feast the others when they arrive.”


“They may not come, but you can feast me. I am Einar, son of King Ragnvald of Maer and Sogn, son of Eystein of Sogn, son of Ivar, king of Sogn,” he said, puffing out his chest as though he were the self-important young man he pretended to be. “I have come to tell you that King Harald of all Norway, son of King Halfdan the Black of Vestfold, calls you to his side for a marriage long delayed. This is my message. We need wait on no others, only for you to make yourself ready to be his bride.”


Gyda’s lips quirked. “Do you think me a fool, Einar Ragnvaldsson? King Harald would not send so few. Not for me.”


Einar relaxed his posture. “I am sent to find out if you are still King Harald’s betrothed or if you have betrayed him. My fellows will not arrive until I ride out again to tell them it is safe for them to come.”


Gyda’s eyes looked clouded. “And my scouts?” she asked.


“Captive,” said Einar. He held out his wrists toward her, thinking of the tales his father told of his own captivity and torture. Gyda would surely treat him more kindly than Solvi Sea King had his father. “As I am your prisoner, beautiful Princess Gyda. Do you want to bind me, or am I your guest, protected by hospitality and guest right?”


“My guest,” said Gyda, hesitating slightly. She worried her lower lip with her teeth, a human gesture that made Einar’s pulse jump. She feared something—something more than Einar’s arrival. “As my guest,” she said, “you may not do murder within my walls, no matter who you find here.”


“Should I want to?” Einar asked quietly. “Perhaps you should make me prisoner, if there is someone here who needs killing.”


Gyda gave him a measuring look. “Perhaps you are right,” she said. She signaled to one of her men, who handed her a leather rope. She took Einar’s hands in hers for a moment, and he felt the calluses on her palms, before she looped the rope around his wrists and tied them. She slipped a finger underneath to test the tightness of the bonds, and he shivered. “Come with me,” she said.


He followed her down the slope and into the fort, fussing with the tie around his wrists until he found the place where Gyda had tucked an end under. She had not even bid her men take his or his companions’ swords. He exchanged a glance with Bakur, who looked amused. He hoped Bakur’s and Uffi’s bonds were as loose.


The fort’s walls kept out the wind from the plain, so it was much warmer once they descended the inside slope. The town, enclosed by an earthwork circle, reminded Einar of Harald’s northern capital, Nidaros—a self-contained world, with artisans’ buildings and sheds for animals ranged around a central hall.


Three warriors sat outside in the sun, away from the other groups of men. One was repairing leather armor, another sharpening his sword, and the third restringing a bow. They looked different from the men who had accompanied Gyda to the wall, more weathered, and with unkempt hair.


“You overstay your welcome, Ottar,” Gyda said contemptuously. “When is my betrothed, Frode, returning?” Einar’s stomach turned over. She was betrothed—he had indeed come into a trap and might now die with her when Harald came to take his revenge.


“A few days,” said Ottar, who had been rubbing his sword with a cloth. Bakur touched his shoulder to Einar’s. Einar glanced down at his hands and saw that the binding lay loosely upon them, and the only thing holding his wrists together was his own will.


“Who are they?” asked another one of the men, gesturing toward Einar and his men.


“Messengers from Harald Tanglehair,” said Gyda. “He says he has fulfilled his oath and come to take me as his bride.”


The three men laughed. “An insult only to send three messengers,” said Ottar. “We can kill them easily, especially since they are bound.”


“Is not a messenger sacred to the gods?” Gyda asked.


“My neck is sacred to me,” said Ottar. He laid down his polishing cloth and advanced toward Einar, holding his sword. “They are young and handsome—the gods will like them.”


Einar swallowed and flexed his hands. Had Gyda predicted Ottar’s reaction and left Einar and his men free for this purpose? He would have to move swiftly and time his attack well. Bakur lunged first, before even drawing his sword, and rolled to earth as Ottar slashed at him. In the moment Bakur had given him, Einar let the rope fall from his hands and drew his sword, slashing into Ottar’s neck before he had time to realize Einar was a threat.


The other two of Frode’s men drew their weapons and advanced on Einar and his guards. For a moment, the five of them circled one another around the body on the ground, but then Uffi made a feint over it, and when his opponent lunged, Bakur stepped in to kill him.


When the third man realized that none of Gyda’s warriors were going to save him, he took off running toward the wall. Einar caught up to him as he scrabbled up it and wrestled him to the ground. Bakur joined him and helped Einar pin him, then offered Einar the same length of rope that had been used to secure his hands. Einar bound him and brought him back to where his fellows lay slain.


“Traitorous woman,” their captive spat at Gyda.


“Tie him well,” said Gyda to her men. “Put him and his fellows in the empty barn, where he can think about his loyalties.”


Einar felt shaky from the sudden fight, swiftly begun and swiftly finished. “What about your loyalties, my lady?” he asked. They had done as it seemed she wished, but she could easily add three more corpses to the pile.


“Come into my hall, eat, drink, and be my guests,” she said.


“Where is this Frode, your betrothed?” Einar asked.


“He will be a few more days in the foothills, checking his traps,” said Gyda. “Time enough to decide what is to be done. I am certain we can all come to an understanding.”


“How, my queen?” Einar asked. “You have betrayed King Harald.”


Gyda smiled at him. “Does your Harald Tanglehair want his most famous queen, the one for whom he swore to conquer Norway, to die a rebel, or live a legend, as his wife? You can choose, Einar Ragnvaldsson, and prosper or perish by your choice.”
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AS ALDI’S SHIP PUSHED OFF FROM THE SHORE, ROLLI KICKED at a tussock of sea grass until he uprooted it. Freydis’s cat, Torfa, crawled behind her legs, and Freydis wished she could hide as easily.


“It was an honest mistake,” Rolli cried. “I was trying to protect the coast, and keep thieves from my father’s ships.”


Hallbjorn paced next to him. “Aldi will find your father in Vestfold and then we will be outlawed—or worse,” he said. He had begun to look less like Einar to Freydis; he had broader, sloping shoulders, compared with Einar’s leanness, and she had never heard Einar speak in that querulous tone. Freydis wished more than ever that she had some of Einar’s self-control. He would know what to do, other than fight back tears.


Rolli set his jaw. His face usually wore an eager, happy expression, and seriousness sat oddly upon it. “My father will see that I was only trying to help.”


Hallbjorn rolled his eyes. “I’m sure that will make up for the death of Aldi’s son,” he said.


“My father is the most important man in Norway.” Rolli kicked another tuft of grass.


“So perhaps he will spare you,” said Hallbjorn bitterly, “and punish me in your stead.”


Rolli looked confused. “But I killed Kolbrand. I will tell him the truth.”


“Do you think that will matter to him?” Hallbjorn asked. “He’s always wanted an excuse to be rid of me. I will be outlawed, and then? How long do you think I will have before he sends someone after me to kill me? Perhaps he will give the task to Sigurd.”


“Sigurd would never—he is your half-brother,” Rolli protested.


“Arnfast then,” said Hallbjorn, “or any of a hundred men who want your father’s favor. I would not make it past the barrier islands.”


Rolli stopped his destruction of the grasses and looked at Hallbjorn with concern.


“We can’t go to him,” Hallbjorn continued. “At least not now. We should sail south and sell off all the witnesses as slaves.” Hallbjorn glanced at Freydis and gave her a conspiratorial smile that she hoped meant he did not plan to sell her. But he had dislocated her shoulder. That look might mean anything.


“We can sell off this ship too,” said Hallbjorn. “Then none will know what we’ve done or where we’ve gone.”


Freydis swallowed. Her throat was dry. If her mother were here, she would have found a solution already, something to make skalds sing of her. “I will speak for you,” she said softly to Rolli. “I will tell Uncle Ragnvald that you were trying to save me.”


“That might work,” said Rolli. “Don’t you think, Hallbjorn? I think it might work.”


“You will still pay a great wergild for killing Aldi’s son,” said Hallbjorn. “If you return with gold, it will be better—and you can sell this ship and these people.”


“Won’t that make it worse?” Freydis cried.


“What do you know?” Rolli asked. “You’re just a girl.”


“She is the daughter of the great sea queen Svanhild,” said Hallbjorn. “What should we do, Freydis? Freydis Svanhildsdatter?”


A child was only called by her mother’s name if her father was unknown, and Freydis’s father was Solvi Hunthiofsson, upon whom all raids of the Norse coast were blamed, so often that Freydis sometimes thought him more of a trickster spirit than a man.


“My father,” she said hesitantly. She had never met him. She cleared her throat and spoke more firmly. Her words had saved Dota. They might have power now as well. “Let us go to my father, the great viking Solvi Hunthiofsson in Iceland. You can raid with him, and then go home rich.”


“Iceland? How do you know he is there?” Hallbjorn asked her.


Freydis flushed—she did not know where Solvi was, but she had a better chance of being rescued on that journey than if they sailed south. “He is my father,” she said.


“Solvi Klofe,” said Hallbjorn. “Solvi Sea King. Yes, this could save us.” He paced back and forth.


“Solvi is my father’s enemy,” Rolli protested. “He tortured him.” He twisted his fingers together in an echo of a gesture his father often made. Freydis had heard the whispered stories—King Ragnvald had broken under Solvi’s torture. It had made Freydis fear her father, since she knew of no man tougher than her uncle.


“So no one will think to look for us there,” said Hallbjorn. “Solvi will help us for the sake of his daughter. And when you return wealthy, you can buy off Aldi and anyone else who troubles you.”


“It is a thin chance,” said Rolli.


“No, it is the best chance,” said Hallbjorn. “Why did we set out if not for this? Do you really want to go back to Tafjord, or to Vestfold, and live in your brothers’ shadows for the next ten years?”


Freydis almost smiled at that; Rolli was too large to live in anyone’s shadow.


“How will we get there?” Rolli asked. “We have no sailors who know how to cross the open sea.”


Freydis had not thought of that; she had only wanted to do what her mother would have done. “News will not travel too swiftly for us to go to Nidaros and find a captain bound for Iceland,” she suggested, speaking before she could second-guess herself. “We should go there first.”


“This girl knows a few things,” said Hallbjorn approvingly.


“This girl wants to be rescued,” said one of Rolli’s men—a boy called Arn whom Freydis knew from Tafjord. “She thinks she’s important.”


“She is important,” said Rolli. “None will harm her.”


“Unless she means to testify against us,” said Arn. “Women are treacherous.” Freydis frowned at him, wondering what she had done to make him dislike her.


Rolli shrugged. “Aldi has sailed away with more than enough witnesses,” he said.


“We can’t go to Nidaros,” said Hallbjorn. “We may be captured. But we can follow a ship bound for Iceland. That is a good thought. We will wait outside Trondheim Fjord until we find one.”
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NEAR AN ISLAND in the entrance to Trondheim Fjord, a wide-bellied merchant ship wallowed through the waves, riding low in the water, its sail too small for the weight of the cargo it carried. Rolli’s smaller ship caught up to it while Hallbjorn, piloting Aldi’s stolen ship, followed behind. They chased the merchant onto the island, where he accepted a trade: his life and some of his goods for a larger sail and an escort to Iceland.


While the merchant replaced his sail and Rolli and Hallbjorn redistributed his goods, Freydis kept watch back toward the broad opening of Trondheim Fjord, hoping for a ship to turn and rescue her.


A few of Aldi’s captured men tried to escape, but Rolli and Hallbjorn killed the two instigators, and then two more who complained about their deaths, after which the remaining ten resigned themselves to the journey. Hallbjorn left the four bodies rocking in the shallows during a dinner of spitted shorebird and hard rye bread softened in ale. Freydis could not make herself eat with the dead so close by.


She gave her food to Rolli and said, “Aldi’s men must be buried, or they will follow us.” She felt she had the fates’ attention here, for Hallbjorn and Rolli had followed every suggestion she made. If only she could convince them to take her home, but she knew her power would not go that far.


Arn sneered at her. “Don’t listen to this foolish girl. Slaves don’t deserve a burial.”


Rolli shifted uncomfortably. “She has been trained by my father’s concubine, Alfrith, who is a great sorceress.”


Hallbjorn gave Freydis a measuring look. “What should we do, young Freydis? Do you know the spells to keep them from following us?”


Freydis nodded. “I will need help,” she said. She gave Hallbjorn her instructions, and he found four men to help move the bodies inland and dig graves for them. Freydis had known them a little in Sogn, but she could think of no words to say beyond the ritual prayers of peace and farewell. What rest could they find here, on this bare strip of sand?


Still, she touched their cold, wet eyelids to stop their sight. She tied strips of cloth torn from her under-dress around their heads to keep their mouths closed. She instructed the men to bury them with their feet facing inland, so if they did try to follow the ships, they would be confused.


The next day they set sail, and Freydis watched the four mounds recede into the distance behind them. Rolli’s ship was lightly crewed, and Freydis feared it would be capsized by one of the gusts that kept trying to steal her head scarf, leaving her entirely in Hallbjorn’s power.


She often caught Hallbjorn looking at her, and she looked away, blushing. She did not see why her eyes always landed upon him—he was taller and more handsome than the other men, and he did look a little like Einar, but she was no Dota, to think of nothing besides men and marriage. And he was cruel—her torn scalp and aching shoulder reminded her of that often.


On the second day she grew bored of watching open water go by and took out her weaving. Hallbjorn sat down next to her, sending her cat fleeing under the rowing benches.


“What are you making?” Hallbjorn asked.


“It was to be a ribbon for Princess Gyda,” she said glumly.


“Come now, little Freydis, is this not better than a dull trip to Vestfold?” Hallbjorn asked. “To wait upon King Harald and praise him? How can Svanhild’s daughter not crave adventure?”


“I am not my mother,” said Freydis stiffly. If she had a daughter, she would keep her by her side, not abandon her to relatives who shuffled her from one farm to another like a piece of livestock.


“No, you are far prettier than she,” said Hallbjorn, shifting closer to her.


He touched her hand as she twisted the cards for her weaving. “I regret hurting you. Tell me you forgive me.”


“I forgive you,” she said flatly. She did not see how she could say otherwise.


“You don’t, not yet,” he said, with certainty in his voice, “but this will be a long journey. You will like me by the end.”


“Not so long,” she countered. “We will see land soon.” She kept her eyes on his feet, which were clad in shapeless boat shoes that made the bones of his ankles look oddly delicate.


“Why do you say that?” Hallbjorn asked.


“The birds,” she said, pointing at the black shapes in the sky. “The merchant ship follows them toward land, and we follow it.”


Hallbjorn put a hand to her chin and lifted her face so she had to look at him. “I thought you might be simple when I first came to Tafjord, for you spoke so little, but here I find you are a beauty who can heal broken bones, placate angry spirits, and knows something of sea navigation. What other surprises are you hiding?”


Freydis glanced around to see if any of Hallbjorn’s men noticed them. When he had given her too much attention at Tafjord, she had only thought he meant to mock her. Was he so desperate for a woman, any woman, that he would pursue a girl child only just blooded, far too young for marriage?


“Please let me do my weaving,” she said.


“Do I distract you?” Hallbjorn asked.


Freydis shook her head and refused to look at him until he left her alone.
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ANOTHER DAY OF strong winds brought the ships to the Orkney Islands. Since Harald’s victory at Hafrsfjord, when Freydis was only a baby, the islands had become a haunt for the vikings and sea kings who could no longer make a home on the Norse coast. Perhaps she would find Solvi here instead of in Iceland.


The merchant approached through a gap between islands, sailing toward a rocky shore flanked by high hills and cliffs. Many Orkneymen stopped their work to look down at the ships as they beached, and Freydis’s skin itched from having so many eyes upon her. Her mother would have counseled that they find another approach, and make landfall in a hidden cove. From there they could send scouts before exposing themselves.


Lush grass covered the island’s upper hills, an even greenness broken by only a few scrubby trees and larger hummocks that were set in a regular pattern up the slope. Freydis could discern no buildings until she saw a small figure in homespun emerging from one of the hummocks.


Now the landscape resolved itself into an order she could understand. One of the larger turf houses could likely shelter fifty people, and was surrounded by smaller turf outbuildings. The narrow lines in the slopes were lichen- and bramble-covered rock walls. Sheep grazed among them. It was the scale that had confused Freydis, at once too large and too small, the cliffs rising as high as the fjord walls at home, but not set against the backdrop of mountain and forest. How could spirits live here with so little shelter?


More men sat on rocks near the shore, clad in armor and wearing swords. They did not appear threatening, but their posture showed a casual alertness that could turn to attack in a moment. One man grabbed the line that Rolli threw down, and pulled the ship up onto the shore as far as the strength of one man could take it. Rolli jumped down into the shallows. On seeing Rolli’s size, the man took a few steps back, his hand at his sword. Rolli stepped forward to loom over him, Hallbjorn at his side.


“I am Rolli Ragnvaldsson, and this is Hallbjorn Olafsson,” said Rolli. “Tell your master we have arrived.”


“Will he care?” asked another man, who had come to join the first.


“He will,” said Rolli. “I am the son of King Ragnvald of Maer.”


“And I am Hallbjorn Olafsson,” said Hallbjorn. “We come seeking hospitality, with no ill intentions, carrying slaves and trade goods to sell, and news from Norway.”
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