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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Book One


The Finns




I


Wind snarled and skirled. Smoke from the longfire eddied bitter on its way upward, hazing lamps throughout the hall. Shadows flickered. They seemed to bring the carvings on pillars and wainscots to uneasy life. Nightfall came fast at the end of these shortening days. Soon there would be nothing but night.


“Go find the knife before high tide bears it off,” Father told Seija. “It’s a good blade. I’d hate to lose it.”


“I—maybe no can,” she said in her broken Norse.


Father grinned. “You can try. Don’t you Finns have witch-sight?”


Already his mood was better. He had cuffed the thrall who forgetfully left the tool behind at sunset after having cleaned some fish down by the water. With kicks he had sent the wretch stumbling toward the byre, where bondsmen slept among cows. That cooled his wrath.


“I try,” Seija muttered. She could ill say no, a mere woods-runner lately brought to Ulfgard for Father to bed.


Nonetheless, new and strange, she had caught Gunnhild’s eager heed. “I’ll go too!” the girl cried.


Mother half rose from the high seat she shared with Father. “You will not,” she answered. “A child of seven winters? A granddaughter of Rögnvald Jarl, trotting after a Finn? Hush your witlessness.”


“I would know better,” said brother Eyvind loftily. “Unless, of course, a foe was upon us.”


Gunnhild stamped her foot on the clay floor. “I will; I will.”


Özur grinned anew, wryly now. “It’s not worth a fight, as headstrong as you are,” he deemed. “Take a warm cloak and keep dry, or I shall be angry. Yngvar, watch her.”


The man nodded and went for his own cloak and a spear. Kraka leaned back with a sigh. She was a haughty one, whose husband mostly let her do what she wanted to, but she had learned not to gainsay him.


The three passed through entryroom and door. Gunnhild stopped on the flagstones. Wind yelled. Astounded, she let go of her woolen mantle. It flapped back like wings. “O-o-oh,” she breathed.


The sky was a storm of northlights. They shuddered and billowed, huge frost-cold banners and sails, whiteness streaked with ice blue, flame red, cat’s-eye green. Their silence scorned every noise of earth. A few stars glimmered low and lonely southward.


Seija stretched forth an arm from her wrap. Her fingers writhed. Through the wind Gunnhild heard her sing, a high wailing in her unknown tongue.


“What’s that?” asked the girl. Chill bit. She gathered her garb close.


“I make safe. Ghosts dance. Many strong ghosts.”


Gunnhild had seen northlights before, though none like these. “I heard—Father told us—it’s the watchfires of the gods.”


“Troll-fires, I think,” growled Yngvar. He drew the sign of the Hammer.


Seija stilled her spellcraft and led the way down the path from the hall and its outbuildings. While no moon was aloft, one could see almost clearly. They reached the strand. The woman walked to and fro, hunched, head bent so that the cowl made her faceless, casting about. Maybe she whispered. Tide had washed away the fish guts and scales that would have helped. Only a narrow stretch of cobbles was left, sheening wet. Kelp sprawled in swart heaps and ropes. The wind scattered its sharp smell.


Gunnhild stayed beside Yngvar. Awe rolled over her.


Behind, the bank lifted steeply to where the roof of the hall loomed black, with ridges and crests hoar beyond. On her right the wharf jutted alongside the ship-house, two darknesses. Nighted likewise were the heights across the inlet. Even here, waves ran wild, spume blowing off their manes, stones grinding underneath. They broke a ways off. The water then rushed at the land, poured back with a hollow roar, and came again, farther each time. Peering past this as the wind lashed tears from her eyes, she saw the open fjord gone berserk, outward to the sea. Northlight shimmered and flashed over it.


A thrilling passed through Gunnhild. The mightiness!


Seija halted. She took off her cloak, weighted it with her shoes, raised her skirt, and waded out. The flow dashed halfway to her knees. Spindrift flew, a salt rain. She bent down to grope. After a little, she straightened. Something gleamed in her hand. She went ashore. Drenched, her gown clung to a short, sturdy frame. Running to meet her, Gunnhild saw that she held a bone-hafted knife, surely the knife. “We go home,” she said.


Gunnhild stood wondersmitten. Witch-sight indeed? Yet the woman shivered with cold and the night dwarfed her.


A fire-streak lanced into the sea. Gunnhild gasped. She had never beheld a falling star so lightninglike ablaze.


“There Odin cast his spear.” Yngvar’s voice was not altogether steady. Did he believe what he said? At the end of the world, all the stars will fall from heaven.


Seija sang a stave. What did she think? She made for the path. At the top waited warm earthly fire. Gunnhild lingered till Yngvar urged her along. She wanted to show the Beings who raved abroad that she was not afraid. She would not let herself be afraid.




II


Spring had come, sunshine that melted snow till streams brawled down mountainsides, hasty rains, skies full of homebound wanderbirds, suddenly greenness everywhere, blossoms, sweet breezes, the promise of long days, light nights, and midsummer, when for a while there would be no night at all. In clear weather the fjord glittered as if Ran’s daughters had strewn silver dust.


Over the rim of sight hove three ships. Folk shouted and milled about. Gunnhild sped to an outlook near the garth, half hidden by two pine trees. It was atop the grass-grown barrow of the Forefather, and forbidden, but she didn’t think Ulf the Old would be angered. He got his offerings, he had never walked, and thus far he had kept other bogles away from the steading.


What she saw stabbed her with loveliness. Those were nothing like Father’s broad-beamed, tarry knarr. Lean hulls flew through the waves, twenty or more pairs of oars driving each. Stems and sterns swept upward like swans’ necks or snakes about to strike. The hues of the paint might have been stolen from the rainbow, but gleamed more bright. Sunbeams flared off helmets and spearheads. She thought giddily that they beckoned to her.


Two masts lay in their brackets, for the wind was low. The one on the leader was standing, though sailless, to bear a white shield. As the craft drew closer Gunnhild spied a dragon head on the little foredeck, dismounted. She had heard that these were tokens of peace.


Even so, Father called on his men to take arms and follow him to the strand. They were the half score who had work around here today. Others who would have rallied were elsewhere, fishing, sealing, or readying their farms for the season. Tough warriors at need, they could not hold off the strangers; but while they died, the women, children, and lesser housefolk could flee into the woods.


The first crew neared the wharf, backed water, and lay still. Hails passed between ship and shore. The Ulfgard men lowered their spears. The sailors hung their shields on the bulwarks, another heartcatching sight.


Gunnhild should have been in the hall. She scampered to the path and down with the fleetness that ten winters had given her.


The ship was pulled alongside the wharf and made fast, taking up nearly all the room. The rest grounded. From the first sprang a man, to clasp hands with Father. Gunnhild gasped. Never had she seen his like.


He was young, tall, broad-shouldered, lithe. His face was sharply cut on a long, narrow head, eyes a bleached and whetted blue, hair and close-cropped beard golden against fair skin that sea-light had washed with bronze. He must have changed clothes aboard, for his tunic was richly embroidered and trimmed with marten, the breeks green worsted, the shoes white kid. A sword hung at his left shoulder. He would have no use of it today, Gunnhild thought, but his weapons would always be near him.


“Greetings, Özur Thorsteinsson.” His voice rang. “I’ve often heard of you, and looked forward to this day.”


“And I know of you, Eirik Haraldsson,” said Father. “Welcome. I’ve hoped you’d call on us.” To his men crowding around: “Here we have a son of King Harald Fairhair.”


They gaped and mumbled. Gunnhild wondered how much of Father’s speech was shrewd guesswork. Trading afar, he must have heard many things and learned how to put them together.


One would not think him wily, from his looks. He was big, burly, beginning to grow a potbelly. His face was blunt and red, the full black beard oddly spotted with ruddiness. Under his hastily donned coat of mail and its padding were the soiled garments of work. But he dealt ably in his cargoes of pelts, walrus and narwhal tusk, walrus-hide rospe; his coin-hoard swelled further each time he came back from the southern markets. Although at home he went whaling or hunting across the highlands both summer and winter, he also oversaw the farm, gave judgments between men that they agreed were good law, and sometimes cast runes.


“No other lord would likely guest in the high North,” he went on, “but now that your father’s set you over Haalogaland, you’d want to see more of it. Had you sent word ahead, a feast would be waiting.”


Eirik grinned. “As was, you husked yourself for an onslaught?”


“Well, one is never quite sure.”


“You need not have feared. It’s been years since my father quelled the last


Norse who raided in Norway, together with those dwelling in the Western Islands.”


Özur bristled the least bit. “I was not afraid.”


“No, no,” Eirik said quickly. “I did not mean that. All know you’re a bold man.”


“Belike you know as well that I often went in viking myself when I was younger.” Each slow word fell like a hammer driving a nail. “These years I mostly sail in trade down to the Thraandlaw, but now and then farther.”


Eirik nodded. “Yes, I said I’ve heard much about you, a great seafarer, landholder, and hersir.” Thus he acknowledged Özur as a chieftain born to the rank.


“You understand, then, that your father’s grip on these parts is as yet loose. I speak not to dishonor, only frankly. We must look to ourselves. That’s why we took a stand, till we were sure of who you were.”


Eirik eased. Nothing untoward had been uttered on either side. However, he still talked as warily as a man walks on thin ice. “We’re bound past North Cape to the White Sea. There we’ll raid the Bjarmalanders or maybe trade with them now and then. But I wanted to meet with you, ask about things, and of course show you friendship, my own and the king’s.”


Özur laughed. “Good! But I’m a shabby host, to keep you at the dock. Come.” He took Eirik’s arm. “We’ll do what we can for you today. By tomorrow there should be quarters ashore for all your crews, and a feast that goes on for as many days as you wish to stay.’


Gunnhild could almost hear his whirring thoughts. His workers would furnish booths, clear outbuildings, and spread clean straw, for the sleeping of those men who overflowed from the hall. Besides slaughtering beasts and breaking out dried and salted food, he’d send to farms around the neighborhood for swine and kine. Enough ale should be on hand. Harvests were skimpy, some barley and oats but mostly hay for the livestock. Folk lived off their herds, the woods, and the sea. However, Özur always kept full casks.


The Ulfgard men mingled with the newcomers, who had now swarmed off their ships. Talk buzzed. They spoke their words more softly in the South, Gunnhild heard while her heart pounded. And so many of them, bursting in on the same old faces as sunlight bursts through a leaden overcast!


Father and Eirik Kingsson started up the path. The rest straggled behind, busily chattering. She went along offside, over rocks and tussocks. It was seemly for a goat, not for a wellborn girl. Father frowned at her, then shrugged. His mouth bent a bit upward. Of his children by Mother, those who had lived, he was sterner with her brothers than with her. It was Mother who kept telling Gunnhild what she must and must not do.


About his by-blows she knew little, nor cared. Most had belike died small, as most small children did. The others had gone into the household or Finntribe of whoever wed their mothers: each of them a pair of hands for the work of staying alive.


The path opened onto the garth, which filled its patch of level ground. Earth lay muddy, churned, puddles ruffled by the slight wind, but flagstones made walkways. Near the byre, a dungheap steamed into air that woodsmoke likewise touched. The buildings formed a square, linked by wattle fencing: barn, stalls, sheds, workshop, bathhouse, made of turf with a few timbers. Two wagons waited, one for muck, one for everything else. Winter had dwindled the stacks of firewood and hay. Behind were pens for cattle, sheep, pigs, and reindeer, when they were not out foraging. Ducks, geese, and chickens strayed free.


The hall lay on the south side. Its walls were of upright split logs, rounded outward, painted black under red runes and beasts that warded off nightgangers. A few windows, covered with thin-scraped gut, let in some daylight when their shutters, on the inside, stood open. The hogbacked roof was sod, newly green with moss and sprouting grass, bolstered by slanting baulks. Smoke blew tattered from holes at the ridge.


Women, children, hirelings, thralls bustled about, in upheaval at this guesting. Hounds barked and bayed. A flight of crows took to their swart wings, harshly jeering. Behind rose birchwood, and the hillsides, where scrub and dwarf willow struggled amidst lichenous boulders, and the mountains. Cloudfluff drifted white through a boundless blue. Down below sheened the fjord.


Gunnhild wriggled through the crowd, close behind Father and Eirik. Mother met them at the front door. Seeing that there was no threat, she had donned good clothes, if not her best-pleated linen gown; panels fore and aft, caught by a silver brooch at either shoulder; amber beads between them; a headcloth over the heavy coils of her hair, which had been the hue of the amber until gray crept in. The keys of the household clinked at her belt. She was a comely woman, tall and well shaped, with a straightforward blue gaze. Lately, though, she was losing weight, and a flush mottled the jutting cheekbones.


“Greeting, Eirik Haraldsson,” she said aloofly. Word had sped beforehand on the feet of a boy. “I hight Kraka, wife to Özur, and make you welcome of our house.” She beckoned. “These be our sons.” Yellow-haired Aalf and redhaired, freckled Eyvind trod gawkily forth, said what they could, and withdrew to stare.


Kraka barely glanced at Gunnhild. Wrath rushed hot and cold through the girl. Yes, she had been unladylike, but was she to be nameless before the king’s shining son?


She swallowed it. One way or another, she would make herself known to him.


“I have heard of you, lady,” Eirik was saying. “You are a daughter of Rögnvald Eysteinsson, who was the jarl of North Moerr and headman over Raumsdalr, are you not?”


“I am.” Her answer sounded stiff. Her mother had been a leman her father had for a while—of good yeoman stock, but when Özur Dapplebeard came and asked for the maiden’s hand, the jarl must have reckoned that this was as well as he could do. Not that it was a bad thought, making ties with a hersir in the North.


She coughed. Gunnhild heard how she gulped rather than spat.


Eirik gave her his steely smile. “Ever was your father a staunch friend of mine,” he said, “and for this he had honor and gain.”


Kraka nodded grudgingly. “Yes, that is true.”


Eirik went straight ahead. “It’s also true that my father outlawed Rögnvald’s son Walking Hrolf for a strand-hewing in Norway. But everybody has heard how well Hrolf did for himself in the West.


“And it’s true that two of my half-brothers burned your father. But one is since dead, and my father King Harald sent the other away. He made your brother Thorir jarl of Moerr and gave him his own daughter Aalof to wife.”


Then Kraka smiled too. She knew this well, but for Eirik to set it forth before her household was to offer goodwill and respect. It meant still more coming from one with a name for being grim and toplofty. Of course, he’d have it in mind that a jarl ranked second only to a king. “Let me bring you your first horn of mead, before I try to make your first meal among us worthy of you,” she said.


Gunnhild did not slip free of helping with that. But throughout the work she looked, listened, and thought. The thinking went on that night and the next day and afterward.


Eirik’s crews were a lusty, noisy lot. She heard many boasts from them, not only about themselves but him. He was twelve winters old when his father let him go in viking. He, the king’s most beloved son, had ranged over the Baltic, the North, the Irish, and the White Seas, to Wendland, Denmark, Friesland, Saxland, Scotland, England, Wales, Ireland, France, Finnmörk, Bjarmaland—sometimes trading, oftener fighting, looting, burning, bringing home rich booty of goods, with captives for sale. Gunnhild recalled tales her own father had told of his own raidings. They paled beside these. Her heart beat high.


Meanwhile thralls shambled past on their lowly tasks, broken men, unkempt women soon used up. Özur was no more harsh with them than needful, but they got somewhat less kindness from him than his horses did. A few times at the midwinter offerings, when the year had been bad, he had given Odin one that was no longer strong, hanged on a tree at the halidom. Free workers, taken in from poor homes that could not keep them, were a little better off. And Özur did rather well by his foremen, and in a gruff way by those he called his tame Finns, whose skills furthered his hunting, whaling, and sealing. But their lives were so meager, as were the lives of all crofters, smallholders, and fishers—huddled in sod huts, breaking their hands in toil on gaunt fields or on the oars of boats that often never came back. Always they went in dread of hunger, storm, sickness; and Father himself had wondered today if vikings were upon him.


How handsome Eirik was, how splendid his garb and gear, how lordly his ways! He had nothing to fear; let the world fear him. What wealth must fill his houses—besides gold and other fine things, warriors, skalds, traders, outlanders, newness from everywhere! What was Ulfgard but a forgotten beggarly outpost?


Come the feast, host and guest would vie in giving gifts. She knew Father’s could not match Eirik’s.


Maybe Eirik had a skald with him, who would make a poem in Father’s honor. How empty it would sound.


Gunnhild straightened. She nearly spilled the laden tray she was carrying. No, she thought, she would not become anyone’s underling, nor would she forever be a nobody.




III


Seija bore Özur no children. Whether this was by happenstance or her wish and lore went unasked. Folk looked on her as a spooky sort, best left alone. Kraka had soon said she would no longer have this witch in the hall. Özur yielded and ordered a dwelling made for her, well away from the garth. He set her to watch over the swine when these roamed fending for themselves in the warm half of the year. She was eerily good at that, seeming to know when and where anything went amiss. Meanwhile she grew leeks and herbs for herself and gathered roots, sedges, berries, and suchlike wild food. Bread, milk, and stockfish she got at the steading, where she did not otherwise come. Özur might bring a crock of ale along when he sought her, though after a while this was rather seldom. Gunnhild was there often.


Mother did not like that. Father allowed it when his daughter had no work on hand. At first he had asked what they two did. Gunnhild answered truthfully that Seija told tales from her homeland and taught her things about the use of herbs in cooking and healing. She did not speak of what else went on. It was nothing of weight, but he might have forbidden it as beneath her rank.


And now even a girl of thirteen should have been asleep. But this was high summer, when the sun slipped barely and briefly under the waters. Soon, for a short span, it would not set at all—midsummer, when everybody from everywhere came here. Then Özur’s land was a sprawling, brawling camp; the freemen met to settle things among each other, to swap yarns and wares, to handsel deals; at the halidom the balefire burned and blood flowed, whereafter the offerings were roasted and feasting began. Few slept much in the season of the light nights. Time enough for that when winter laid blackness upon them.


This evening Gunnhild could not, however hard she tried. At last she rose from her heap of sheepskins. The room was gloomy; she must fumble with clothes. The girls and unwed women who shared it—those who were not already outdoors—stirred in their dreams; straw ticks rustled dryly. In the long room, men snored on the benches. Father and Mother had a shut-bed past which she stole very softly. The doors were not latched, for anybody might have to go to the stoolhouse and a boy kept lookout above the fjord. As she left the garth for the woods, Gunnhild heard thumping, grunting, and panting in the bushes offside. She had done so before, and sometimes happened on the sight itself. This time the noise quickened her heart and heated her cheeks. She hastened onward.


A trail wound amidst birch and pine. Few of the trees were close together, though underbrush grew thickly. Sky reached well-nigh cloudless behind darkling needles and leaves that long, low-slanting sunbeams turned green-gold. Deeper in, the light was lost among shadows, through which the birches showed ghostly white. Moss on fallen trunks glistened wet and rich. The air lay cool but still full of noontide smells, flowers, earth, pine gum. Birds called. Squirrels darted fiery up the trees and chittered. Once, far off, something bellowed thunder-deeply—a bull aurochs?


The trail gave on a small clearing. A spring bubbled near a turf hut, hardly more than a den. Smoke sifted through the thatch roof, off a hearthstone whereon a fire smoldered banked. The door stood open on Seija’s belongings. They were poor and scant. She stood at an upright warp-weighted loom, for she wove wool given her and traded the cloth for a tool or a haunch of meat.


As swiftly aware as a cat, she sprang forth. The two halted, gazing, in search of words. Seija was short, full-formed, with a wide face, nose curving to a point, brown eyes, brown hair in braids. She could have covered her head like a wedded woman, but seldom did. Today her feet were bare, her garb a shift of faded blue wadmal.


“Greeting, child,” she said. Her Norse had become fairly good. “I’m always glad to see you.” She looked closely. “But you are troubled.”


Gunnhild gulped and nodded. “Mother—” She could not go on.


Seija waited.


“She’s worsening fast,” Gunnhild said in a rush. “Thin, hardly any strength, and she coughs up slime with blood in it. Father’s cast runes.” It being no holy thing, she had watched while he cut them on sticks, which he tossed so he could read how they fell. She had tried it herself when nobody was watching. “He says it bodes ill.”


Seija nodded. “I have heard. Once in a while I have seen. I’m sorry.” She did not say, “She has no love for me.” Kraka’s feeling was not hatred but scorn, with maybe the least unspoken and disowned touch of fear.


“Nothing has helped that we and two different wisewomen did. Can’t you?”


“She would not let me.”


“Oh, but if you could—”


The Finn-woman sighed. “I have no strong spellcraft. Only a few tricks. As often as not, they fail me.”


“You told me your brother was teaching you more.”


“Yes, we have women—” Seija searched for a word. “—somewhat like your spaewives that I’ve heard tell of. But I was taken too early from my Saami.”


“I have been thinking.” Gunnhild strove not to shiver. “That brother of yours off in Finnmörk, is he a great wizard?”


“If anyone is, Vuokko—”


Gunnhild broke in. “Why has Father never spoken of him?”


“Have you forgotten? Vuokko was not there. Your father sailed north—”


“Yes.” Gunnhild said it aloud, working to straighten out the jumble in her head. “I remember. The walrus and narwhal were few that year. He went after more. I, I’ve wondered if what he really wanted was the faring, after so long a while since he was last abroad.” She had come to know him.


And Özur had found some Finns, down from the woods to make a catch on behalf of their tribe. A maiden among them caught his eye.


A fresh chill went through Gunnhild. “Would your brother have stricken Father dead?”


“I think not. The vengeance afterward would have been frightful.”


Gunnhild twisted her mouth into a smile. “Anyhow, my father paid for you. Didn’t he?”


“Whether or not this was my father’s wish,” Seija said flatly.


“Was it yours?” Gunnhild had not asked such a question before. New tides and bewilderments had begun to rise in her.


“I have made the best of it.”


Seija looked off into the sun-flecks and shadows. Gunnhild could barely hear her. “But I dream of wandering free through the wide lakelands, with kin and friends and our own, olden ways. Sometimes I find mushrooms that help me dream. Of late, it has even seemed to me that—” Her words dwindled away.


“If we sent for your brother—” Gunnhild faltered.


Seija shook her head. “I don’t think they could find him and bring him here in time. And your mother might be unwilling to see him.” After a span, in which Gunnhild heard only the honeyed call of a cuckoo—what right had it to be so happy?—the Finn-woman said: “And she may well be beyond all help.”


The will of the norns stood not to be altered, Gunnhild thought. But that Mother, strong, beautiful Mother, should be hollowed out like this— It was horrible being helpless. “Tell me about him,” she well-nigh begged. “Tell me about your home.” Anything to make her forget.


Belike, in the mood that was upon her, that would be hurtful for Seija. Well, only Gunnhild ever sought her out for more than a swiving. Let her repay.


Seija smiled sadly. “As you wish. As you have need of.” She waved at a log. “Be seated. Would you like some bread or a bowl of curds?”


In a while they were side by side. Seija soon fell into her own tongue. Gunnhild did likewise. Over the years she had picked up knowledge of it. Father said it might come in handy. He did not have much of it himself, mainly from his dealings, though his mother’s mother had been a Finn-woman. Neither Aalf nor Eyvind could be bothered to learn.


What Father had not heard about was the bits of witchcraft his daughter also gained.




IV


Summer waned; days shortened; the first sallowness stole over birch leaves; often at sunrise hoarfrost glimmered on the ground. Fields lay harvested, and on every threshing floor a young woman had held the Old Woman, the last sheaf, in her arms while the workers danced and shouted in a ring around her. Slaughter-time was not yet, but nuts and berries were thickly ripe in the woods, where stags bawled and clashed. When the moon rose full it lingered late, beckoning hunters.


This year, for some days, a hunt more earnest went out from Ulfgard. A crofter of Özur’s had been found slain with his wife and two children, the house robbed of such of its scanty goods as could easily be carried away, together with foodstock, fowl, and flesh off the one cow. When Özur heard, from another tenant who happened by soon afterward, he went straight to the lonely little steading, looked it narrowly over with a tracker’s eye, and cast runes. He himself was among the men who sought forth with hounds, scouring after the ill-doers.


“I have a good guess who they are,” he said. “It began three years ago and well inland from here, but word passed widely around. The brothers Kol and Mörd dwelt by themselves, because they were surly and threatful and nobody could get along with them. When they slew a neighbor for no rightful cause and would not pay for him, they were outlawed. Every man’s hand being against them, they must needs flee into the wilderness. Since then they’ve skulked about, stealing or worse at outlying garths, too woods-crafty to chase down. I didn’t think they’d ever come this far. Belike the folk yonder have, at last, been closing in on them, and they’re trying elsewhere.” He laughed. “Let’s hope that was unwise of them.”


To Gunnhild it was at first thrilling. But when again and again the search bands trudged home with naught to say, she cared less and less. As a girl, she knew hardly more than what she overheard, or what Aalf and Eyvind flauntingly told her. This soon ran to “Yes, we must have frightened them off.” Then her father ended the hunt. There was, after all, much else to do. She barely marked it when he swore that poor Gisli would nonetheless not lie unavenged, and gave no heed when he spoke aside, quietly, with men of his whom he trusted. Cloverbee, the cat she thought of as hers, had had kittens. Two were let live, and they were weanling. That was something near to her, unlike the dull round of her duties.


So on a brisk morning she left the hall with one in her arms and started across the yard. It nestled close, a fuzzy brindled ball that sometimes ticklingly licked her wrist. As she passed the fence gate, her father’s man Yngvar strode to her side. “Where are you bound, young lady?” he asked.


“To see my friend Seija,” Gunnhild answered. “It’s been a long while.”


“We’d not have allowed you to, with those cutthroats in the neighborhood.”


She had not thought about that. The knowledge shocked into her. She gasped. “Then why was she left there all alone?”


Yngvar shrugged. “It wasn’t likely they’d come so near us while we were after them. And having her in sight would do your sick mother no good.” His look went stern. “Our hunt did find signs that they haven’t yet gone far. Keep away from the woods.”


Seething, Gunnhild stiffened. “Can you forbid me?” Özur was fishing on the fjord and Kraka slept heavily after a bad night.


“I’ll take that on myself, yes.”


“Send a man along with me, if you’re afraid.”


Yngvar stood for a bit unspeaking before he shook his head. “No. We—we can’t spare any.”


“That’s silly, this time of year. And don’t think I haven’t seen how somebody, man or boy, is always elsewhere.” Coming home closemouthed too. She’d not asked about it, for such things were not women’s business unless they were told. Now she wished she had made it hers.


“Keeping his eyes open. If you go, you’ll be turned back.” Yngvar smiled. “Wouldn’t you liefer I did that, between the two of us, than a lowly lout?”


Gunnhild sniffed and stalked from him.


Sheer foolishness, she thought in wrath. And cowardly. How had this been for Seija, with news of what was going on and only the herd of swine on hand? Gunnhild would not yield to it. But she must be cunning. A woman always must, if she wanted to keep any will of her own.


She walked three times around the garth as though working off her anger and then to Ulf’s barrow as though to sit at its foot and sulk. Nobody seemed to be watching. On the far side of the mound, the two pine trees hid her. The ground beyond was only grass-grown, and beyond it was a stubblefield. But everything stretched empty. She reached a neck of the woods and slipped into its shelter. Thence she made her way through undergrowth, at which she had won skill, until she found the path she wanted.


The hut lay peaceful amidst wind and restless light, door open. “Hallo,” Gunnhild called. She jumped down over the threshold into its half-underground room. The fire glowed dull red, banked, beneath sudden duskiness. Seija stood at her loom. She started, with a thrall’s wariness, before she saw who was here and said, “You! Welcome!”


“How have you been?” blurted Gunnhild.


“I’ve missed you, dear. Come, sit. Will you eat, will you drink?”


“I should have— Well, they wouldn’t have let me. Haven’t you been afraid?”


“Not greatly. I can’t fear much anymore.” Seija brightened. “And now I have a guard.”


“What? Where?”


“When they gave up the hunt for the outlaws, your father had a blind made in a thicket nearby. A lad stays in it, turn by turn. If he sees them, he’ll run and bring help. You haven’t heard?”


“No, nothing was said about it.” Gunnhild’s wonderment at that gave way to another question. “But he’d have seen me come too, and, and Yngvar said I’d be sent back.”


“You got by him, then.” Seija snickered. “I daresay he went aside to squat.” Misgiving stirred. “He will see you come out.”


Gunnhild tossed her head. “I’ll tell him that if he tells anybody, I’ll make him rue it.” Her father might learn anyhow, but if so, she’d cope with him.


“Well, done is done. We’ll stay inside and talk softly. I am so happy you are here. Why are you carrying that kitten?”


The small one had not liked the scramble through brush. Gunnhild had had a struggle and taken a few scratches. It calmed down after she was on the path. She handed it over. “For you. A friend to have. I’m keeping her sister. We’ll give them names that are alike.”


A tear or two shone. “Oh, Gunnhild, you are—kind.” Seija cuddled it to her breast and cheek.


Having set it on the floor, she hastened to fill bowls with water, curds, and scraps of meat. “Hark, she’s purring!” she laughed. Both sat on the floor to play with it.


Darkness blotted the doorway. Seija screamed.


A man sprang in, and a second. They were big men, but gaunt, ragged, filthy, faces nearly hidden by tangled, matted hair and beards. The stench of them hit Gunnhild in the belly. Each had a rolled-up bundle tied to his shoulders. One gripped an ax, the other a spear.


“Ho-haw!” roared he. “What have we found here, Kol, hey?”


“Something better to eat than we’ve got, I hope, and yonder’s a jug,” rasped the axman. Yellow snags of teeth glistened. “But first and later fun, yah, girls?”


The outlaws, Gunnhild knew. This could not be real. She must rouse herself from the nightmare. It querned in her skull. But everything around was as before, the loom, the kitten’s bowls, the coals on the hearthstone, the hands she lifted. But the boy would have seen. He must be speeding on his way. How long to reach Ulfgard? How long for men to seize their weapons and dash back? It wasn’t so far; it couldn’t be far. Sweat burst cold over her skin. She shrank against the wall.


Seija snatched up a bowl and threw it. The clay shattered on Kol’s nose. She cast herself at him and wrestled. “Gunnhild, get out!” she yelled.


The spearman was sidling toward the maiden. The doorway stood free. She hurtled forward. The spearshaft slanted between her ankles. She went over. He made a stride across her. She stared at him looming in the way. “I’ve got her,” he said gleefully.


Seija writhed in Kol’s hug. She clawed for his eyes. His free arm tore her loose. The hand cuffed her. She lurched back. “Keep watch at the door, Mörd,” he panted, and to Seija, “Behave yourself, bitch, or it’ll be the worse for you.” He wiped the blood on his nose and some snot that fell from it while he shook the ax at her.


“I’ll bar the door, and we’ll have these chickens safe,” said Mörd.


“No. Somebody could come by, and we’d be taken unawares. Be our lookout. I’ll spell you in a while.”


The kitten mewed afright and crept near Gunnhild. She clasped it against her breast as she stumbled to her feet. Was it a child, was it a luck-charm, was it only something to hold?


Kol lifted the ale jug and slurped greedily. “You always go first,” Mörd grumbled. “I’m thirsty too.”


“You’ll have your time, I say.” Kol guffawed. “For you, looking on can be the start of the fun.”


“Well, then, I’ll take first go in this pretty little heifer.” Mörd glared at Gunnhild. “You’ll be sweet to us, understand? Both of you. Otherwise—” He reached out and plucked the kitten from her arms. He dashed it to the floor and ground his heel down on its head. There was a tiny crunching sound. Brains and blood squirted from under the shoe.


Gunnhild backed away to the wall. Piss trickled along her thighs, warm and wet. She fought not to throw up. The world wavered around her.


“I won’t keep you waiting long,” Kol said. She heard it as a hollow ringing. “That farm wife wasn’t much, was she? This ought to be better.” He turned to Seija. “Down on the sheepskins, you.”


The Finn-woman had regained her wits after the blow. She stood straight before him and answered almost steadily, “Why? You’ll kill us anyway, won’t you?”


“Not soon, if we can stay awhile. No, not soon. Be good, and we might even take you along when we go. Be bad, and I’ll break a few bones before having you.”


“I see. Yes, spare me and I’ll be good.” Seija drooped her eyelids. Her voice went throaty. “I can be very good. Don’t hurry with me. I’ll show you many things.”


She was stalling for time, Gunnhild thought. Father’s men must soon be here, any heartbeat now, it wasn’t far, and they were stalwart men, swift on their feet, ready with their weapons. Soon, soon!


“But I won’t stand waiting forever,” growled Mörd.


“You’ll like watching,” Seija murmured at him. “Later we’ll do still other things, you and I.”


“Don’t lose sight of the outside,” snapped Kol. “Nor gripe about it, when you’ll be first with the filly.”


“Behold,” Seija breathed. “We begin thus.” She drew the shift over her head and let it drop. Gunnhild had never before seen those breasts, blue-veined under the snowy skin, nipples sunrise-pink, or the moist dark curls.


“Hoo,” gusted from Kol, and “Yo-o-o” Mörd.


Seija swung her hips. “What have you for me?”


“I’m a bull,” Kol choked.


Mörd leered at Gunnhild. “I am too. You’ll find out.”


Kol let his ax fall to the floor. The wildness fleeted through Gunnhild that she could jump over there, grab it, and split his head. Then Mörd’s. As he had her kitten’s. No. It could not be. But Father’s men were on their way. Why was it taking them so long?


Kol tugged at his belt and lowered his breeks. His prong strutted. Dizzily, Gunnhild recalled what she had a few times erstwhile glimpsed in the bushes, and thought that this was a stub. But enough, ghastly enough.


Seija trod over to take it in her hand and stroke it. “Oh, yes, yes, yes,” she crooned.


Kol gripped her bruisingly by the forearms. “Down, quick!”


Seija sighed and, slowly, writhed her way onto the bedding. Kol knelt at her feet. He spread her legs. Mörd drooled. Where was Yngvar, where were the men?


“A-a-ah.” Kol thrust in. He plumped his full weight on her. His buttocks began to move, faster and faster. She lay still, her fists clenched beside her.


Kol whooped, shivered, and stopped. “Well,” Mörd barked, “are you done at last?”


“For now.” Kol rose, pulled up his breeks, and belted them. “Your turn.” His shoe nudged Seija. “Off the fleece, you. Make way for the next.”


Father, Yngvar, Odin and his valkyries, where, when?


Kol took his stand in the doorway. Mörd went over to the jug and gulped from it. He set it back, belched, and crooked a finger at Gunnhild. “All right, you, let’s go.”


Fear and bewilderment blew out of her. Wrath and hatred flared, swift as northlights, cold as wind off a winter sea. She shrieked, or she howled. Blindly, she seized the other bowl, broke it on the earth, and grasped a shard. It might gouge out an eye, at least, if she had any luck. She’d make him kill her. He’d have nothing but her lich to befoul. Afterward her ghost would give him no rest, grinning and clacking, whirling down woe after woe upon his sleeplessness. As he moved in on her, she crouched to leap.


Kol reeled back from the doorway. An arrow quivered below his chest. He fell, yammered, and flailed about. Mörd yowled. He went after the spear he had leaned against the wall. Her head gone altogether clear, Gunnhild kicked it aside. As he stooped and groped for it, the doorway darkened once more. But it was Yngvar who sprang through, sword in hand.


With a meaty thwack, he took Kol’s head half off. Blood spurted, then flowed in a tide. Men boiled behind him. Gunnhild could not see in the press of them what happened to Mörd, but it was short and it spilled his guts. More blood ran free, with the sharp reek of death.


Özur’s men drew aside. Seija stepped forward. She had taken Mörd’s spear. She jabbed it into dead Kol, again and again.


Yngvar caught Gunnhild to his breast. “We, we knew not you were here,” he stammered. “We knew not, I swear. Oh, but Hrapp will answer heavily, that he left his post, even for a little!”


At the same time she passed by, flitted in the back of Gunnhild’s awareness. Could there have been a norn at work?


But she would not weep. She would not. “Why didn’t you come sooner?” she gulped.


“We never knew you were here, lady, lady. Else we’d have outsped the wind. It was your father’s bidding. If anything could draw the outlaws nigh, this shieling would, off by itself. Warned, we’d creep through the woods with, with stealth, till we had them ringed in, and so make sure of them.”


“I—I see.” Gunnhild withdrew from him. She could understand, she thought dimly, she could forgive, and much of this had been her own doing. What Father and Mother would say— But later, later, she’d deal with everything later.


She found herself in Seija’s arms. “Oh, my dear, how glad I am for you,” she heard.


“D-didn’t you foresee?”


“I never looked for this. And b-besides, my lore is scant.”


“But you—for you—”


Gunnhild felt the shrug. “I’ll put it behind me. No worse than—” Seija broke off. “But if you, Gunnhild, if you find you’re dwelling on it and your dreams become bad, seek me. I do know a few healing spells. I can lift it off you. Wrong would it be, wrong, if you bore scars for life from a happenstance like this, or lost wish for the love of men.”


“I’ll bring you the other kitten” was all Gunnhild could think to say.


Her tongue shaped the words almost of itself. Inwardly the knowledge was swelling in her: Father had used Seija, not only for a bedmate but as bait in a trap. So did the strong ever make use of the weak.


She, Gunnhild, had today been among the weak. She would never again let that come about.


What further witchcraft she could learn ought to give strength—strength of her own, which she might or might not choose to add to the strength of some good man. Over and above that, though, she would seek strength wherever and however it was to be had, and weave her webs to bind it to her.




V


Kraka Rögnvaldsdottir died next year in the fall. Her oldest housewomen cleaned her and laid her out. Her husband closed the eyes. Their children stood beside him. How strange she had become, the pain gone but also the lordliness and laughter, willfulness and warmth, nothing left but a waxen mask drawn tight over her skull. No breath moved the shrunken breasts. Were the cloth that bound those jaws undone, she still would not speak.


She had better not. Gunnhild fought down a shudder. Bold Aalf and brash Eyvind seemed alike daunted. Father sat hunched throughout the night when they kept watch. In the guttering lamplight she marked with a slight astonishment how gray he had grown.


Kraka’s death having been foreseen, the pyre was ready, the grave dug. Ulf had ordered himself buried whole in a ship with his weapons, the barrow raised where he could look seaward, and such was still usage in the South, but Northland folk oftenest burned their dead. Nevertheless she wore her best clothes, and behind the bier men carried things of gold, silver, and amber, together with everything from a distaff to a goblet of outland glass, which would go into the earth beside her bones. Boys hurried forth, bidding the whole neighborhood to a three days’ grave-ale. At that time Özur would kill a horse. So highly had he thought of his Kraka.


Meanwhile Gunnhild stole away from Ulfgard and walked the mile or so back to its burial ground.


Clouds scudded beneath a wan sky, their shadows hounding the heatless sunlight. A hawk wheeled far overhead; a gang of rooks winged murky just above the trees. Wind blustered, sent fallen leaves a-whirl and a-rattle, swayed the upper boughs of the pines. Nearly bare, birches stood like skeletons in sere brush. Grass around the charred leavings of the fire had gone sallow.


Gunnhild stopped at the raw soil of the newest filled pit in the clearing. Her outer garment was only a woolen gown, but she was hardly aware of cold. The wind fluttered her skirt and the unbound hair of a maiden. For a span she stood dumb. Then she could whisper no more than “Mother.”


She did not really know why she was here. To seek understanding? Even peace? In her last two years the illness made Kraka bitter. She would brook no rede or deed that was not her own will; she grasped after more than her share; she spat ill-wishings and bad names at the whole household. None but Özur could shout her into stillness, and he was more apt to storm out. His sons found things to do that kept them away. That was less easy for his daughter. She schooled herself to say nothing about it to anyone.


“I should not have hated you, Mother,” she said at length, into the wind. “Often I did not; truly I did not. Had I known an herb or a spell to heal you, oh, I would swiftly have brought you back to what you once were. Did I know what witch or—or god wreaked this and had I the might, I would avenge you. Fearsomely would I avenge you.”


Barren though the words were, they did not strike her as dangerous. Rather, they heartened. It was as if, through them, she called the woman’s haughtiness up into herself.


Let her remember that Kraka was born to Rögnvald the Mighty, jarl, warrior, near friend of the great king. Remember what Mother had told of her half-brothers, Gunnhild’s uncles—among them Einar, who took the jarldom in Orkney and cut the blood eagle on the back of his father’s killer, though that man was a son of King Harald; and Hrolf, outlawed from Norway, who gathered a ship-host of Norse and Danes, roved and reaved widely, and won from the French king lordship over that land into which Northern settlers poured until now it was known as Normandy.


Baneful was the night long ago when King Harald took Snaefrid to his bed. Her Norse name notwithstanding, she was a Finnish witch. Yet he loved her—too dearly. She bore him four sons before she died. Afterward her lich stayed as fair and fresh as ever in life, and the king would not have her buried, but swore she must surely soon live anew. Well it was that at last a wise man told him he should have fresh clothes put upon her; for when she was lifted, foulness and stench broke loose, and Harald was healed of his sorrow. Her sons grew up to be troublemakers, who lusted for higher standing than the king would give them. Haalfdan Longleg and Gudröd Gleam got many men together, ringed in a house where Jarl Rögnvald was, and burned it. Harald’s anger then made Haalfdan go in viking to Orkney, where Turf-Einar caught him. Feeling he must avenge this, King Harald fared overseas with a fleet, but in the end agreed to take sixty marks of gold as wergild.


Today Gudröd dwelt unscathed in Agdir, Sigurd the Giant in Hringariki, Rögnvald Highbone in Hadaland, where they called him a black warlock.


Gunnhild clenched her fists till the nails bit into the palms. Someday there would be a reckoning.


A gust slapped her with chill. That and the stinging in her hands drew her thoughts back whence they had strayed. She had not come here to brood on things about which she could do nothing—yet.


Nor should she be angry with King Harald. Father and Mother both had told of his many women, some wellborn, some lowly, some whom he wedded and some who were only lemans for years, months, days, a night or two. They had borne him no few sons and daughters. It behooved him to do well by these. Indeed, did he not, the sons, at least, would become wolves, preying on the kingdom. His masterful blood ran in them all.


Year after year had he wrought and fought, beginning far south in Vikin, to which he was born, overcoming kings and jarls and chiefs, overawing yeomen, until at Hafrsfjord he smote the last great gathering of his foes and was king of all Norway.


Along with much else, he took away freehold; henceforward, men had their land not of olden right but through him. Those who could not abide his harshness took ship. Many went to Orkney, Shetland, Ireland, or Normandy. Others sought to newly found Iceland.


Most folk stayed home and were not unhappy with Harald Fairhair. When he was not crossed, he was openhanded to those who served him well, raising the foremost to high rank, giving handsome gifts to the rest, always setting an overflowing board. When he made the name of king mean little more than lordship over a shire, beneath his sway, he ended the endless wars between them. Though they might still fall out with each other, it was now their own followers who fought, not levies of yeomen who would rather tend their fields. He went after the vikings who harried the shores, scoured their strongholds, caught and killed them at sea, set ship-guards and coast-watch, until the land was free of them. Thereafter trade grew and grew; Norway opened fully to the outside world.


True, Harald was not almighty. The jarl of Hladi, who headed the Thraand-law, was well-nigh on a footing with him. Beyond it and Naumdoelafylki stretched Haalogaland, where the king merely sent men each year to fetch the scot paid him by the Finns.


Well, Gunnhild thought, that could be bettered.


Not that she wanted Father made an underling. “No, no,” she cried to her whose ashes lay here and who maybe listened. But had not Grandfather Rognvald been Harald Fairhair’s staunchest waymate? Should not a worthier son carry the work onward?


They said that Harald set nine wives aside when he wedded Ragnhild the Mighty. She was daughter to Eirik, a king in Jutland. Soon afterward, Gorm made himself king of all Denmark; but Ragnhild was kin to him also. The child she bore got the name of her father, Eirik. Later she died. This Eirik was the son whom Harald Fairhair loved the most and made his heir—Eirik, who once for a few wonderful days called at Ulfgard.


“I will never yield,” Gunnhild said into the wind. “Through me, Mother, if none else, our blood shall flow greatly.”




VI


Özur was not long widowed. Ulfgard needed a lady. Geirmund Arnason was the man second most well-off in these parts. The oldest of his daughters not yet wedded was Helga. During the winter Özur asked for and got her.


Thereafter he almost never came to Seija. But Gunnhild went there still more often than before.


Helga was only three years her elder. They did not get along. If he heard a quarrel break out, Özur would roar it to sullen silence, but he was not always on hand. And straightway after the midsummer offerings, he sailed on his trading. Aalf had fared with him for some years, and latterly Eyvind too. Those three being gone, hard feelings came forth unhindered, thereby growing harder.


Gunnhild sat brooding in the hall. Earlier Helga had ordered her out of the high seat, as was the right of the lord’s wife. Now Gunnhild slumped in the seat for an honored guest, across from it. Sunlight and mild air streamed through open doors. She paid them no heed. She wished she could do likewise with the two serving women who were scrubbing dirt and soot off the wainscots. They chattered all the while, the same witless everydayness month after month, year after year, in the same few clacking words, broken by the same hen-cackles of laughter. She knew not why she lingered here, unless that it was like scratching a sore.


Helga came in from outside. She halted, peered, then strode to the honor seat. There she stood, arms akimbo. Gunnhild glowered at her. It did not help things that Helga was two inches the taller. Yellow braids showed themselves from under her headcloth. Her belly bulged with child. Sourness pinched her mouth.


“Idle again, Gunnhild?” she snapped. “Are you sick?”


The girl straightened and stiffened. “No,” she answered. “I was thinking.”


“Well, we’ve a bundle of carded wool in store. You can think while you spin thread.”


“I will when I’m ready,” Gunnhild mumbled.


“You are ready now. Go fetch the stuff.”


Gunnhild jumped to her feet. “Do not talk so to me!” she flared. “Am I a thrall?”


“No. Thralls work. You sit like a sow in her pen, or drift about like—like the stink off a dungheap.”


“Y-y-you dare speak thus—to Özur Dapplebeard’s daughter?”


Helga fell still, a little shaken. She had let ill will run away with her. After a bit she said less strongly, “Oh, yes, you’ll whine to him when he comes home. But he shall have the truth from me.”


Gunnhild felt she had gotten the upper hand. Lest she lose it, she flung back, “Let him deem who’s right. I will take no more shame from you.”


She stalked out. Helga glared after her.


Yngvar and some other men were in the yard, hitching two horses to the clean wagon. Rakes and forks stood aslant in it. They were about to bring in the cut hay. How she yearned to ride with them!


“Good evening, Gunnhild Özurardottir,” Yngvar hailed in his grave way. He was headman at Ulfgard when its owner was elsewhere.


“Good evening to you, Yngvar Hallfredarson,” she said thickly.


“Where are you bound, if I may ask?”


“To walk awhile.”


Yngvar glanced at the open door. “I heard ugly words.”


Gunnhild felt her face whiten with rage.


“It is not well when women fight like that,” Yngvar went on. “It can lead to men killing.”


“Are you against me too?” Gunnhild cried.


Yngvar lifted a hand. “No, no. I am only grieved. Do take your walk; cool yourself off.” He knew there were no outlaws left alive in the neighborhood, or anyone else who would dare harm her. “I’ll try to say something to—the lady of the house. When you get back, best will be if you both let this lie dropped.”


Gunnhild nodded, once, and left him.


It seethed in her. How much longer could the wretchedness go on? Should she ask Father to find her a husband, young though she was?


No! Bound to a yeoman whose hands forever smelled of the barn or to a fisherman and his reeking catches, bound inside the rim of this land, never to see what reached beyond, never to rule over more than a few grubby workers? No!


The woods softened her mood somewhat. Air lay laden with greenness, now and then a birdsong. Dusky blue rested behind the outburst of leaves overhead and pine boughs that had gone aglow. Red-gold light ran low past the boles; shadows faded away in the haze of it. The midsummer sun did not yet sink below worldedge, but went around, rising and falling, eventide slipping eerily into daybreak and back again. Folk slept a few winks at a time, as if they would hoard up life against black winter.


Grass and blossoms—heart’s-ease, little spotted orchids—blanketed the ground at Seija’s hut. She stood at its door. A wreath of herbs ringed the haggled brown hair; a necklace of lemming skulls crossed the dingy wadmal gown. “Come in,” she bade. “I awaited you.”


Gunnhild stopped short. A wondering passed chill through her. Of late Seija had been more strange than ever, short-spoken, often falling into stillness while she stared at something unseeable. She had lost weight, though she did not seem ill. Rather, it was as if a fire that had smoldered in her was rising at last, fed by her flesh—and by what else?


“Indeed?” Gunnhild stammered. “I, I have not been here for a while.”


“No one has,” Seija said. “Not in the body.”


“What mean you?” Gunnhild heard how thin her voice was. Anger at that swept misgivings aside. “I’d have liked to come, but I get scant freedom these days.”


“I have had none till now. Come within. Let us talk.”


The hut was half below ground. They hiked up their skirts and stepped down. Gunnhild took the stool. Seija hunkered on the clay. Though the door stood wide, dimness always dwelt around a hearthfire that barely smoked. The few pots, bowls, and kitchen tools seemed to crouch in the shadows beneath the loom. Witchy things that Seija had made over the years—roughly whittled sticks and bones, rocks and a reindeer skull daubed with blood long since dried black, a small earthen shape that might be a man’s, a god’s, or a troll’s—seemed to watch and hearken.


Seija’s hands drew signs while she sang a stave too low for Gunnhild to make out the Finnish words. They rose and fell like the midnight sun. Gunnhild’s skin prickled.


Seija leaned forward on her haunches. She spoke softly but keenly. Her eyes, agleam in the gloom, never let go of Gunnhild’s. “You are my one friend.”


Gunnhild held back from answering more than, “I wish you well.” She and her dreams had been growing away from here, more and more into the Norse world. The childhood sharings, even the day of the outlaws, could almost have happened to somebody else. This sudden awakening of the memories was not wholly welcome.


“Do you wish me free?”


“What?”


The question shivered. “Would you help me go home, and so help yourself become great?”


“How can I?” Gunnhild blurted in bewilderment. “I will not betray my father.”


“What cares he about me? Nothing. Yet he will not send me home. It’s too much trouble, and what would he gain?”


“If he did let you go, you’d never get through the wilderness alone, on foot. Would you?”


“No. Nevertheless I have made the trek. Not on foot, no. My soul has gone.”


Gunnhild caught her breath. “How?”


“Hark. You know—I’ve told you—during all these years I’ve striven, over and over, to dream myself home. I was torn too soon from my Saami and the noai’de—you would say wizards—who were teaching me. I must grope my own way forward, with shards of memory to go by. The songs I made up, the dances I trod, beating a stick on a log for want of a drum, the herbs and berries and mushrooms I tried—” Seija’s voice broke. Her gaze went elsewhere. “Sickness—tears—”


Gunnhild’s heartbeat shook her.


After a while Seija looked back at her anew, eyes dry, and said quite steadily: “In the end, I found pain. See.” She drew back her left sleeve to show the swollen, oozing redness of a bad burn. “Pain, along with song, dance, drumming, witch-food, loosed my soul. I toppled into night. But a bird winged forth, a swallow, and that bird was I. Over the mountains it flew, over woodland, marshland, lakeland, swifter than the wind, till it found the dear ranges of Finnmörk and a camp where folk herded reindeer.”


“Oh—” Was the woman mad? Gunnhild could not but shrink from those eyes.


Yet the voice wavered only as the voice does of one who seeks to tell of a wonder too deep for telling. “I could not have done it without help—found that camp—I would have wandered lost. Maybe I would never have found my way back.” Seija shrugged. “Well, I daresay dark Tuonela is no worse than here.” The words quickened. “It was my brother Vuokko. He saw me flying in his own dreams and called me to him. He lifted the hands of his soul, and I flew down and nestled into them. We wept together. Then we spoke together.”


“What said you?” Gunnhild whispered.


“Much, much. The upshot was this. I told him how it stands with me. I told him of you, restless and unhappy, and what I’ve marked in you, how fast you learned what few small skills were mine to give and how you’ve hungered for more.”


Longing flooded overwhelmingly. “Could I fare like you—”


“No, that I cannot teach you, nor dare I try. I hardly know how myself. I don’t think I can do it without help. Vuokko drew me thither.”


“But then—”


Seija firmed. “Then this. Vuokko called in our kinsman Aimo, whose lore and strength match his. For my sake, but much more the sake of the Saami, who need a powerful friend among your kind—if your father will send me home, and you with me, they will take you in and train you. Spaewife shall you be, and witch, and knower of the gods, with might over Beings of earth, water, and sky—over men and their kingdoms—all this, if you set me free.”


Gunnhild sat dumbstricken. Her head filled with a thundering and a tumbling as of the tide-races through the narrow mouths of neighboring fjords.


“I know what you are thinking,” she heard. “Put me any questions you wish. Weigh what I tell you. Try me. There is no haste.”


“Yes,” said Gunnhild faintly.


Seija eased a bit. She even smiled. “First, shall we drink? I’ve nothing better than birch beer I made in a crock, but here’s a horn I took off a dead cow I found once. Let’s pretend we have mead.”


A shrill laugh broke from Gunnhild. “No. Wine. Costly outland wine.”


“Well and good, wine, that we drink to a happier morrow.”




VII


Özur came home shortly before Helga’s lying in. When the midwife entered the long room and laid the newborn at the father’s feet, he saw it was a healthy boy and raised it onto his knee. It would not be left in the woods for wolves or ravens to find; it would be a son of the house. Özur bade his friends to a feast. There he poured water on the bairn and named him Thorstein. Helga took her child to her breast and threw Gunnhild a look that gloated across the fire.


Soon afterward Gunnhild found Özur in an idleness such as she been waiting for. She plucked his sleeve and asked if they could speak alone. “As you will,” he said. They donned cloaks, he took a spear, and they walked out to Ulf’s grave-mound. It was not far from the buildings, but nobody would seek them.


This was a day of sharp wind, hurrying gray clouds, fleeting rainshowers. The pines by the barrow soughed loudly; the grass on it rippled; stunted brushwood rustled. A sound of waves rushing and crashing blew together with a salt smell up over the bluff. Whenever a sunbeam struck through a rent in the clouds, it flamed off the water. The sun itself was barely to be seen, south of west, low and wan. Summer was waning.


Özur gazed at the maiden from beneath his shaggy brows. “Well,” he said, “what do you want?”


Her heart leaped to and fro. “Seija—” She snatched after breath.


Özur scowled. “You see too much of that little hag.”


Bitterness gave boldness. “Who else have I? Time was when you saw her often enough.”


Özur snorted. “What has she done?”


“Nothing wrongful. Were she to cast a spell against us, I’d forgive—”


“I would kill her.”


“She hasn’t!” Gunnhild said hastily into the wind. “She can’t, she lacks the craft, nor does she want to. I swear she does not. But this year—” The tale spilled out of her.


Özur listened stock-still, his face wooden, the spear held straight skyward. At the end, he asked slowly, “Do you put faith in that?” Gunnhild nodded. “Or is it your wish that does?”


She fought down the feelings that stormed in her and gave him words she had picked beforehand. “You know Seija has some witch-sight. It doesn’t always come to her, and never reaches far, but she hadn’t learned much when you took her away. You know, too, Finns who have the gift and the schooling can send their souls abroad—women as well as men. Why should Seija strain after this for weary years, and at last torture herself, only to lie to me about it?”


“Folk can go mad and see things that are not there,” Özur said starkly. “Or if they seek too recklessly, things can come to them, come upon them, that should have been left in the dark.” His free hand drew the sign of the Hammer.


“Seija is not mad,” Gunnhild avowed. “Nor has anything taken hold of her. I know.”


They stood unspeaking. The wind keened, a cold stream over cheeks and brow. Three gulls rode it, watchful for any dead flesh the sea cast ashore.


“Father, I thought on this myself,” Gunnhild went on. “I said she must show me. Let her send her soul forth again, this time to places I have seen but she not, that none would have told her about, farther off than her witch-sight ever went. I saw what she did, the song, the steps, the wild food, the firebrand, the sleep that was more like a swoon— I feared she was dying— What else could it be than true witchery at work?”


“What did you want to hear about?”


Gunnhild swept an arm around the arc of the water and the land beyond, westward a mile across this firth, southward a full seven miles, heights dimmed by wind-whipped mist. “Yonder.” She smiled at him and made her voice warm. “Where you have taken me, Father.”


He had now and then, sometimes without a brother along, when she, his one freeborn daughter, unmistakably yearned and cunningly asked. This was not in the knarr but in his boat of six oars, which he used when he went around the bays to talk business with men, or merely wanted an outing. How she loved the openness, freshness, newness! Even a squall that had threatened to capsize them was to her a wonder; never had her blood throbbed so high; she clung to a thwart and shouted for glee.


Özur tugged his beard. “Hm. And she did?”


“Yes. When she woke and—felt better—yes, she told me at length of the steeps above Whale Ness and the upright troll-stones there, and how the tide brawls over the rocks at Skerrystead, and the red-painted house on Elf Ness—oh, much, much, much, many of them things I’d forgotten, but when she began to speak of them I’d remember—” Gunnhild stopped, gasping.


Özur’s eyes narrowed. “So you think she did earlier wing the whole way to Finnmörk.”


Gunnhild clutched her cloak to her against the wind. “Yes.”


“A hard faring.”


Gunnhild nodded. “The fire. Oh, I gave her a stern trial. I don’t believe she’s done it anymore. She’d not scar herself worse. What woman would?”


“You tell me you’re willing to.”


Gunnhild shook her head till the hood fell back off it. “No, no, no. It was only that she could find no other way to unbind her soul. Her kinfolk know how.”


“And you would learn.”


“You’ve seen somewhat of it yourself, among them. You have! Why should we not wield it?”


Özur’s look and voice went bleak. “Seid.”


Gunnhild could not straightaway answer him.


“There are those among us who use that kind of witchcraft,” Özur recalled to her. “Its right name is seid.”


“I’ve heard mutterings about it,” Gunnhild acknowledged. Her words rang: “Well, you cast runes!”


“That’s different. Odin brought that lore back from the far side of death—runes for warding, helping, healing, foreknowing. Not that I’m so skilled. But seid, howling songs, thudding drums, kettles aboil with deadly brews—it’s unmanly. Unworthy. Unless for a Finn.”


Gunnhild clenched her fists, letting her cloak flap as it would. “I am not a man. And I will not bring dishonor on our house. No, I’ll raise us high.”


Özur’s mouth tightened, like his hand on the spearshaft. “You’d not lay a hex on—Helga?”


Scorn stiffened Gunnhild. “Never. That is indeed beneath me.”


Özur scowled and stared past her. She saw unease upon him and went after it as a hound follows a deer.


“Would it be wrong to have your own witch, who forestalls storms, brings in fair winds, strikes down foes—Danes, vikings from the Westlands, robbers from inland—before they overrun us? We’re so few here. Or—more than a spaewife—a seeress. One who can find what the will of the norns is. One such as Odin raised to tell the gods about the beginning and the end of the world.”


What she thought of was strength, freedom, wealth, a name that would outlive her life.


Özur stood with his lips locked, a burliness looming like the barrow athwart the flying heavens, before he said, from deep in his chest: “I’ve thrice cast runes about you, daughter mine. All I could read in them was that your weird is like none other. What it is, they did not spell.”


“I’ll take it on me!” Gunnhild cried headlong. She would ride it as a man rides an unbroken horse, steer it as he does a ship in a gale.


“I mislike this mightily.”


She gathered her will and daring. “I shall have it, Father,” she said. “If you naysay me, one night I’ll take a firebrand of my own around the garth, and everything that is yours shall burn.”


He did not curse or strike her. He watched her for a long while, where she stood unblinking before him as the wind tossed her long black tresses. Then he shook his head and rumbled, “I think you might. Yes, I think you might. You are a girl yet, but a she-wolf’s heart is in you.”




VIII


She talked him over enough that he gave thought to what terms he would set. Seija’s tribe should first send him hostages. From his visits to the lands where they roamed, though the last had been years ago, he knew whom to name. He would take children of theirs. Finns were very tender of their offspring. These should be treated kindly and dwell with the settled Finns who herded his reindeer and helped in his fishing, sealing, and whaling. When Gunnhild came back to him they could go home, with gifts. If harm befell her, they would die.


When Gunnhild told Seija this, the woman’s eyes widened. She sat for a while thinking. Then, most softly, she said, “No. I am only one. How many of ours does he want to keep? My tribe would disown me. I would disown myself.”


“Father will be angry,” Gunnhild warned.


“Let him do what he likes. He may find that some deeds bring bad luck. On the other hand, the friendship of the Saami may be worth something.”


“Was yours and mine worth nothing?” Gunnhild shouted, and raged out of the hut.


Now she must wheedle Özur all over again. Further threats would be worse than useless. But surely he had not forgotten what she said that day at Ulf’s barrow. He soon yielded. She guessed Helga had had a word or two about that. Her stepmother had become much less shrewish toward her of late. Belike Helga did not wish to make trouble that might get in the way of her going. Yet Gunnhild could almost hear for herself man and wife in the warm darkness of their shut-bed: “She’s already sour at living here. If she does come back as a witch, what grief may we look for? Oh, she’s your daughter, she’d not willingly harm you, but headstrong was she ever. Best you find her a husband—in the South. She hankers yonder anyway. Why not handsel it this summer, down in the Thraandlaw?” Something like that would get his back up, Gunnhild thought.


So she grinned to herself when Yngvar led a band of six off to dicker with those Finns. Her brother Eyvind went along. He was always eager for derring-do, the more so if he could brag about it afterward. They left on horseback, but homebound they mostly went on skis, leading their shaggy little long-maned horses, for snow fell early in the highlands they crossed. Meanwhile they had overnighted when they came on steadings, otherwise eaten their dried meat and hardtack and rolled up in their sleeping bags. They had had to ask where Seija’s tribe was—one of Özur’s Finns served as interpreter—but once they found it they were as well guested as such poor wanderers could do.


The word they brought back was that both wizards agreed to be Gunnhild’s teachers for a year. If she then wished to go on with it, Özur must pay more than the handing over of a woman. They would meet Gunnhild right after the days began to wax longer than the nights, at a spot on the shore of the Stream-fjord, well north of Ulfgard.


It was known to Özur and others, being indeed where he had gotten Seija. These were not Sea-Finns; they grazed their herds inland. However, their range was the nearest to that water. Some of them went there now and then to fish with hooks, stalk seal and walrus that hauled onto the strand, and trade with any outsiders who came by. They had built a house to keep folk and goods, weather being often foul and winter heaping high the snow.


Gunnhild would be with the tribe until late fall, learning to ken the things she must use and give them names, as well as much else. Then as winter drew nigh, she and the two men would go back to the shore house. It was a wild and lonely stead, the more so when others would be forbidden to show themselves, but they must be untroubled while they schooled her in the spellcraft itself. To do it for a stranger like her was far harder than with someone who had grown up in Finnish ways. She would be safe. None of their own kind would dare come near, and Norse did not sail thereabouts in that season.


Özur grumbled that he had nothing but their word for this. Gunnhild blazed at him that they would gain nothing and lose everything by letting her suffer hurt, and if she was ready to fare, did he have less manhood than her?


It was a hard bargain for the tribe. They would be months without either of their shamans. Before then they must stock the house with all that was needful. As Seija had told Gunnhild, they gave this less for their kinswoman’s sake, however sorely they missed her, than in the hope of more goodwill among the Norse than they had hitherto met with, and a friend in Gunnhild, who might sometimes speak on their behalf after she went home.


“I hate to think what goods they’ll want of me to keep you beyond the first year,” Özur growled. “Not that I believe you’ll choose to stay. They live like dogs. But, true, they’re a mare-hearted lot, who’d be afraid to lift hand against you.” He brooded. “Yet—maybe—what that witchcraft of theirs could slyly do—”


“You had no fear of it when you were among them. Shall I, then?” Gunnhild answered.


And in truth the runes he cast seemed to bode well, though he could not read what it was that lay in store for her.


When she told Seija this, the Finn-woman was not overly glad. At last Seija said she too would seek knowledge. For her, that was through dreams. Long did she lie in that sleep. Afterward she would not tell Gunnhild what she learned, other than that Beings had spoken in riddles whose meanings were dark to her but that made her well-nigh wish undone the pact for her freedom.


Gunnhild first yelled that such unfaith was worthy of a cut throat, then quickly smiled, hugged the other, and murmured words of cheer. Seija owned up to having no real skill at spaedom, Gunnhild said. How did she know that her dreams were not misleading or misunderstood? Were there a risk, would not her brother have had warnings and steered clear of the whole thing?


“It is not myself I got forebodings about,” Seija sighed. “Nor you, dear. Whatever doom is on Vuokko and Aimo may have blinded them; they are not almighty.” Her head sank; she slumped and wiped her eyes.


“All men are born fey,” Gunnhild said, “and all women too. But until the end—” She laughed. “—we can take whatever is within our grasp. This doing shall go well. Wait and see.”


Seija did not try again. Whether or not it was another sign, she fell sick. At the worst, her brow was hot to the touch, her sweat rank, and she mumbled witlessly. She got over that but was long weak. At Gunnhild’s behest, a trustworthy serving woman stayed in the hut to tend her. Gunnhild herself never went to sleep before she had made her way there through the murk and snow of winter, bearing good food and good words. “Ever have you been kind to me,” Seija whispered more than once. Gunnhild smiled and stroked the damp hair. What a nasty trick of the gods or the trolls or whoever it was if this wretch died, she thought. An end to her soaring hopes!


The Yuletide feast kept her at work beside Helga. They hardly had time to snap at each other. Men came from widely around to be at the offering, which Özur led, and spend a merry while with him. The ladies of the house oversaw the lodging of them, the cooking and cleaning, serving and clearing; they themselves bore filled horns to those whom he would honor; for his sake Gunnhild must be blithe and well spoken to the young swains who had lately become aware of her. Surely the daughter of a great man—a jarl or a king—had less toil and more fun, she thought. Nevertheless she got her father to kill a ewe, besides the horse, for Seija’s healing.


He reckoned that was worth an old one unlikely to bear more lambs. Still, the meat, stewed with leeks and thyme, was fit to set on his board. Maybe it won the help of the elves. However that was, in the month or so that followed Seija won back her strength.


But she stayed inwardly withdrawn, saying little and that only when spoken to. Her gaze seemed always to be elsewhere. After a while Gunnhild seldom called on her.




IX


The sun swung onward, higher and higher into the new year. Livestock began to bring forth young. Stormwinds hurled flights of chilly rain. Snow melted patch by patch; streamlets gurgled; mud squelped underfoot. Men spoke of plowing and seeding their meager croplands, of how much hay they might look for come summer, of harvesting the sea in earnest. Women longed to scrub the winter’s grime and stenches out of their homes, dry their washing in open air, get around in the neighborhood and swap talk with wives of the same standing. Children rollicked wild whenever they had no work to do, or played the games children had played since time beyond memory. Youths and maidens turned moony. Oldsters sat outdoors on every warm day, letting it soak into their marrow.


Özur and Aalf saw to Thorgunna.


The older son of the house loved the sea above all else. Never did he miss a chance to go on the water, be it merely in one of the dugouts the steading kept for small tasks. As he grew up, he went with crews who cast nets beyond the fjords, then with sealers and whalers, then with his father a-trading. He quickly gained every skill there was. He hoarded whatever money he won, that he might buy a craft of his own. Already he bore the name Aalf the Shipman. Now Özur, who had too much else to do at this season, let him skipper the knarr to Streamfjord.


“Be heedful,” Özur bade him. “Many of those straits are man-hungry. Listen to Skeggi.” That grizzled sailor knew the way, mostly from chasing narwhal and walrus in earlier years. “But make what haste you wisely can and don’t dawdle at the far end. We need the hands that go with you.”


“I shall,” Aalf promised. He was a big man of eighteen winters, rugged-faced, fair-haired, gray-eyed, not much like his noisy brother. As yet he was unwed, making do with thrall women and the humblest freeborn at home, whores down south; he hoped for a better match than any among his neighbors. He chuckled. “Oh, the lads are happy to have an outing like this, but if we’re to miss the spring gathering, we’ll lust the more to drink and swive back here.”


Özur barked a laugh.


The knarr was a broad-beamed fifty-footer, painted black with red trim, gripping beasts chiseled into stemson and sternpost. Fore and aft were decks; otherwise the hull lay open. Toward each of these decks were two pairs of oar ports, eight altogether. A freighter was only rowed when needful, by men seated on their sea chests. Amidships reared the mast. Hauled aloft, its yard bore a great sail of homespun webbed with strengthening leather strips and dyed a now faded blue. This could be shortened if wind ran too high, or poled out for tacking; she answered her steering oar well. Faring in ballast as she was on this trip, she ought to make good speed for a merchantman. Homecoming would likely be slower, beating against the westerlies.


Aalf meant to stand well out to sea on that leg. Carrying his sister, he chose the sheltered waters inside the Lofoten Islands, even if that made him and his men do more rowing. For this—and their weapons—he took a bigger crew along than erstwhile, fifteen besides himself and Skeggi, tough young fishers and sea hunters. It was a boisterous gang who boarded.


The day sparkled when they caught an ebb tide and rode it from the Salt-fjord. Gunnhild stood at the prow, clutching the forestay to steady herself. Gladness sang in her.


When they reached the sea and turned north, land, still snow-speckled but brightening with growth, fell away on the left. Starboard it sheered against heaven. Sunlight shimmered and glittered on gray-green whitecaps. They leaped in foam where they struck the skerries and holms strewn widely about. They rushed and whooshed around the ship, which rocked, surged, plunged forward. Timbers creaked; wind whistled past rigging; Gunnhild felt a throb in the stay and beneath her feet. The air blew cold, with a little sting of salt. Clouds scudded. Cormorants bobbed on the waves or flapped blackly aloft. Gulls soared and dipped. When any swept near, she heard the mewing as if it cried to her in a tongue she might someday understand.


“Fair weather and a following wind,” said Aalf, who had taken the lookout’s post beside her. “We could ask for no better.” He glanced down at Seija. “Are her witch-kin helping her come to them? Then she’s paying.”


The Finn-woman sat huddled below, knees drawn to chin. She shivered under a shaggy cloak Gunnhild had lent her. Already she had puked over the side. “I hope she’ll soon get her sea legs,” Gunnhild said, “or at least not reach Streamfjord too sallow and wasted.”


“Whereas you’re born to this, same as me.” Aalf cupped his chin and thought. “But it would not be well for a woman to spend most of her life on ships.”


Wontedly, the belowdecks were for gear and cargo best not stowed in the open. Now the forepeak had been left for Gunnhild and Seija, with a sailcloth strung across. Cramped though it was, it kept their things fairly dry and let them change clothes or use pot and hayballs unseen by the men. Seija cleaned the pot after each use. Once or twice a man started to mock at the sight, but a friend soon hushed him. Who knew what even a half-witch could lay on a fellow? However, it was Gunnhild from whose eyes they tried to shield their own overside doings.


Toward evening they drew near a big island, lowered sail, and rowed into a wick that Skeggi remembered. Here they could anchor close in, put out a gangplank, and go ashore. Some bore firewood, seeing none worth cutting, and an iron box in which coals were kept alive. They boiled salt meat and herbs in a kettle, to eat with flatbread taken from a chest. Others set up a knockdown bed brought along for Gunnhild and raised a leather tent over it. She would sleep on sheepskins and feather pillow, wool blankets above. Seija got a hide and a sack on the ground next to her. Two armed men were to keep watch during the night. The rest would lie aboard ship. A line strung from stem to stern gave backbone to awnings fore and aft of the mast.


Meanwhile they ate a meal scooped into wooden bowls. Aalf broached a firkin of ale; horns passed hand to hand. For Gunnhild he had a cup. She thought it wise to offer Seija a taste, where the Finn-woman crouched at the rim of firelight. Flames crackled, sparked, reddened the swirling, sweet-smelling smoke. Teeth, eyeballs, metal cast flickers back from shadow. Voices rolled slowly or burst into sudden laughter. It was man-talk, mostly everyday stuff and loutish banter, though when Aalf told something from his voyages his crew stilled and hearkened. Gunnhild choked down the wish to take part. What had she to say, a girl who had never before been this far from home? But when queens spoke, oh, then men gave heed!


The night was wondrously clear. As the crew yawned and trudged off, Gunnhild stepped aside from the dying fire and gazed upward. Stars and stars and stars crowded the dark, more than she knew of, so that Thor’s Wain and Freyja’s Spindle were almost lost among them. The Winterway stretched like a frosty river above shouldering heights and glimmering water. What might this hugeness know of gods, worlds, men, and their dooms?


The Lodestar gleamed and beckoned above a crest. Beyond waited Finnmörk. Gunnhild spent the night slipping in and out of eldritch dreams.


Men rose at dawn, chewed cold food, and were off. Skeggi had well reckoned the tides. Thorgunna walked on oars from the wick and caught the morning breeze outside. She heeled in waves that sunrise silvered and ran with a bone in her teeth.


Thus the days and nights passed. Aside from a few rainshowers, weather and wind stayed uncannily fair. Seija got over the worst of her sickness. Sometimes, when it was safe, Aalf let Gunnhild take the helm for a short spell. Meaningless though she knew this was, to have the steering in her grip made blood tingle.


Mountains loomed skyward, snow on their stony heads, flanks begrown with wilderness where a waterfall did not tumble down a cliff, islands matching mainland. Thorgunna threaded the waters between. Awe of the loftiness to starboard and larboard quieted men. When a cloud passed above, it seemed as if those heights were toppling on them. They spied teeming life, seafowl, seals a-bask on rocks, whales like reefs afloat, cod and halibut they took on lines they trailed aft, bears and even elk that had come down to shore. Cries reached them from above, sometimes a bellow or a howl from inland. Of man they saw little—campfire smoke, huts for fishers and hunters later in the year, the bleached wreckage of a ship. Few Norse made their homes so far north, and no Finns showed themselves. This was not the time or place either for trade or for paying scot, and who knew what a craftful of strangers wanted?


They did at Streamfjord.


Soon after the knarr turned in there, it was sail down, oars out, and Skeggi at the tiller. The span between Whale Island to larboard and a jut of mainland to starboard was broad enough, but now Thorgunna hugged the latter while her crew peered after the landmarks. Shoals were many and riptides tugged. The land grew flatter, thickly wooded. Then a lookout shouted, men hurrahed, Skeggi put the helm over, and the sweating rowers gusted their own thanks.


A stream flowed down to a strand against which fairly mild waves lapped. As the sailors dropped anchor, a half-score men ran from the woods. Seija reached forth her arms, called aloud, and burst into tears. Only Gunnhild, and maybe Özur, had ever before seen her weep.


The tide being high and Aalf not wholly trustful, he deemed it best not to ground but to lie where they were and wade ashore. He jumped out first, caught Gunnhild when she followed, and bore her to land. She thought this made her look helpless, but annoyance whirled away when she saw, close up, those who met her.


Like most of their kind, they were short and stocky, with wide faces, saddle noses, big eyes that slanted a little. Under the weathering and smoke-smudges their skins were light, and the hair and sparse whiskers of some were even yellow. Their clothes were leather and fur, cloth of Norse weave mingled in. Aside from long knives, which they kept sheathed, they were unarmed. The sailors lowered their spears and axes.


Two Finn-men trod ahead of the rest. Seija sped to one of them. He held her close and crooned. She laid her head at his breast and sobbed. He was of about thirty winters, strongly built, black-locked, his underslung jaw nearly beardless. The man beside him was the tallest of the band, somewhat older, lean, his eyes blue and bleak. He carried a wand made from a deer’s legbone.


“Gunnhild,” said Aalf, “you can talk with them, no? The thrall woman’s blubbering too hard.”


His sister swallowed. “Greeting,” she began, hearing her awkwardness with the tongue. “I am she whom you awaited.” Her heart thuttered.


Seija stepped aside. Her voice was uneven, her cheeks wet, but she spoke clearly, in Norse. “Here is my brother Vuokko,” she said, and, waving at the other, “here my kinsman Aimo. They have come as plighted, and everything is ready.”


“Tell them,” Aalf ordered, “that we will go see the winter house. Tell them, too, that we will call for this maiden at this same spot a year hence. If she has suffered any harm whatsoever, woe betide your whole tribe.”


It flitted through Gunnhild that King Harald might not like that. They paid him their share of hides, pelts, walrus ropes, and ivory.


“They, they cannot help it if—she falls sick or—or something,” Seija stammered.


“They are wizards, are they not? Let them see to her well-being. And now you are home again,” Aalf ended scornfully.




X


Long before this, one Ulf, son of Bjalfi, dwelt in Sygnafylki in Norway, not far from the Sognefjord. He was rich, owned broad acres, and claimed the rank of lendman, just below a jarl’s. In his youth he had gone on viking raids with his friend Kaari, who was a berserker, and later he wed Kaari’s daughter Salbjorg. On his mother’s side he was kin to the famous warrior Ketil Salmon, son of Hallbjörn Half-troll. Ulf was a hard worker and a man of wise redes, but apt to grow sleepy in the evenings; many men believed that now and then his soul roamed after dark as a wolf. Hence he bore the nickname Kveldulf, Dusk-wolf. He and Salbjorg had two sons, Thorolf and Grim. There was strange blood in that family.


Yet Thorolf grew up handsome, cheerful, and openhanded. When he had reached twenty winters, his father gave him a longship. Thereafter he was often in viking, bringing home much wealth. Mostly this came from the sale of captives taken along the southern Baltic shores, but some was loot from across the North Sea.


Meanwhile King Harald of Vikin warred about until he had brought all Norway under himself. After Sogn and Sygnafylki fell to him, Thorolf entered his service and wrought mightily. Wounded in the last battle at Hafrsfjord, Kveldulf’s son got well and made a marriage that brought him great holdings. High in the king’s favor, he went yearly north to bring in the Finnish scot.


But he also gained foes. These slandered him to Harald Fairhair, over and over, until the king no longer trusted him. Things went swiftly from bad to worse. Men were slain. At last Harald took a host to ring in a farmhouse where Thorolf and his followers were, on the eve of going from Norway forever. When Thorolf would not yield, they set it afire. Those inside broke out, weapons in hand, to die fighting. Thorolf got as far as the shieldbearers around the king. Harald Fairhair gave his hacked, pierced body the death-stroke.


Grim tried to get wergild for his brother. Nothing came of it. Instead, Harald laid hand on everything that had been Thorolf’s. Now Grim and his father would no longer stay, but go to Iceland.


First they overran and killed a shipful of King Harald’s men. In this battle Kveldulf went berserk. None could stand against him; he cut them down and raged onward. When such a fit had passed, the man was always weak for a while. Although he skippered skillfully the craft they had taken, old Kveldulf fell sick and died at sea. As he had wished, his crew made a coffin for him and set it adrift.


It washed ashore at Borgarfjord on the west side. Grim took land there, with meadows, marshes, and woods as well as plenty of fish and seal in the waters, plenty of seafowl’s eggs on the rocks. He built a farm he called Borg and became one of the foremost men in Iceland.


He was big but otherwise unlike his fallen brother, being dark, ugly, and moody. Losing his hair early, he got the nickname Skallagrim, Bald Grim. His wife was Bera, daughter of a lendman in Sygnafylki. Most of their children died young. Four lived. The first son who did they named Thorolf. Then they had two girls, Saeunn and Thorunn, and last another son, Egil. Thorolf took after his namesake uncle, Egil after their father.


In Sogn in Norway was a young man, Björn, son of the hersir Brynjolf. Guesting in Sygnafylki, he met a maiden, Thora Orfrey-Sleeve, whom he wanted to wed. Her brother, the hersir Thorir Hroaldsson, who had the ward of her, said no. Björn came back by sea and stole her away. Though she was willing enough, this meant trouble. In spring he got a knarr from his father and set sail for Dublin, among whose Norse he ought to find haven. A storm drove him to Shetland. There he wedded Thora. Word came that King Harald had outlawed him, so next spring he and his bride left the broch that had sheltered them and steered for Iceland. Skallagrim took him in. He and Thorolf became fast friends.


Nonetheless he hoped for peace with Thora’s kin. Word went back and forth over the sea. It helped that Skallagrim was Thorir’s foster brother. Terms of settlement were reached. Björn and Thora returned to Norway. Thorolf, who felt restless at home, went along. Aasgerd, the little daughter of Björn and Thora, stayed behind at Borg, fostered by Skallagrim and Bera.


Having mended his fences, Björn settled down in his father’s household. Thorolf stayed there too, and welcome he was. In spring he and Björn outfitted a ship, gathered a crew, and fared in viking to the Baltic. They brought back a good haul. Then they went off to call on Thorir Hroaldsson.


Eirik, King Harald’s most beloved son, arrived soon after. Thorir had been his foster father, whom he saw whenever he could.


Thorolf and Björn had come there in a karfi belonging to the former. This was like a small longship, with thirteen oars to a side and bearing a crew of about thirty. She was a sweet and nimble craft, brightly painted. Bjorn marked how often Eirik stood looking at her where she lay docked. He advised Thorolf to give her to the atheling. Thorolf did, and Eirik rewarded him with friendship.


King Harald’s anger at the house of Kveldulf had never lessened. He would not meet with Thorolf. However, for Eirik’s sake Harald gave the man peace.


Thorolf stayed on in Norway for some years. At first he and Björn spent their summers in viking, their winters with either Brynjolf or Thorir.


But as Harald grew old and his strength waned, he turned the steering of the kingdom more and more over to Eirik, beginning with lordship over Haalogaland, North Moerr, and Raumsdalr. Eirik raised a strong household troop of his own. There had already been deadly fights between sons of Harald, and Eirik was thinking ahead. Thorolf Skallagrimsson joined this band and soon rose high in it. Now, while he was still mostly off in viking during the summer, he was otherwise with Eirik.


But one springtime Eirik deemed that Bjarmaland on the White Sea must have healed enough to be worth a new faring. Besides, he had gotten wind of happenings there which he misliked. Thorolf kept the prow of the lead ship, and bore Eirik’s banner when they fought—for fight they did, and hard it was.




XI


Endlessly wheeling through summer, the sun cast light that lost itself in boughs overhead and spattered on woodland mold. Leaves glowed golden with it. White birch and gray rowan lifted slim above thick undergrowth. Stands of pine and fir gloomed amidst the shades. Air lay cool and still, full of wet smells.


Vuokko halted on the game trail, raised a hand, and bent over. Gunnhild stopped behind him. She glanced back at Aimo. The other shaman’s mouth drew tight.


They three had been long out, having left the camp shortly after it woke. Gunnhild felt how much she had walked, or scrambled through brush or squelped across bogs. True, this was better than the daily round of a Finn-woman, which she had to share. But she loathed her manlike breeks and coat even more than the garb given her for everyday use. Needful though they were right now, they smacked of the twistedness that the Norse muttered went with seid.


Mosquitoes whined in smoky clouds. At least the louse-hat she had rubbed on her skin kept them off. The trick had never worked as well at home as it did here. When he handed the leaves to her, Vuokko told her he had sung over them.


Louse-hat also yielded a poison, like wolfsbane. The thought flitted through her, how queer it was that the same thing could both help and harm, give health or death. She was learning uncanniness.


Vuokko pointed to the ground. “See,” he bade her. “A fox has passed by.” She easily understood him, having fast strengthened her grasp of the Finnish tongue. He showed her the dim spoor she would otherwise have overlooked. “You must become wise in the ways of beasts as well as plants—all the ways of earth, water, weather. That’s how you gain power over them.”


“But the girl will have no use for mere stalker’s skills,” said Aimo.


Vuokko straightened. “The world is one,” he answered coldly.


“As we both well know, or you should know. Yet who shall ever understand the whole of it? And why should I call a prey to me when a trap or a weir can take it?”


“I was only showing— Let me do something stronger, then.” Vuokko chopped an arm downward. “Hold still, you two. Watch yonder.”


A squirrel was darting around the branches of a nearby fir, in and out of sight, a flickery red flame. Vuokko whistled. The squirrel stopped in surprise. The man stared straight at it. The squirrel stayed where it was, as if frozen. Gunnhild gasped.


“If you make the holy craft into a boast, I had better treat it more fittingly, lest it turn on us,” said Aimo. “Loose that animal.”


Vuokko scowled but drew a sign. The squirrel chirred and scampered wildly around. Vuokko looked at Gunnhild. “That was not for fun or brag,” he said almost warmly. “I am aware of how you weary of your life in the tribe. You should see it’s not for nothing.”


Aimo unslung a short bow from his shoulder and took an arrow from his quiver. He whispered to it before he nocked it and drew the string. Vuokko’s eyes stayed locked on Gunnhild. The mosquitoes shrilled. Somewhere a wild goose honked.


The bow twanged. The squirrel tumbled from mid-leap. A gout of blood followed like the tail of a shooting star.


Aimo trod over to pluck it from the bush into which it had fallen. Holding the torn little thing in his left hand, he freed the arrow with his right. “I never saw marksmanship like that!” Gunnhild cried in her amazement.


Aimo laughed. “It is the arrow. See.” His reddened forefinger traced marks cut into the shaft. “I made it so, and sang over it. Now it will strike whatever I tell it to.” He spoke to the carcass. “I am sorry, brother mine. This was done in aid of teaching the lore that holds the world together. May your wraith frolic gladly.” He laid it down and made a sign over it.


“Yes, this too shall you learn, girl,” said Vuokko, “though it’s no great thing.”


Gunnhild thought it would not be small if the mark were a man. Her flesh prickled as if with frost.


“Oh, I can catch prey by myself,” said Aimo. “Come winter, on ski I overtake anything that runs.”


“I think you will not overtake me,” Vuokko growled.


This was not the first time a quarrel between them had threatened. “You are surely both mighty hunters,” Gunnhild put hastily in. “But I am—a woman. I shall have to make my way with the Knowledge alone.” She drew breath. The chill in her flared. “Such as sending my soul abroad?”


“That too you shall, if you are able,” Vuokko promised.


“Not before you have the deep wisdom,” Aimo warned. “And then we shall go forward very warily. It is a dangerous doing. I will not have you set at risk.”


Gunnhild thought of wandering lost forever beyond the world of men. She kept the inward shudder hidden. Never would she seem unsure or afraid before these two.


“No, no, no,” Vuokko agreed. “Now come; let us go on as we meant to.”


The rest of that walk was given over to plants, mostly mushrooms and toadstools. The shamans wanted her to spy every kind they passed, however hidden it was in the brush, and tell them all its names and all its strengths and weaknesses. Whenever she went wrong, they made her say it over until she had it right. She was learning of deadly kinds, and kinds that brought about drunkenness, and kinds that raised dreams wherein one saw what no eye ever could, and kinds that were good to eat—but when those rotted, they too brewed poisons. Nearing the camp, she thanked both the wizards. They smiled. The anger in them had died down somewhat.


It would rise afresh, she feared.


Along the trail stood a tall, crooked boulder, overgrown with lichen. The bones of birds and lemmings lay scattered beneath it. The men stopped, bowed, fluttered their hands, and chanted words Gunnhild could not follow. She waited quietly aside, not knowing what, if anything, an outland woman ought to do.


Indeed, she knew little about the gods here. She had merely witnessed a few short rites, hardly more than luck-charms. Her father had said he believed the Finns acknowledged Thor under another name. If so, they did not give him the slaughterings of horse and kine that Norsemen did. Was this because they were too poor, or because they found their elves and whatnot were enough? They must feel no need of warlike help, for they seldom attacked each other.


Vuokko and Aimo had told her she would hear about the Beings during the winter. Within herself she wondered what that would be worth. The Finnish gods seemed as mild as the Finns themselves. Not even their wizards kept the tribes from being made booty of. Well, powers were of slight use to anyone who lacked the will to wield them against human foes, and warriors to back him up.


Or her, she thought.


She touched her breasts, as if to find the silver hammer that hung between them. In her quarters, among the few things she had been able to bring along from the ship, lay a small soapstone image of Frey; when she secretly took him forth and rubbed his upstanding yard, a thrill as of mightiness went through her. Thus did she call on sky and earth to be her warders, far though she had fared. Özur had also plighted a great thank-offering if she returned safely.


But otherwise she had only her own strength.


Having paid the rock its due, the men took her on into camp. There they said they would meet with her again in a few sleeps. Meanwhile, between worldly tasks she must go over everything she had learned until she had it by heart. She longed to throw a haughty answer into their teeth—she, daughter of a hersir, granddaughter of a jarl—but then they might ask someone to take her straight home. However, if they reckoned that tending fires, plucking feathers, gathering berries, and the dreary rest of it would meeken her, their witch-sight did not reach inside anybody’s head!


She went on to her lodging. This camp was the biggest of those among which the tribe made their rounds, for here the reindeer were brought after midsummer from the woods and fens where they had ranged. Men and boys ran alongside a herd, steering it toward a pen of untrimmed posts. At this time of year, the beasts stayed close together for shielding against mosquitoes, and would follow any that was trained to lead them. Nevertheless they were half wild, apt to bolt. A few were kept to bear burdens and draw sleds in winter; the rest gave milk, meat, hide, gut, antler, bone.


Huts huddled around a clearing and off under the trees. Beside each was a njalla, a wooden shed atop a hewn-off trunk, which kept food and other goods beyond reach of thievish animals. A notched log leaned against it, a kind of ladder. Gunnhild had seen the like by Norse yeomen’s houses, though there it oftenest rested on four stout tree boles, dug up and standing on their spread roots.


She also kenned the turf dwellings. Seija had had one at Ulfgard. Here, though, some were bigger and better, their walls and roofs made of logs chinked with clay and moss. Smoke curled out of them. Women and girls squatted in front, at toil that needed room and bright light. They chattered, shouted to and fro, broke into trills of laughter. The merriment baffled Gunnhild. Maybe their life was a bit less bad than the lot of the Norse lowly, a bit more free, but how hard and dull it was. How helpless.


She neared the house where she guested. Belonging to Seija’s family, it was not quite such a hovel as most. The woman saw her, leaped up from the leather she was stitching to make a garment, and sped to meet her.


“Oh, Gunnhild!” she cried. Happiness shone through the soot and grease on her face. She caught the maiden’s two hands in her own. “Wonderful tidings! I am to be wedded! Keino, son of—”


Gunnhild gave scant heed to the word-stream. It churned in her that she was about to lose the nearest thing to a friend that she had here. Not that Seija was like a sister—more like a dog or cat, whose nearness lent some cheer, some memory of home. Henceforth Gunnhild would have nothing to help her forget how the gaze of the wizards again and again slunk toward her.


“May all go well with you,” she mumbled. And now Seija is out of the story.




XII


Where the River Dvina flowed broad and slow through a stretch of meadowland amidst marshy woods, men fought. Rygi Helm-Splitter had fewer well-armed and skillful warriors—Norse, Danes, Swedes, Russians—than did Eirik Haraldsson; but with him were a great band of Karelians, bowmen, spearmen, slingmen. The sheer weight of them should have overwhelmed the atheling.


When he saw them coming upon him, Eirik laughed. “Do they think we’ll ship straightaway for home?” he said.


“Besides, I think if we did, they’d follow us along both shores, shooting us like swine driven down a dell,” answered Thorolf Skallagrimsson. “Yon Rygi can’t want us coming back with more strength to grub him out.”


Eirik nodded. “A faithless man. He never told me outright to begone from his little jarldom. No, he stalled about till suddenly he could spring this on us. He may or may not live to be sorry. We’ll take our stand on the riverside, where they can’t get at us from behind, and see what happens.”


Rygi’s vikings shocked first against the shields. Behind him pressed and howled his wild, skin-clad allies. Shafts and stones sleeted from the flanks. Swords rang; axes thundered. Among the reeds, brown water began to redden.


High flew Eirik’s banner in Thorolf’s left hand. A friend warded him on that side. The blade in his right leaped. It caught a stroke. The foeman’s weapon wobbled. Thorolf twisted slightly and hunched his shoulders. The next blow grated off his ring-mail. Lynx-fast, he struck beneath the other byrnie, into a leg. He felt bone give way. The stranger groaned, staggered, and sank to his good knee. Thorolf split his neck. He fell in a heap. Stench roiled. Gray though the sky was, blood shone fire-bright.


Nearby, Eirik warred as mightily. So did every man of his handpicked crews. The onslaught lurched back. Its forward rank stumbled against the Karelians behind and broke up in pushing and shoving. “Now, at them!” Eirik yelled. He put the horn slung at his side to his lips and blew. The call hooted over all battle noise. Thorolf forged ahead, step by thrusting step. The banner went above him, rippling from the cross-arm, an eagle black on amber.


Well-drilled, the crewmen formed a wedge that clove through the pack. Smiting right and left, they moved in on another standard. A huge man with a shaggy beard met them, bellowing like a bull elk. His ax crashed through a Norse shield, down to the wrist behind it. Then a sword slashed across his forearm. Blood spurted. He tried to hew again, but Eirik gave him his deathblow. Thorolf killed the man who bore his flag and cast it down.


When Rygi thus died, his host broke. Milling, wailing, they were sheep for the slaughter until they got loose and ran every which way over the meadow. Thereafter the Norse had room to throw spears and shoot arrows. The vikings who were left put up a harder fight, but they stood scattered in twos and threes. Knot by knot, as Eirik ordered, his men surrounded and made an end of them.


“No need to chase the rest,” he said. “We’ll find them later.”


He grinned as he looked across the field. The dead sprawled, ugly as the newly slain always are; the badly wounded moaned, yammered, and threshed about, more and more weakly. His men searched among them for their hurt or fallen shipmates and took care of these. They seldom bothered to cut the throat of a foe, unless it seemed he might creep away. Some ravens already perched on lichs, picked eyes out, and tore at flesh. There would soon be many.


Beyond, Eirik’s longships nestled against the shore. The one that had belonged to Rygi lay farther on, moored with two sailless river freighters at a rough-built wharf. Above this loomed his stronghold. The hall roof showed over the stockade. Rygi and his gang had done well in the years since they took sword-land here. On horseback where they could not row, they raided, had scot from the tribes, got fighters to join with them. These bleak reaches held more wealth than one might think, hides, pelts, thralls, and also gold from Kola. Rygi sent his traders to the Swedish marts and even Aldeigjuborg on Lake Ladoga. It was small wonder that when Eirik Haraldsson, to whom word of this had drifted, came to learn what was going on, Rygi forbade him to roam freely about. That was Rygi’s first mistake. Meanwhile he secretly sent for his Karelians, and with them attacked the Norse. That was his second and last mistake.


“We’ll have work aplenty, bringing this country to heel,” Eirik said.


“What?” Thorolf boggled. “We can hardly make your father or you king of it, as few as we are and as far off as it is.”


“No, no. But we’ll scour widely, avenging our losses and taking a rich booty. Yes, drive it well into the heads of these folk that never again shall they make trouble for ours. Traders will be thankful, and—they will pay the kingly house a share.”
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