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Winter bites hard in Rogaland. Sodden thatch 

shudders under its blanket of snow. Within the 

earthen barns sheep shiver and huddle, their breath 

small clouds. A man can lose himself in the drifts 

between byre and longhouse, and not be found again 

until the spring thaw. The pristine shroud that covers 

him is deep, but his long sleep is deeper still. In such a 

season the ice forms black and hard on lake and 

stream. For some, it is a good time: merchants whip 

their horses fast along the gleaming surface of the 

waterways, sledges piled high with pelts of squirrel 

and winter hare, with sealskins and oil and walrus 

tusks, with salt fish and fine embroidery. Boys dart 

across the river on their bone skates, quick as swallows, 

voices echoing away to lose themselves amongst 

the pale twigs of the winter birches.


It was Yuletide, and today there was no skating. 

The wind screamed around the temple, demanding 

entry through any chink or cranny its piercing fingers 

might discover. The timbers creaked and groaned in 

response, but held firm. So far, the roof had not leaked. 

Just as well he’d climbed up and shifted some of the 

weight off the shingles, Eyvind thought. The place would be full to bursting for the midwinter sacrifice.


Folk were already streaming into the valley, coming 

by sledge and on foot, on skis or skates, old men 

carried on their sons’ backs, old women pulled on 

hurdles by red-faced children or panting dogs. The 

wind died down, as if holding its breath in honour of 

the occasion, but a new storm was coming. Dark 

clouds built in the west.


Eyvind had been working hard. The temple was 

on his mother’s land, though shared by all in the 

surrounding district, so the burden of preparation 

fell squarely on the household at Hammarsby. He’d 

spent the morning chopping wood, stacking the pungent-smelling logs by the central hearth, making and 

banking the fire. It was nearly time for the ceremony; 

he should stir the coals now and put on more fuel. 

The white goat could be heard outside, bleating 

plaintively. His sisters had swept the stone floor clean 

and stripped the cobwebs from the rooftrees, while 

his mother, Ingi, polished the bronze surfaces of ritual 

knives and bowls to a bright, sunny sheen. These 

now lay ready on the altar at the temple’s northern 

end. Cold light pierced the shingled roof above the 

hearth. From the altar, Thor’s image stared down at 

Eyvind. Bushy browed, full-bearded, the god’s 

wooden features held an expression of ferocious challenge. 

In his iron-gloved right hand he gripped the 

war-hammer, Mjollnir; his left was held across his 

chest, to signify the making of some vow. Eyvind 

stared back, meeting Thor’s gaze without blinking, 

and his own hand moved to his breast as if returning 

a pledge of allegiance. Till death, he thought Thor was 

saying, and he whispered his answer, ‘Till death and 

beyond.’


The air was crisp and chill, the sacred space clean 

and quiet in the cold winter light. Later there would 

be a press of bodies in the temple, and it would be all 

too warm. As Eyvind used the iron poker to stir the 

embers to life, there was a sound from the entry 

behind him. He turned to see a tall, broad figure striding 

towards him, hair and beard touched to dark gold 

by the glow of the rekindled fire.


‘Well, well, little brother! I swear you’ve doubled in 

size since the harvest!’


Eyvind felt a huge grin spreading across his face. 

‘Eirik! You’re home! Tell me where you’ve been, and 

what you’ve been doing! I want to hear everything!’


His brother seized him in a brief, hard embrace, 

then stretched out his hands to warm them before the 

flames.


‘Later, later,’ he laughed. ‘Time enough for all that 

after the sacrifice. We’ll have many tales, for I do not 

come alone.’


‘Hakon is here too?’ Eyvind asked eagerly. He 

admired Hakon almost as much as he did Eirik himself, 

for his brother’s friend had earned his wolfskin at 

not quite sixteen, which was generally thought to be 

some sort of record.


‘Hakon, and others,’ Eirik said, suddenly serious. 

‘The Jarl’s kinsman, Ulf, is with us, a fine man, and a 

friend of ours. He’s brought his young brother and 

several of his household. They’re on their way to Jarl 

Magnus’ court. Ulf has a wish for some delicate silverwork, 

I think to impress a lady. I made it known to him 

that our sister’s husband is skilled in this craft. They 

will spend some nights here, in any event; the storm 

looks likely to prevent further travel for a little. The 

Jarl himself was urgent for home. He has a new son, bred when we came back from the spring viking; he is 

gone ahead, but we have time before we must join 

him. He will not set out again before spring’s seeding 

is attended to.’ He glanced at his brother, and his tone 

changed. ‘Eyvind? I’ve a favour to ask you.’


‘What?’


There were new sounds from outside now, the 

rapid approach of many folk, voices raised in greeting.


‘Later,’ Eirik said.


Eyvind asked him no further questions, though it 

was hard to wait. Eirik was his hero. Eirik was a 

Wolfskin. That was the most glorious calling in the 

whole world, for surely nothing could surpass the 

moment when you heard Thor’s call to battle ringing 

in your ears, pulsing in your blood, filling every 

corner of your being with a red rage that shut out any 

thought of fear. To charge forward in pure courage, 

inspired by the god himself – that bold vision tugged 

at Eyvind’s thoughts by day and filled his dreams by 

night. What matter if a Wolfskin’s life were short? 

Such a warrior, once fallen, would be carried straight 

to Thor’s right hand. One day he himself would pass 

the test, and become one of that band to which Eirik 

and Hakon belonged, as had many of Eyvind’s kin in 

times past. The men of Hammarsby had a noble 

tradition in the Warfather’s service. So Eyvind practised 

with the bow and with the axe. He ran and 

climbed, he skated and swam. He shovelled snow 

and hunted and grew strong, awaiting that day. 

Eirik’s tales kept his dreams alive. Later, perhaps his 

brother would tell of the autumn viking, the riches 

plundered, the battles won.


The folk of the district crowded into the temple, 

along with the men of Jarl Magnus’ household, warrior and swineherd side by side. The high seat, its 

wooden pillars carved with many small creatures, was 

allocated to Ulf, kinsman of the Jarl, and by him stood 

the two Wolfskins, gold-bearded Eirik and the taller, 

hawk-featured Hakon. Each wore his short cloak of 

shaggy fur, fastened on the shoulder with an ornate 

silver brooch. Both were well armed: Eirik had the 

lethal skeggox, or hewing-axe, on his back, and Hakon 

bore a fine sword, its hilt plated with copper. The 

nobleman, Ulf, was young: not so much older than 

Eirik himself, Eyvind thought. He had many folk with 

him, probably housecarls called into service for the 

autumn viking, with a few richly dressed men who 

might be part of Jarl Magnus’ household elite, or Ulf’s 

own retainers.


Eyvind’s eldest brother, Karl, began the ceremony, 

his solemn features glowing warm in the fire’s light. 

Eyvind was pleased with that fire; the smoke was rising 

cleanly through the roof-opening to disperse in the 

cold air outside. Karl was no warrior. His choice had 

been to stay at home and husband the land, his 

brothers’ portions as well as his own. It was a decision 

that, in hindsight, had been both wise and prudent, for 

their father, Hallvard Karlsson, had died in his prime, 

falling nobly in the service of the old Jarl, and leaving 

Ingi a widow. A young man with a young family of his 

own, Karl had simply stepped into his father’s shoes. 

Now he and his mother controlled a wide sweep from 

hilltop to fjord, and commanded great respect in the 

district. All the same, Eyvind had never understood 

how his brother could prefer that existence over a life 

as Thor’s warrior. Yet Karl seemed content with what 

he was.


‘Master of storm, tamer of waves, iron-fisted one!’ Karl now addressed the god in ringing tones. ‘Hewer 

of giants, serpent-slayer, worthiest of warriors! In 

blood, we honour you! In fire, we salute you! In the 

shadow time, we seek your protection. May your 

strong arm guard us on land path and sea path. Smite 

our enemies and smile on our endeavours.’


‘Hewer of giants, serpent-slayer, worthiest of warriors!’ 

the assembled folk chanted, and their voices 

rose with the fire’s heat to ring out across the snow-blanketed 

hills and the dark fir trees, straight to the 

ears of the god himself. Eyvind joined in the response, 

his gaze on Thor’s staring, formidable eyes. Now Ingi 

walked slowly around the temple, bearing the ritual 

arm-ring on a small embroidered cushion. Over many 

hours a fine smith had wrought there an image of the 

world tree with its attendant creatures: the serpent 

Nidhogg at its deepest roots, the noble eagle at its tip, 

the squirrel Ratatosk scampering between. The pattern 

went right around the ring; a man could never see the 

whole of it at one time. They held the sacrifice at first 

frost, at midwinter and in spring; at all other times, 

this treasure was well locked away from curious eyes. 

One hand after another reached out to brush reverently 

against the gleaming gold: girls’ hands still soft 

and milk-pale, men’s hands branded by axe shaft and 

bowstring, gnarled old hands that knew many winters 

on the land. All moved to pledge allegiance to the 

warrior, Thor, and to Odin, who had hung on that 

self-same tree in search of wisdom. Even the thralls, 

clustered like a body of shadows at the far end near 

the door, stretched out tentative fingers as Ingi 

passed.


Karl lifted one of the ritual knives from the altar. 

The goat was struggling, afraid of the crowd and the fire. It seemed to Eyvind that the boy who clutched its 

neck rope could not hold the creature much longer. If 

he let go of the rope, the goat would free itself and bolt 

across the crowded temple in a chaos of hooves and 

horns. One could not offend the god thus. Eyvind got 

up and moved forward, relieving the red-faced lad of 

his charge, soothing the animal with soft words and a 

careful hand.


‘Go on, then,’ he muttered. Karl raised the 

sacrificial knife; the firelight shone bright from its 

bronze blade. Eyvind tightened his grip, forcing the 

white goat’s head back, exposing pink, naked skin 

where the hair on the throat grew more sparsely. 

Perhaps sensing the inevitable, the creature made one 

last desperate surge for freedom. But Eyvind’s hands 

were strong. ‘Hurry up!’ he hissed.


The knife came down, swept across. It should have 

been easy. Karl was a farmer; slaughtering stock was a 

routine task for him. But at the vital moment, a bird 

shrieked harshly above the smoke-hole, and somehow 

the knife slipped sideways, so the blood did not spurt 

free and scarlet, but only seeped dark against the pure 

white hair. The goat screamed, and went on screaming. 

The god was displeased. Karl stood frozen, knowing 

the omen was bad for them. Thor’s eyes were fierce 

and angry on his back.


‘Here,’ said Eyvind. He took the knife from his 

brother’s fingers, holding the bleeding goat with one 

hand, fingers twisted in the rope. His legs were on 

either side of the creature, forcing its agonised form 

still. This must be done well, now, or there would be 

failed crops, and sick beasts, and death and defeat on 

the field of war.


‘Iron glove guide my blade,’ Eyvind said, fixing the god’s wooden eyes with his own. ‘In your name, great 

battle god!’


There was only one way to do such things: hard 

and swift, straight across, near severing the neck. Fast, 

accurate and merciful. How else could a clean kill be 

made? The screaming ceased. The white goat went 

limp. Eyvind’s sisters held the bronze bowls to catch 

the blood. There was no telling what Thor thought of 

the manner of it, but at least Eyvind had done his best. 

He turned to face the folk, helping Karl to lift the 

slaughtered goat high so the blood could flow into the 

bowls. Drops spattered hands, faces, tunics. The altar 

bore a pattern of red spots; a bloody tear trickled 

down the face of the god.


I will kill cleanly for you, Eyvind told Thor, but not 

aloud. Let me be a Wolfskin, and I will be your bravest warrior. 

Braver than Hakon; braver even than Eirik. All that I 

am, I will give you. He looked down the temple towards 

the great assembly of folk, and straight into a pair of 

eyes so dark, so piercingly intense that his heart 

seemed to grow still a moment, then lurch painfully 

back into life. His mind had been on Thor, and blood, 

and sacrifice, and for a moment he had thought – but 

no, this was only a boy, a lad of his own age or maybe 

younger, who stood amongst the richly dressed 

entourage of the nobleman, Ulf. But how he stared. He 

looked at Eyvind as a starving wolf gazes at a man 

across the wayside fire, wary, fascinated, dangerous. 

The boy was pale and thin, his brown hair straggling 

unplaited, his mouth a line. His features were unremarkable 

save for those feral eyes. Eyvind blinked 

and looked away.


The girls bore the brimming bowls down the 

temple, white fingers dipping the blood-twigs in, splashing bright crimson on floor and wall, anointing 

pillar and hearth and doorframe, marking each man 

and woman with the sacrifice. When the bowls were 

empty, Karl laid them on the altar beside the knives, 

and the goat was dragged outside to be gutted and 

prepared for cooking.


‘Warfather, we toast you this day of Yule!’ Karl 

raised his great drinking horn. Ingi had passed 

between the men, pouring the ale with care: one 

would not wish to offend Thor by spilling any before 

the toasts were complete. ‘All hail, great battle leader!’ 

Karl called. They drank.


‘All hail, mighty Thor, smiter of serpents!’ Ulf cried, 

rising to his feet and lifting his own horn, a fine piece 

banded in silver. The men echoed his ringing tones 

and drank again.


‘We salute you, crusher of giants!’ Eirik’s voice was 

as fierce as his weathered countenance. So the toasts 

continued, and as they did the patch of sky darkened 

above the roof aperture, and the inside of the temple 

glowed strangely in the fire’s light. The boy was still 

staring; now the flames made twin points of brightness 

in his night-dark eyes. Thunder cracked in the 

sky above; sudden lightning speared the sky. The 

storm was on its way.


‘Thor is well satisfied,’ said Eirik. ‘He calls his 

greeting to our small assembly; it is a hearty war-song. 

Come, let us move close to the fire, and pass the day 

with good drink and feasting and tales. A long season 

we spent on the whale’s way, with the wind biting 

cold through our tunics and never a drop of ale nor a 

woman’s soft form in our sight. We thank the god for 

guiding us home safely once more. We thank him for 

our glorious victories, and for the rich spoils we carry. In the growing season, we shall sail forth again to honour 

him in deeds of courage, but for now, it is good to 

be home. Let him look kindly on our celebration.’


There were many tales told that day, and the more 

the ale flowed, the more eloquent the telling. There 

were tales of Thor’s valour and Odin’s cunning, tales 

of dragons and heroes. Eyvind sat close to his brother, 

Eirik, savouring every moment. Of such stuff are 

dreams made. He wanted Eirik to tell them about the 

autumn viking: where they had been, what battles 

they had fought and what plunder they had brought 

home. But he did not ask. It was enough, for now, that 

Eirik was here.


That boy was still watching him. Perhaps he was 

simple in the head. Eyvind tried staring back; the boy 

met his gaze without blinking. His expression did not 

change. Eyvind tried smiling politely, though in fact 

he found the constant scrutiny unsettling. The boy 

gave a little nod, no more than a tight jerk of the head. 

He did not smile.


At length, the fire burned lower. The smell of 

roasted goat flesh lingered. Bellies were comfortably 

full of the rich meat, and of Ingi’s finest oatcakes. The 

temple was warm with good fellowship. Thor, it 

seemed, had overlooked the imperfect manner of the 

ritual, and chosen to smile on them.


Hakon spoke. ‘I have a tale,’ he said, ‘a tale both 

sorrowful and inspiring, and well suited for Thor’s 

ears, since it tells of a loyalty which transcended all. It 

concerns a man named Niall, who fell amongst cutthroats 

one night when travelling home from the 

drinking hall. Niall had on him a purse of silver, with 

which he planned to buy a fine horse, and ride away 

to present himself to the Jarl’s court. He was not eager to give up his small hoard and his chance to make 

something of himself, for Niall, like many another 

young farmer’s son, was not rich in lands or worldly 

possessions. He had worked hard for his silver. So he 

fought with hands and feet and the small knife that 

was the only weapon he bore; he fought with all his 

strength and all his will, and he called on Thor for help 

from the bottom of his lungs. It was a one-sided struggle, 

for there were six attackers armed with clubs and 

sharpened stakes. Niall felt his ribs crack under boot-thrusts 

and his skull ring with blow on blow; his sight 

grew dim, he saw the night world through a red haze. 

It occurred to him, through a rising tide of unconsciousness, 

that this was not a good way to die, 

snuffed out by scum for a prize they would squabble 

over and waste and forget, as he himself would be forgotten 

soon enough. Still he struggled against them, 

for the will to live burned in him like a small bright 

flame.


‘Then, abruptly, the kicking stopped. The hands 

that had gripped his throat, squeezing without mercy, 

slackened and dropped away. There was a sound of 

furious activity around him, grunts and oaths, 

scuffling and a sudden shriek of pain, then retreating 

footsteps, and silence.


‘An arm lifted him up. Odin’s bones, every part of 

his body ached. But he was alive. After all, the gods 

had not forgotten him.


‘“Slowly, slowly, man,” the voice of his rescuer 

said. “Here, lean on me. We’d best make our way back 

to the drinking hall; you’re in no fit state to go further.”


‘The man who had saved Niall’s life was young, 

broad and big-fisted. Still, there was only one of 

him.


‘“How did you do that?” Niall gasped. “How did 

you –”


‘The stranger chuckled. “I’m a warrior, friend, and 

I keep a weapon or two about me. Thor calls; I answer. 

Just as well he called tonight, or your last breath 

would be gone from your body by now. My name’s 

Brynjolf. Who are you?”


‘Niall told him, and later, when his wounds were 

dressed and the two men were sharing a jug of good 

ale by the fire, he explained to Brynjolf his plans to 

present himself to the Jarl, and seek a place in his 

household.


‘“But my money is gone,” Niall said ruefully. “My 

silver, all that I had saved – those ruffians took it. Now 

I have nothing.”


‘“You have a friend,” Brynjolf grinned. “And – let 

me see – perhaps not all is lost.” He made a play of 

hunting here and there, in his pockets, in his small 

knapsack, in the folds of his cloak, until at length, 

“Ah,” he exclaimed, and drew out the goatskin pouch 

that held Niall’s carefully hoarded silver. Brynjolf 

shook it, and it jingled. “This is yours, I think.”


‘Niall took the pouch wordlessly. He did not look 

inside, or count the money.


‘“You wonder why I did not simply keep this?” 

Brynjolf queried. “When I said you had a friend, I 

spoke the truth. Let us travel on together. I will teach 

you a trick or two, for a man with such scant resources 

will not get far beyond the safe boundaries of the 

home farm, unless he learns to defend himself.”


‘So Niall and Brynjolf became the best of comrades, 

and on the way to the Jarl’s court they shared many 

adventures. And they swore an oath, an oath deep and 

solemn, for each scored his arm with a knife until the blood ran forth, dripping on the earth, and they set 

their forearms together and swore on their mingled 

blood that they would be as brothers from that day on. 

They vowed they would put this bond before all other 

loyalties, to support one another, to stand against the 

other’s enemies even until death. This oath they swore 

in Thor’s name, and the god smiled on them.


‘The years passed. Brynjolf joined the Jarl’s personal 

guard, and acquitted himself with great valour. 

Niall learned to use the sword and the axe, but he was 

not cut out to be a warrior. In time, he discovered he 

had a talent for making verses, and this pleased the 

Jarl mightily, for men of power love to hear the tales of 

their own great deeds told in fine, clever words. So, 

remarkably, Niall became a skald, and told his tales at 

gatherings of influential men, while his friend journeyed 

forth with the Jarl’s fleet in spring and in 

autumn, to raid along the coast of Friesland and 

Saxony. When Brynjolf returned, they would drink 

together, and laugh, and tell their tales, and they 

would pledge their brotherhood anew, this time in 

strong ale.


‘One summer Brynjolf came home with shadowed 

eyes and gaunt features. Late one night he told Niall 

a terrible story. While Brynjolf had been away, his 

family had perished in a hall-burning: father, mother, 

sister and young brothers. Adispute had festered over 

boundaries; this had grown to skirmishes, and then to 

killing. Late one night, when all the household slept, 

the neighbour’s men had surrounded the longhouse 

of Brynjolf’s father, and torched it. In the morning, 

walking amongst the blackened ruins of the place, folk 

swore they could still hear screaming, though all were 

dead, even the babies. All this, while Brynjolf himself was far away on the sea, not knowing. When he set 

foot on shore, they told him, and saw his amiable face 

become a mask of hate.


‘Niall could think of nothing to say.


‘“I will find the man who did this,” Brynjolf muttered, 

cold-eyed, “and he will pay in kind. Such an evil 

deed invites no less. He is far north in Frosta, and I am 

bound southwards this summer, but he and his are 

marked for death at my hand.”


‘Niall nodded and said nothing, and before seven 

days had passed, his friend was off again on the Jarl’s 

business. Niall put the terrible tale in the back of his 

mind.


‘It was a mild summer and the earth wore her 

loveliest gown. Flowers filled the meadows with soft 

colour and sweet perfume, crops grew thick and 

healthy, fruit ripened on the bushes. And Niall fell in 

love. There were many visitors to the court, noblemen, 

dignitaries, emissaries from far countries, landowners 

seeking favours. There was a man called Hrolf, who 

had come there to speak of trading matters, bringing 

his daughter. Every evening, folk gathered in the hall, 

and in the firelight Niall told his tales and sang his 

verses. The girl sat amongst the women of the household, 

and he thought her a shining pearl amongst 

plain stones, a sweet dove amongst barnyard chickens. 

Her name was Thora, and Niall’s heart was quite lost 

to her snow-pale skin and flax-gold hair, her demure 

features and warm, blue eyes. As he sang, he knew she 

watched him, and once or twice he caught a smile.


‘Niall was in luck. He was shy, and Thora was 

shyer. But the Jarl favoured his skald, and spoke to 

Hrolf on Niall’s behalf, and at length, her father 

agreed to consider the possibility of a marriage in a year or so when the girl was sixteen. For now, it 

would not hurt the young man to wait. They might 

exchange gifts. Next summer, Niall could visit them 

in the north. All things in good time.


‘The lovers snatched moments together, for all the 

watchful care of Thora’s keepers: kisses in shadowed 

hallways, one lovely meeting at dusk in the garden, 

hidden by hedges of flowering thorn. They sang 

together softly; they taught each other verses of love. 

Niall told Thora she had a voice like a lark; she giggled 

and put her arms around him, and he thought he 

might die of joy and of anticipation. Then summer 

drew to a close, and Hrolf took his daughter home.


‘Brynjolf did not go on the autumn viking that year. 

He excused himself from court and travelled north, 

and with him he took his blood brother, Niall the poet. 

To distant Frosta they journeyed, and by the wayside, 

they acquired two large, silent companions, men with 

scarred faces, whose empty eyes filled Niall with 

dread. There was no need for Brynjolf to tell him 

where they were going, or for what purpose. It was a 

quest for vengeance, and Niall’s oath bound him to it. 

He fixed his thoughts on the summer, and on his sweet 

Thora. Life would be good: the comforts of the Jarl’s 

court, the satisfaction of exercising his craft, the joys of 

marriage. He must simply do what had to be done 

here, and put it behind him, for there was a rosy future 

ahead.


‘They moved through deep woodlands by night. At 

the forest fringe, Brynjolf halted them with a hand. 

Not far below them lay a darkened longhouse, a 

thread of smoke still rising from the chimney. The folk 

were abed; a half moon touched the roof thatch with 

silver and glinted on a bucket set neatly by the well.


‘“Draw your swords,” whispered Brynjolf. “Not 

one must escape: not man, woman nor child. Go in 

quickly. There may be dogs.”


‘Then they lit torches from the one Brynjolf had 

carried, and with naked sword in hand, each ran to a 

different side of the building. Niall’s was the north. He 

saw the flare of dry wattles catching to east and west; 

so far, the dogs were silent. But it seemed not all there 

slept. From within the darkened house, close to the 

place where he stood frozen, clutching his flaming 

brand, came the sound of a girl singing. She sang very 

softly, in a voice like a lark’s, a little song known only 

to a pair of lovers who had crafted it one summer’s 

eve in a sheltered garden.’


As Hakon recounted his tale, there was a deathly 

silence in the temple. Some of his audience had seen 

this coming, knowing the way of such tales, yet still 

the horror of it gripped them.


‘What could he do?’ asked Hakon. ‘Thora was 

there, in the house, and already flames rose on three 

sides of the building, hungry for wattles and timber 

and human flesh. She was the daughter of Brynjolf’s 

enemy, the man who had cruelly slaughtered his 

friend’s entire family. Niall loved her. And he had 

sworn a blood oath to the man who had saved his life. 

“Let me die this day for what I do,” muttered Niall. 

“Let my eyes be blind and my ears deaf. Let my heart 

break now, and my body be consumed in this 

conflagration.” And he reached out with his flaming 

torch, and set fire to the wattles on the northern side.


‘It was a vengeance full and complete. The flames 

consumed all; there was no need for swords. When it 

was over, Brynjolf paid off the hired men, and he and 

Niall went homewards. Brynjolf thought Niall a little silent, a little withdrawn. Still, reasoned the warrior, 

the skald led a protected life. He was not accustomed 

to acts of violence, to the daily witnessing of sudden 

death. Indeed, if it had not been for Brynjolf’s own 

intervention, Niall would not have survived to journey 

forth from the home farm and become a man of 

wealth and status.


‘They returned to the Jarl’s court. For a long time, 

Niall made no more poems. He pleaded illness; the 

Jarl allowed him time. Brynjolf was somewhat concerned. 

Once or twice he asked Niall what was wrong, 

and Niall replied, nothing. Brynjolf concluded there 

was a girl in it somewhere. Folk had suggested Niall 

had a sweetheart, and plans to marry, but now there 

was no talk of that. Perhaps she had rejected him. That 

would explain his pallor, and his silence.


‘Winter passed. Brynjolf went away on the spring 

viking, and Niall made verses again. Over the years, 

and he had a very long life, he made many verses. He 

never married; they said he was wed to his craft. But 

after that summer, his poems changed. There was a 

darkness in them, a deep sorrow that shadowed even 

the boldest and most heroic tale of war, that lingered 

in the heartiest tale of good fellowship. Niall’s stories 

made folk shiver; they made folk weep.


‘A young skald asked him once why he told always 

of sadness, of terrible choices, of errors and waste. And 

Niall replied, “A lifetime is not sufficient to sing a 

man’s grief. You will learn that, before you are old.” 

Yet, when Niall died as a bearded ancient, Thor had 

him carried straight to Valhöll, as if he were a dauntless 

warrior. The god honours the faithful. And who 

more true than a man who keeps his oath, though it 

breaks his heart?’


After Hakon had finished speaking, nobody said 

anything for a long while. Then one of the older warriors 

spoke quietly.


‘You tell this story well, Wolfskin. And it is indeed 

apt: a tale well suited for this ritual day. Which of us, I 

wonder, would have the strength to act as this man 

did? And yet, undoubtedly, he did as Thor would wish. 

There is no bond that can transcend an oath between 

men, sworn in blood, save a vow to the god himself.’


There was a general murmur of agreement. 

Glancing at his mother, Eyvind thought she was about 

to speak, but she closed her mouth again without 

uttering a word.


‘It is a fine and sobering tale,’ Karl said, ‘and 

reminds us that an oath must not be sworn lightly. 

Such a tale sets a tear in the eye of a strong man. My 

friends, the light will be fading soon, and some have 

far to travel.’


‘Indeed,’ said Eirik, rising to his feet. ‘It grows late 

and we must depart. I and my companions have journeyed 

far this day; we return now to my mother’s 

home, to rest there awhile. You’d best be on your way 

while it is still light, for the storm is close at hand. 

There will be fresh snow by morning.’







It was as well the longhouse at Hammarsby was spacious 

and comfortably appointed. A large party made 

its way there, arriving just before the wind began to 

howl in earnest, and the first swirling eddies of snow 

to descend. The nobleman Ulf and his richly dressed 

companions, the two Wolfskins and a number of other 

folk of the Jarl’s household gathered at Ingi’s home. 

The wind chased Eyvind in the small back doorway; he had arrived somewhat later than the others, after 

staying behind to make sure the fire was safely 

quenched and the temple shuttered against the storm. 

The instant he came inside he saw the boy standing in 

the shadows by the wall, arms folded around himself. 

There was nobody else in sight; they would all be 

gathered close to the hearth’s warmth. Eyvind spoke 

politely, since he could hardly pretend the strange lad 

was not there.


‘Thor’s hammer, what a wind! My name’s Eyvind. 

You’re welcome here.’


The boy gave a stiff nod.


Eyvind tried again. ‘Looks like you’ll be staying 

with us a few days. There’ll be heavy snow tonight; 

you’d never get out, even on skis.’


There was a short pause. Then the boy said, ‘Why 

did it scream?’


Now it was Eyvind’s turn to stare. ‘What?’ he 

asked after a moment.


‘The goat. Why did it scream?’


What sort of question was that? ‘I – because the 

sacrifice wasn’t done properly,’ Eyvind said. ‘It 

screamed because the knife slipped. It was hurt and 

frightened.’


The boy nodded gravely. ‘I see,’ he said.


Eyvind drew a deep breath. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘it’s 

warmer by the fire, and the others are there, my 

brother and Hakon, and the guests. My brother is 

Eirik. He’s a Wolfskin.’ There was a satisfaction in 

telling people this.


‘I know,’ said the boy. ‘Eirik Hallvardsson. And 

there’s another brother, Karl, who is not a Wolfskin. 

Your mother is Ingi, a widow. Your father died in 

battle.’


Eyvind looked at him. ‘How do you know that?’ he 

asked.


‘If I’m to stay here until the summer, I must be well 

prepared,’ the boy said flatly. ‘It’s foolish not to find 

out all you can.’


Eyvind was mute.


‘Your brother didn’t tell you,’ said the boy. ‘I see 

that. I have a brother too, one who has an inclination 

to build ships and sail off to islands full of savages. He 

doesn’t want me. I’m to stay here and learn what other 

boys do with their time. You’re supposed to teach me.’


Eyvind gaped. If this was the favour his brother 

had spoken of, it was pretty one-sided. The boy was 

pale and scrawny, he looked as if he’d never held a 

sword or a bow in his life, he spoke so strangely you 

could hardly understand what he meant, and he 

stared all the time. What was Eirik thinking?


‘I’m not going to say sorry.’ The boy was looking at 

the floor now, his voice a little uneven. ‘It wasn’t my 

idea.’


There was a brief silence. ‘It’s all right,’ Eyvind said 

with an effort. ‘It’s rather a surprise, that’s all. Do you 

know how to fight?’


The boy shook his head. ‘Not the sort of fight you 

mean, with knives or fists.’


‘What other kind is there?’ Eyvind asked, puzzled.


There was the faintest trace of a smile on the boy’s 

thin lips. ‘Maybe that’s what I’m supposed to teach 

you,’ he said.


False courage, thought Eyvind. It must be very 

hard, frightening even, if you were a weakling and a 

bit simple in the head, and had no sort of skills at all, 

to be dumped in a strange household with the kinsfolk 

of a Wolfskin. No wonder the lad pretended to some sort of secret knowledge; no wonder he tried to look 

superior.


‘Don’t worry,’ Eyvind said magnanimously. ‘I’ll 

look after you. Don’t worry about anything.’ He put 

out a hand, and the boy clasped it for an instant and let 

go. He wasn’t smiling, not exactly, but at least that 

blank stare was gone. His hand was cold as a frozen 

fish.


‘Come on,’ Eyvind urged. ‘I’m for a warm fire and 

a drink of ale.’ He led the way past the sleeping quarters, 

which opened to left and right of the central passageway. 

Though it was growing dark, none of the 

household was yet abed. The days were short, the time 

after sundown spent in tales by the hearth, and in 

what crafts could be plied indoors by the light of seal-oil 

lamps. Ingi and her daughters were noted for their 

embroidery; Karl carved goblets and candleholders 

and cunning small creatures from pale soapstone. 

Solveig’s husband Bjarni was scratching away on his 

pattern-board, making designs which by daylight he 

would transform into clasps and rings and brooches of 

intricate silverwork. Helga’s husband was away, for 

the hard winter meant a swift passage by ice-roads to 

the great trading fairs in Kaupang and far-off Birka. In 

summer, he would take ship for ports still more distant, 

travelling far east. At Novgorod you could get 

spices and silks from the hot southern lands, fine 

honey, Arab silver and slaves. Ingi herself had a thrall-woman 

with jutting cheekbones and dark, slanting 

eyes, who shivered through the winter, wrapped in 

heavy shawls. This exotic slave had two small children; 

curiously, neither resembled Oksana herself. Indeed, 

with their wide blue eyes and golden hair, these 

infants could have been part of Ingi’s own family.


Faces turned towards the boys as they emerged 

from the hallway, Eyvind leading, the other behind 

like a smaller shadow.


‘Ah,’ said Eirik with a look in his eyes that mingled 

relief and apology, ‘you found Somerled, then.’


Eyvind nodded, and went to sit on the worn sheepskins 

that covered the floor by the hearth. The boy 

hovered, hesitant. Somerled. So that was his name. 

Eyvind glanced up, jerked his head a little. Noiselessly, 

the boy moved to settle cross-legged at his side.


‘Good,’ whispered Eyvind. ‘There’s nothing to be 

afraid of.’


Ulf had told no tales at the feasting. He seemed a 

cautious sort of man, dark-bearded, neat-featured and 

watchful. But in the quiet of the home hearth, as the 

family sat about the fire with ale cups in hand, he 

seemed to relax, and began to talk. It then became evident 

that Ulf was a man with a mission. He wanted to 

build a ship: not an ordinary longship, but a vessel 

such as no man had seen before in all of Norway. And 

in it he intended to journey where no man of Norway 

had yet travelled; he would sail to a place that might 

be real, or that might be no more than fable. With his 

soft voice and the glow in his dark eyes, he drew them 

all into his dream.


‘There is a land out in the western sea,’ he told 

them, ‘a land my father heard tell of from a man he 

met at the markets in Birka, beyond the eastern 

mountains in the land of the Svear. This fellow had 

travelled far, from wild Pictland southwards through 

Britain, by sea to the Frankish realms and north to 

Saxony. From there he took ship to the Baltic markets 

with his precious cargo: boards set with jewels and 

fine enamelwork, which once housed books in a temple of the Christian faith. The books themselves 

were discarded, but the bindings were indeed things 

of wonder, and would make this man rich if he were 

not slaughtered in the darkness first for what he carried. 

He had made a long journey. Pictland is a bleak 

territory, inhabited by wild people. But from its 

northern shores, said this traveller, far out in the 

trackless ocean, can be reached a place of warm sea 

currents, of verdant islands and sheltered waterways, 

a realm of peaceful bays and gentle grazing lands. 

The crossing is dangerous from those parts in the 

vessels they use, simple skin curraghs for the most 

part. It is a longer path from Rogaland, but not so 

long that it could not be done, if a ship were built 

strongly enough to withstand the journey. The news 

of such a place inspired my father. He yearned to 

travel there. That he was prevented from pursuing it 

is a lifelong regret for him.’


‘You plan to undertake an expedition to those parts 

yourself, my lord?’ Karl asked politely.


Ulf gave a rueful smile. ‘I make it plain enough, I 

suppose, that I have inherited my father’s obsession. 

Such a venture would be fraught with risk. But one 

day I will do it.’


‘You’d need a fine boat,’ Eyvind said, hoping he 

did not speak out of turn. ‘If it’s a rough crossing from 

that southern shore, it could be a rougher one from 

Rogaland, all the way. It’s a brave man would voyage 

beyond the skerry-guard, straight out into open seas: 

into the unknown.’


The Jarl’s kinsman looked at him with sudden 

interest. ‘I’ll build a boat, lad,’ he said quietly. ‘She’ll 

be a queen amongst vessels, sleek, graceful, the equal 

of any of our shore-raiding ships for speed and manoeuvrability, but strong enough for a long voyage 

in open water. I’ll gather the best shipwrights in all 

Norway to work for me, and when the boat is ready, 

the finest warriors in all Norway will travel with me. 

I’ll see that land while I’m still young, and if it pleases 

me, I’ll take a piece of it in my father’s name.’


The eyes of every man in the hall had kindled with 

enthusiasm, for when Ulf spoke of this dream there 

was something in his face, his voice, his bearing that 

seized the spirit and quickened the heart. It was plain 

this soft-spoken, reserved man was that rare phenomenon: 

a true leader.


‘It’d cost you an arm and a leg,’ Eirik observed. 

‘Ships, crew, supplies.’


‘You doubt my ability to carry this out?’ Ulf’s 

expression was suddenly grim.


‘Indeed no,’ Eirik said calmly. ‘I do not. But even a 

Wolfskin likes to know what he’s getting into.’


Ulf smiled. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I have one taker, then.’


‘Two.’ Hakon spoke from his place on the nobleman’s 

other side. ‘You are a man of vision, my lord. A 

new horizon, an unknown land: what warrior could 

fail to be drawn by that? I will go, if you’ll have me.’


Ulf nodded. ‘I hope Magnus may be prepared to 

support us, and to release you both. It won’t be tomorrow, 

my friends, or next season. As you say, there must 

be resources for such an undertaking. I need time. Still, 

I see the great ship in my mind, her sails full-bellied in 

the east wind, her prow dragon-crested; I taste the salt 

air of that place even now.’


‘The expedition is a fine prospect and stirring to the 

spirit,’ Eirik said. ‘Good farming land is scarce enough 

here; a man with many sons leaves scant portions. 

There’s more than one likely lad would jump at the chance to settle in such a place, if it’s indeed as verdant 

and sheltered as you say. You’ll find plenty of takers 

before you go, I think.’


‘As to that,’ said Ulf, ‘I winnow my wheat once, 

twice, three times before I make my bread, for I am 

slow to trust. I will not sink all my resources in such a 

venture to have it end with a knife in the back.’


‘Wisely spoken.’ To everyone’s surprise, it was the 

boy Somerled who spoke. ‘My brother is a man with a 

curse on him; he needs to be rather more cautious than 

most.’


Ulf was regarding his brother with a look of distaste. 

‘Enough, Somerled,’ he said. ‘We will not speak 

of that here at this peaceful hearth.’


‘It’s a good curse.’ The boy went on as if Ulf had 

not spoken. ‘A kind of riddle. I like riddles. It goes like 

this:







‘Pinioned in flowers of straw 


Cloaked in a mackerel’s shroud 


His dirge a seabird’s cry 


Neither on land or water does he perish 


Ulf, far-seeker, dreamer of dreams 


Yet tastes the salt sea, watches the wild sky 


By neither friend nor foe 


Slain with his hope before his eyes.’







There was silence. It was plain to all that Ulf had not 

wanted this spoken aloud.


‘A strange verse indeed,’ Karl said after a little. 

‘What does it mean?’


‘As to that,’ Ulf said soberly, rising to his feet, ‘it 

seems nonsense. If a man is neither on land nor 

water, where can he be? Flying like an albatross? An old woman spoke such a verse over me when I was 

in the cradle, that is all. Folk make much of it, but it 

seems to me a man must live his life without always 

looking over his shoulder. If some strange fate overtakes 

me and proves these words true, so be it. I will 

not live in fear of them. Indeed, I would prefer to forget 

them.’ He frowned at Somerled.


After that, the talk turned to safer matters, and 

soon enough it was bedtime. Because Somerled was a 

nobleman’s brother, and a visitor, the two lads who 

shared Eyvind’s small sleeping area had to move, 

and Somerled was given their space. It meant there 

was more room, which Eyvind appreciated. He was 

growing taller, his toes were making holes in his boots 

and his wrists stuck out of his shirt sleeves. Somerled 

was small, and slept neatly, rolled tight in a blanket, 

still as if dead. On the other hand, he had a gift for 

banishing other people’s sleep. That first night, just as 

Eyvind, comfortably tired from the long day’s work 

and warmed by the strong ale, hovered on the verge of 

slumber, Somerled asked another question.


‘Do you think she screamed?’ he inquired.


Eyvind’s eyes snapped open. ‘What? Who?’ he 

asked testily.


‘You know. That girl, Thora. Do you think she 

screamed, when she started to burn?’


‘Leave it, will you?’ growled Eyvind, too annoyed 

to think of good manners. He had almost managed to 

forget the story of Niall and Brynjolf in the warmth 

and fellowship of the longhouse. Now it came back to 

him in all its painful and confusing detail.


‘I should think she did,’ Somerled said tranquilly, 

answering his own question. ‘I wonder what Niall felt 

when he heard the singing change. I wonder how it takes you, that moment when everything turns to 

shadows.’


Eyvind pulled his blanket over his head and stuck 

his fingers in his ears. But Somerled was finished; 

before you could count to fifty he was snoring peacefully. 

It was Eyvind who tossed and turned, his mind 

flooded with dark images.







Eirik did offer his brother a kind of apology before he 

left, and an explanation. Ulf had been concerned about 

Somerled, Eirik said. The boy had never been quite the 

same since he witnessed his own mother’s death. His 

father was old and bitter and had not been kind to this 

young son, and the household had taken its lead from 

the master. Ulf had been away a long time, and had 

returned to a home on the brink of self-destruction. 

Powerful chieftains gathered close, hovering as scavengers 

do, awaiting the moment of death. There was a 

need to take control quickly, to undo the ill his father’s 

mismanagement had created before lands and status 

were quite lost. But Ulf wanted his half-brother – 

Somerled was the child of a second marriage – out of 

the place first. The boy had seen too much already, and 

was behaving very strangely. He spent all his time 

alone, he didn’t seem to trust anyone, and he never 

wanted to play games, or ride, or wrestle, as a boy 

should. Indeed, Ulf scarcely knew what to do with 

him, and Somerled had made it no easier by refusing 

to talk. The boy was as tight-closed as a limpet.


So Ulf had brought Somerled back to the south, and 

sought out his friend, Eirik the Wolfskin, a man known 

to have a great deal of common sense. Eirik heard 

Ulf’s tale and made an offer. He had a brother of about Somerled’s age. He thought his mother would not 

object to another lad around the house. Why didn’t Ulf 

leave the boy with them, at least until the summer?


‘I must confess,’ Eirik told Eyvind with a half smile, 

‘I welcomed the chance this gave me to return here for 

a little. And Ulf thought it an excellent idea. Somerled 

has not had the company of other children, and it 

shows in his demeanour. He seems unnaturally shy; 

I’ve hardly heard him utter a word.’


Eyvind grimaced. ‘He talks to me,’ he said.


‘Good,’ said Eirik. ‘That’s a start. I’ve a great deal of 

respect for Ulf; he’s a man of vision and balance. I was 

glad to be able to help him.’


‘Eirik?’


‘What?’


‘When can I do the trial? How much longer? I’m 

nearly twelve now, and I’ve been practising hard. I can 

take a hare neatly at two hundred paces, and swim 

across the Serpent’s Neck underwater without coming 

up for air. How long must I wait?’


‘A while yet,’ said Eirik. ‘Four more summers at 

least, I think.’


Eyvind’s heart plummeted. He would not speak 

his disappointment, for Thor did not look favourably 

on such signs of weakness.


‘But maybe not so long,’ his brother added, smiling. 

‘You are almost a man. What boy has such great 

hands and feet? And you’re nearly as tall as I am, for 

all I have six years’ advantage. Perhaps only three 

summers.’


That was good news and bad news. Eirik thought 

him nearly grown up; that made his cheeks flush with 

pride. But three years, three whole years before he got 

the chance to prove himself? How could he bear to wait so long? How could he endure such an endless 

time and not go crazy with frustration?


The weather had eased long enough for Ulf and his 

companions to be away, and both Eirik and Hakon 

went with them. As if only waiting for their departure, 

the snow set in again, and Eyvind found his days full 

of digging, clearing paths to wood store and barn, 

endlessly shovelling the thick blanket from the thatch. 

Somerled followed him out, watching gravely as he 

swung up onto a barrel and clambered to the rooftop. 

From up there, the boy looked like a little shadow in 

the white.


‘Go back inside!’ Eyvind called down to him. ‘This 

is not a job for you!’


But Somerled began to climb up, slipped, cursed, 

climbed again; on tiptoes, balanced precariously on 

the barrel, he could just reach the eaves with his 

upstretched arms.


‘You can’t –’ Eyvind began, looking over, and then 

stopped at the look in Somerled’s eyes. He reached 

down and hauled the other boy up bodily by the arms. 

‘Didn’t bring a shovel, did you?’ he observed mildly. 

‘Watch me first, then you can take a turn. Next time 

bring your own, they’re in the back near the stock 

pens. You need to keep moving or you’ll freeze up and 

be no use to anyone.’


He didn’t expect Somerled to last long. It was bitterly 

cold, the shovel was large and heavy and the task 

backbreaking, even when you were as strong as 

Eyvind was. He worked a while, and then Somerled 

tried it, sliding about, losing his balance, teetering and 

recovering. He managed to clear a small patch. His 

face grew white with cold, his eyes narrow and fierce.


‘All right, my turn,’ Eyvind told him, finding it hard to stand idle when he knew he could do the job 

in half the time.


‘I haven’t d-done my share. I c-can go on.’


‘Rest first, then have another try,’ said Eyvind, 

taking the shovel out of Somerled’s hands. ‘You’ll get 

blisters. If I’m supposed to be teaching you, then 

you’d better learn to listen.’


They did the job in turns. It took a while. He 

glanced at Somerled from time to time. The lad looked 

fit to drop, but something in his face suggested it 

would not be a good idea to tell him to go indoors and 

let Eyvind finish. So he endured Somerled’s assistance, 

and at length the roof was cleared. When they went 

back inside, Ingi exclaimed over Somerled’s chattering 

teeth, and his poor hands where lines of livid blisters 

were forming across the palms, and she chided Eyvind 

for pushing the boy so. Didn’t he know Somerled was 

not used to such hard work? He should be easier on 

the lad. Eyvind muttered an apology, glancing sideways 

at his companion. Somerled shivered, and drank 

his broth, and said not a word. Maybe both of them 

were learning.


Several boys lived at Hammarsby. Some were the 

sons of housecarls, folk who had worked for Ingi so 

long they were almost family. Somerled did not 

exactly go out of his way to make friends, and in the 

confines of the snowbound longhouse it did not take 

long for others to notice this, and to set him small trials 

as befitted any newcomer. Someone slipped a dead rat 

between his blankets, to be discovered suddenly when 

he went weary to bed in the darkness. The next day, 

Eyvind spoke to the lads of the household, saying 

Somerled was not used to such pranks, having grown 

up without brothers or sisters, and that it was not to happen again. Nobody actually confessed. The morning 

after that, Ingi inquired what was wrong with the 

porridge, to make all the boys look so green in the 

face? Good food should never be wasted, especially in 

the cold season. But the only two eating were Eyvind 

and Somerled, and Somerled wore a little smile.


Later, Eyvind discovered the lads’ gift had been 

returned to them in kind. Since there was no knowing 

who had planted the rat, Somerled had been scrupulously 

fair, and shared it amongst them in precisely cut 

portions. An ear and an eye. A nose with whiskers. A 

length of gut. He had, it seemed, his very own way of 

solving problems.


Eyvind did not ask Somerled about his past. He did 

wonder, sometimes. There were so many things the 

boy did not know about, or just could not do. He had 

surely never looked after animals, for he seemed quite 

ignorant of how to treat them. He did not understand, 

until Eyvind explained it to him, that when a dog lowered 

its head and growled at you with flattened ears, 

you did not growl back or give it a kick. You must 

speak to it kindly, Eyvind told Somerled. You should 

not look it in the eye, just stay close and move slowly. 

You had to let the dog get used to you, and learn you 

could be trusted. Somerled had thought about this for 

a little, and then he had asked, ‘Why?’ So, shaggy-coated 

Grip continued to growl and snap every time 

the boy went past, though the old dog let little 

children climb over his back and tug his rough coat 

with never a bark from him.


Somerled did not like snow games. Sometimes, 

when all their tasks were done to Ingi’s satisfaction, 

the boys and girls of the household would venture out 

onto the hillside to hurtle down the slopes on wooden sleds or pieces of birch bark. There were clear, bright 

days when the world seemed made anew in winter 

shades of twig grey and snowdrift white under a sky 

as blue as a duck egg. Eyvind longed for the freedom 

of summer, but he loved this time as well. There was 

no feeling like speeding across the ice with the bone 

skates strapped to his boots, the sheer thrill of the air 

whipping by, the pounding of the heart, the fierce joy 

of pushing himself to the limit and knowing he was 

invincible. This was what it would be like when he 

became a Wolfskin and rode the prow of the longship: 

the same feeling, but a hundred times stronger.


He could not understand why Somerled would not 

join in these games. The other boys jeered at the newcomer 

and exchanged theories behind his back. 

Eyvind had tried to stop this, but he would not report 

it to Ingi; one did not tattle-tale. Besides, the boys were 

right. Somerled was a very odd child. What if he did 

fall off the sled, or land on his bottom on the ice? That 

had happened to all of them. People might laugh, but 

it would be a laughter of understanding, not of scorn. 

Yet Somerled would not even try. He stood in the 

darkness under the trees and watched them, stone-faced, 

and if anyone asked him why he did not join in, 

he would either ignore the question completely, or say 

he did not see any point in it.


Part of Eyvind wanted to forget that fierce-eyed 

small presence under the trees. Somerled made his own 

difficulties; let him deal with the consequences. Part of 

Eyvind wanted to skate away over the dark mirror of 

the frozen river, to join the others in wild races down 

the hillside, to build forts of snow or to venture out into 

the woods alone, spear in hand, seeking fresh meat for 

his mother’s pot. But he’d promised Eirik. So, with decidedly mixed feelings, Eyvind devoted several lamp-lit 

evenings to fashioning a pair of skates from a piece of 

well-dried oak wood, iron-strong, with thongs of deer-hide 

to fasten them to the boot soles. Somerled watched 

without comment.


Acting on an instinct he could not have explained, 

Eyvind got up very early, shrugging on his shirt and 

trousers, his tunic, his sheepskin coat and hat of felted 

wool as quickly as he could, for the cold seemed to 

seep into every corner of the longhouse. The place was 

quiet, the household still sleeping. He took his own 

skates and the new pair, and turned to wake Somerled. 

But, quiet as a shadow, the boy had risen from the 

wooden shelf where they slept, and was putting on his 

own clothes, as if he did not need to be told. It seemed 

Eyvind’s instinct had served him well.


Ancient as he was, the dog Grip was ever keen to 

accompany the children on any expedition out of 

doors, as companion and protector. But today he 

seemed wary, growling softly as the two of them tiptoed 

into the hallway and out to the back door. Eyvind 

gave him a pat and pointed him back inside. Such an 

old dog was best resting by the embers of last night’s 

fire, for the cold was enough to freeze the bollocks off 

you. He must be mad, taking Somerled out so early. 

Still, the boy followed willingly enough, asking not a 

single question.


Down by the frozen river, in a morning darkness 

where the snow seemed blue and the sky red, where 

bushes and trees stretched out twigs like skinny 

fingers, frost-silvered, into the strange winter light, 

Somerled strapped on the new skates with no hesitation 

at all, stood up, slipped on the ice, fell flat on 

his back, got up again and, arms gripped firmly by Eyvind’s powerful hands, began to move forward step 

by sliding step. That was how simple it was. All that 

was needed was that nobody else should be there.


That astonished Eyvind. He himself was always 

first in any endeavour, not reckless exactly, just 

blithely confident of his own strength. He did get hurt 

from time to time, but thought little of it. It did not 

worry him if folk laughed at him, not that they often 

did, since he tended to get things right the first time. 

And he was bigger than other people, which did help. 

He understood danger and guarded against it; he used 

his skis and his bow and his axe in the right way, 

cleanly and capably. Somerled’s need for privacy 

confused him. If others’ opinions mattered so much, 

why should Somerled trust him? He was, after all, 

the brother of a Wolfskin. That might be expected to 

engender fear rather than trust in a scrap of a boy like 

this.


As time passed, it became apparent to Eyvind that 

Somerled was attempting a kind of repayment, in the 

limited ways available to him. Eyvind would fall into 

bed exhausted after a long day’s work on the farm, 

and when he got up in the morning his boots would be 

cleaned of mud, dried, and waiting for him. Ingi 

would send her son out to the woodshed on a chill 

afternoon, and he would find Somerled there before 

him, frowning with effort as he loaded the logs onto 

the sledge. A choice cut of meat, served to their small 

visitor, would make its way unobtrusively to Eyvind’s 

own platter. Eyvind learned quickly that one did not 

thank Somerled for these small kindnesses. Any 

attempt to do so would be greeted either by a blank 

stare, or a furious denial that any favour was intended. 

So he learned merely to accept, and was rewarded, occasionally, with a tentative half smile, so fleeting he 

wondered, afterwards, if he had only imagined it.


Winter slowly mellowed into spring, and Eyvind 

learned a lesson in patience. Before the ice melted, 

Somerled could skate; before the snow turned to slush, 

he could move about on skis without falling. He did 

not play games, but it was apparent that this was 

through choice rather than lack of ability. The other 

boys’ eyes were more wary than scornful now as they 

passed over his small, dark figure. He made no new 

friends.


The milder weather brought fresh pastimes. It was 

easier to teach Somerled things now, because spring 

was a time for expeditions, and Eyvind was accustomed 

to going alone. Now, wherever Eyvind led, 

Somerled followed, and there were no others to watch 

and make fun of the boy’s errors. Accepting that this 

season’s ventures must be shorter and their pace 

slower, Eyvind set about ensuring his companion 

understood the essential rules of safety, and the basic 

skills of hunting and trapping. Somerled learned to 

start a fire with no more than a scrap of flint and a 

handful of dry grass. He learned to build a shelter 

from fallen branches and strips of bark. He tried spear 

and bow and struggled with both, for he had little 

strength in the arms and shoulders, though his eye 

was keen. Eyvind set easy targets, and praised each 

small success. They set snares for rabbits and brought 

home a steady supply. Somerled had a neat hand for 

gutting and skinning.


Eyvind was uneasy sometimes. He could see 

Somerled was trying hard, and it was plain to all that 

the lad was growing stronger and healthier, thanks to 

fresh air and exercise and good feeding. But he remained very quiet, and had not lost his habit of 

blurting out strange remarks. Once, by the fire, they 

had listened to Ingi’s tale of three brothers going to 

seek their fortunes, and had spoken of what the future 

might hold for themselves, and what they aspired to. 

One lad was eager to be a craftsman; he hoped to persuade 

Bjarni the silversmith to take him on. Another 

wanted to voyage far away to the lands in the south, 

where all the folk had skin as black as night. A third 

dreamed of catching the biggest fish that ever slipped 

in through the skerry-guard.


‘No need to ask Eyvind what he’s going to do,’ 

grinned redheaded Sigurd, son of Ingi’s senior housecarl. 

‘We all know that.’


‘If Thor accepts me, I’ll be the bravest Wolfskin that 

ever gave service,’ Eyvind said quietly, his gaze intent 

on the hearth fire. ‘First in attack, heedless of peril, fierce 

and unassailable. That’s the only thing I want to do.’


There was a little silence. Not one of them doubted 

that this wish would come true. It seemed to have 

been understood amongst them since Eyvind was little 

more than a baby.


‘I’m going to marry Ragna and have ten children,’ 

Sigurd joked, and pigtailed Ragna cuffed him, blushing 

scarlet.


‘What about you, Somerled?’ Ingi asked kindly, 

perhaps feeling their young visitor had been overlooked. 

‘What do you think you will become, when 

you are a man?’


Somerled looked up at her, his dark eyes opaque. 

‘A king,’ he said.


There were snorts of ridicule. The boys rolled their 

eyes at one another; the girls giggled with embarrassment.


‘I don’t think you can just be a king,’ Eyvind said 

gently. ‘I mean, a king is even more important than a 

Jarl. You’d have to be – well –’ He hesitated. It was 

not possible to say, you’d have to be strong, brave, 

respected: all the things Somerled was not.


‘You doubt me?’ Somerled snapped. His small face 

all at once had the appearance of a savage creature at 

bay, the nostrils pinched, the eyes furious.


‘Oh, come on, Somerled,’ said Sigurd. ‘You know 

you’ll never be a king, that sort of thing’s only in 

stories. It’s a stupid thing to say.’


Ingi opened her mouth, perhaps to announce that it 

was bedtime, but Somerled spoke first.


‘A man can be anything he wants to be,’ he said, 

fixing Sigurd with a withering look. ‘You have still 

that lesson to learn. But you will not learn it, because 

you set your sights too low. One day you’ll be a bitter 

old man, looking back on a life wasted. Worse, you 

won’t even have the wit to recognise what you might 

have been. One day I will be a king, and you will still 

be a housecarl.’


Sigurd muttered something and made a gesture 

with his fingers. Then Ingi ordered them briskly off to 

bed, and the strange conversation was over.


Lying awake, Eyvind stared up at the thatch, where 

small creatures stirred with furtive rustling movements. 

After a while he said, ‘I didn’t mean it to sound 

like that. As if I thought you were lying. That wasn’t 

what I meant. I was just trying to be . . .’


‘Helpful?’ put in Somerled.


‘Well, yes. I thought maybe you didn’t understand 

how hard it would be to – to do what you said. Almost 

impossible, I should think.’


Somerled sat up, his blankets held around him. ‘Nothing is impossible, Eyvind,’ he said in his small, 

precise voice. ‘Not if a man wants it enough. How 

badly do you wish to be a Wolfskin?’


‘More than anything in the world,’ Eyvind said. 

‘You know that; everyone does.’


‘Exactly,’ said Somerled. ‘So, you will be a Wolfskin, 

because you cannot see a future in which that 

does not occur. It is the same for me. I don’t expect to 

achieve what I want without hard work and careful 

strategy, of course.’


Eyvind was silenced. Somerled sounded extremely 

sure; so sure there was no challenging him.


‘You must not doubt me.’ There was an intensity in 

that statement that was almost frightening.


‘I don’t, Somerled,’ said Eyvind quietly and, to his 

own surprise, he found that he meant it.







The weather grew warmer, and Eyvind taught 

Somerled to swim. The boy practised this new skill as 

he did all the others, doggedly, methodically, with no 

sign of enjoyment. He splashed about, making a gradual, 

floundering progress through the chilly waters of 

the fjord, while Eyvind swam and dived and practised 

holding his breath under water. It seemed Somerled 

learned things not because he wanted to, but because 

he believed he must.


There was one exception, and it unsettled Eyvind. 

They set snares for rabbit or hare, clever nooses of cord 

placed so the quarry would wander in unawares and 

be caught by neck or limb, unable to free itself from 

the constricting loop. Usually the creatures would be 

dead by the time the boys checked the snare, but 

sometimes they were still alive, straining wild-eyed against the cord, or hunched, staring at their captors 

with a knowledge of death on their small faces. 

Eyvind preferred it when they were dead; it was better 

if the snare went around the neck. But he bore a 

short, heavy club and used it efficiently when he 

needed to. Somerled would not employ the club. He 

checked his own snares, and Eyvind came across him 

sitting there quite still, watching with grave interest 

the small, struggling animal, whose frantic efforts to 

free itself had worn the flesh of its trapped leg almost 

to the bone. Perhaps Somerled was waiting for that 

moment he had once spoken of: a turning point, when 

it all went dark. Eyvind shivered, and then reached 

across and administered the merciful stroke of death. 

And Somerled was suddenly very angry indeed.


‘Why did you do that? This one’s mine!’


Eyvind looked into the dark, fierce eyes and swallowed. 

‘There’s no need to keep them alive,’ he 

ventured cautiously. ‘It hurts them, you know, being 

strung up. This is the way it’s done. It’s the way I 

always do it.’


‘And this is the way I do it,’ said Somerled coldly. 

‘Tend to your own snares.’


‘Suit yourself,’ said Eyvind, and then bent towards 

the limp bundle of grey fur, peering more closely. 

‘What knot did you use?’ he asked.


‘Ah,’ said Somerled, ‘you noticed. Want me to 

show you?’ Deftly, his fingers moved on the hempen 

cord, flicking under, teasing out the bloodied ends 

until the complex rosette that formed the knot was 

unmade. ‘I invented this. You’ll find it quite useful, I 

think. It tightens swiftly at first, and then more gradually, 

and it’s very hard indeed to undo unless you 

know the trick. Here, watch me.’


It was a clever knot, and decorative. Eyvind practised 

it several times, until he could remember the 

cunning sequence of under, over, across, through and 

around, which formed the flower-like result. It would 

have its uses, certainly, but . . .


‘I prefer the old one, for a snare,’ he commented. 

‘Quicker and cleaner.’


‘Maybe.’ Somerled glanced at him sideways. ‘But 

this is much more interesting.’


The season moved on, and a message came to 

Hammarsby that visitors were on the way: Eirik and 

Hakon, travelling from the north back to the Jarl’s 

court at Freyrsfjord. They’d be home for only one 

night. Ingi ordered a sheep slaughtered, and set her 

housecarls to baking.


Eyvind was saddling a horse, getting ready to ride 

out to meet his brother. In his mind was a joyful 

reunion on the track that skirted the fjord, a companionable 

ride back up the hillside while the two 

Wolfskins gave him all the news, then an evening’s 

feasting and tales. He could hardly keep the grin off 

his face. Somerled stood silent in the stable doorway, 

watching him intently. Eyvind had got used to 

Somerled being always there, a still shadow, eyes following 

his every move. At first, this had been deeply 

unsettling; now, he was so accustomed to it that he 

thought he might almost miss the other boy if he were 

not constantly present.


‘I shouldn’t be long,’ Eyvind said a little awkwardly.


‘It’s all right.’ Somerled’s voice was level, self-contained. 

‘I know your brother means a lot to you. He is 

a Wolfskin; you aspire to be just like him. I can understand 

that.’


‘I’m sorry –’ Eyvind fell silent, not at all sure how 

to finish.


‘Off you go,’ Somerled said. ‘I can see every 

moment’s delay chafes you. Go on.’


‘I’ll see you later, then.’ Eyvind swung up onto the 

horse, the prospect of a gallop down the broad path 

under the firs already driving Somerled from his 

thoughts.


‘Eyvind!’ It was his mother’s voice, and a moment 

later Ingi appeared from the longhouse, drying her 

hands on her apron.


‘What is it, Mother?’


‘I’m sorry, son, I know you wanted to ride down to 

the fjord and meet them, but I need you to go over to 

Snorri Erlandsson’s. I’ve two milch cows ailing now, 

and I need him to have a look at them before another 

night passes. If we don’t nip this in the bud, the whole 

herd will be at risk. I’m sorry, Eyvind.’ Ingi had seen 

the expression on her son’s face. ‘All the other boys are 

out helping with ploughing and I just can’t spare anyone 

else.’


‘It’s all right, Mother, of course I’ll go,’ Eyvind said, 

swallowing his disappointment. The dairy herd was a 

substantial part of their livelihood; a chance to greet 

the Wolfskins on his own was nothing to this. He tried 

hard not to look as if it mattered to him.


‘I’ll go.’


Ingi and Eyvind turned equally surprised faces 

towards Somerled. He had never ridden so far on his 

own; more significantly, he had never before volunteered 

for a task, though, when asked, he performed 

them in acquiescent, expressionless silence.


‘I don’t think –’ Ingi began.


‘It’s too far –’ Eyvind spoke at the same time.


Somerled looked at them, and they fell silent at the 

implacable darkness of those eyes in the small, pale 

face.


‘I said, I’ll go. I know the way. I think I can be relied 

upon to deliver a simple message about some cows.’


Ingi glanced at Eyvind, brows raised. ‘Better if you 

go, Eyvind,’ she said. ‘It’s a long way and not an easy 

ride.’


‘No,’ said Somerled. ‘I will go. Eyvind will ride 

down to meet his brother. Should I take the black mare 

or the grey pony?’


‘I don’t know if –’ Ingi began, clearly taken aback. 

Her word was law throughout Hammarsby.


‘Take the grey,’ Eyvind said, ‘she’s more reliable. 

And go by the upper track, it’s quicker in dry 

weather.’ He looked at his mother. ‘You can trust 

Somerled,’ he added.


‘What is this, a conspiracy?’ Ingi glanced from one 

boy to the other, a little frown on her brow. ‘Very well 

then, off you go. Somerled, are you sure you know the 

cattle doctor’s house? You must cross right over to the 

southernmost grazing fields, and then – you do? 

Good. You can ride back with Snorri; you should be 

home in time for supper. And you,’ she addressed her 

youngest son, ‘straight there and straight back, and be 

glad you have such a loyal friend.’


‘I am,’ Eyvind said, and winked at Somerled. 

Somerled’s blank expression did not change. He 

turned his back and went to fetch the pony’s blanket 

saddle. Eyvind rode off down the hill, eager for 

Wolfskin talk and Wolfskin news.


News there was plenty. Eirik and Hakon told 

some on the ride up the hill to Hammarsby, and more 

that evening over the fine supper Ingi’s household had prepared for them. Karl was there, and Snorri 

the cattle doctor, who had administered a dose to the 

breeding cows and pronounced himself satisfied 

with their general health. Somerled sat at table, neat 

and quiet, eating little, speaking little, listening, 

always listening. When he’d ridden in with Snorri, 

Eyvind had gone out to thank him, but Somerled 

had simply raised his brows and asked, ‘For 

what?’ Sometimes there was no understanding the 

boy; his mind just didn’t seem to work like other 

people’s.


Eirik was telling the household how the two 

Wolfskins had travelled north to assist Ulf with some 

delicate business, and were now headed back to Jarl 

Magnus’ court, and then away on the spring viking. 

This season, Ulf planned to take one of Magnus’ ships 

far south, into a territory more frequently raided by 

the men of Jutland. There would be competition: 

things were likely to get interesting, Eirik said with 

some relish. Ulf would be at Hammarsby by the next 

full moon, to collect Somerled and take him to court 

before setting off on the voyage. Ulf would surely be 

grateful to Ingi and Eyvind, for Somerled was looking 

very well indeed. Maybe they’d make a Wolfskin out 

of him too, Eirik added with a grin. But Somerled was 

not smiling. Like a small creature of the shadows, he 

slipped away from the room without a word, and 

when Eyvind went out later to find him, the boy was 

lying in bed, curled up tightly with the blanket over 

his face.


‘Somerled?’


There was no response.


‘Somerled! I know you’re not asleep. What’s 

wrong?’


‘Nothing.’ The voice was muffled. ‘Why would 

anything be wrong?’


‘I just thought –’


‘Go away, Eyvind. I’m trying to sleep.’


It would have been far easier to obey and go back 

out to the hall where his family and their guests still 

sat over ale and good talk. Somehow, Eyvind found he 

could not do that.


‘We don’t have to talk about it, if you don’t want 

to,’ he said quietly, sitting down on the sleeping platform 

next to Somerled. ‘But I’ll stay here, anyway.’


There was a long silence.


‘You don’t have to.’ Somerled’s voice was a whisper.


‘I know,’ Eyvind said. ‘Friends don’t help each 

other because they have to. They do it because they 

want to.’


After a while, Somerled spoke again. Eyvind could 

tell he was trying hard not to cry.


‘Eyvind?’


‘Mmm?’


‘This is something you can’t fix. Nobody can.’


Eyvind could think of nothing to say; the hopeless 

finality of the boy’s tone silenced him.


‘I know you mean well,’ said Somerled thinly. It 

was the closest he had ever come to a thank you.







The time passed swiftly. Still they swam and explored 

and hunted, but something had changed. Somerled 

was pushing himself harder, doing his best to keep up 

and to get everything right, as if to master as much as 

he could before he must leave. But he had gone quiet 

again, and that strange darkness was back in his eyes. It was not possible to talk to him about it, for every 

attempt was cut off by a furious denial of any problem. 

So Eyvind kept quiet and concentrated on teaching, 

since learning things was the purpose of Somerled’s 

visit.


When it was close to full moon and the weather set 

fair, they journeyed far into the woods and built a shelter. 

They stayed there three days. On the third day, 

they armed themselves with spears and tracked a wild 

boar, and at dusk they cornered and killed it. It was 

Eyvind’s throw that pierced the creature’s heart, but 

Somerled’s spear had taken it in the belly and slowed 

it for the final stroke. They had done it together.


That night they sat by their small fire in a clearing 

encircled by dark firs tall as star-crowned giants. They 

roasted a little of the meat; the rest, neatly butchered, 

they would carry home tomorrow in their packs.


‘You did well,’ Eyvind said.


Somerled chewed on his strip of meat, saying nothing.


‘I mean it. When you first came here, you could 

never have done that. Most of the boys couldn’t do it. 

They’d be scared of the dark, of wolves, of trolls. 

Scared the spear might miss. But you did it.’


‘Stop trying to make me feel better,’ Somerled muttered.


There was a considerable silence while Eyvind 

thought about this remark.


‘I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong,’ he said eventually.


‘That’s the trouble with you.’ Somerled’s voice was 

uneven. ‘You’re so good at everything, and yet you’re 

stupid, you’re so stupid you don’t even know how 

stupid you are.’


‘Right,’ said Eyvind after a moment. He threw the 

rest of his meat on the fire, pulled his blanket around 

him and lay down to sleep. With Somerled, sometimes 

there seemed to be no point in trying to understand. 

There was silence for a while, and he began to feel 

drowsy after the long day. His limbs ached with weariness, 

but it was a good feeling, the sort of feeling that 

went with the cool, clean air of the woodland, and the 

smell of smoke from the camp fire, and the sight of the 

dark, jewelled sky far above them. He imagined his 

mother’s smile in the morning, when they returned 

home with their trophy.


‘Nobody cares.’ Somerled’s voice came out of the 

darkness like the whisper of a small, restless ghost. 

‘Nobody cares what happens to me.’


‘What?’ Eyvind rolled over sleepily.


‘My brother left me here to punish me. Now he’s 

taking me away to punish me.’


‘But –’ Eyvind struggled to get his thoughts in 

order. ‘Isn’t going to court good, if you want to be – 

you know, what you said?’


There was a silence.


‘How could you understand?’ asked Somerled bitterly.


‘I am trying,’ said Eyvind, propping himself up on 

one elbow. He could not see Somerled’s face; the boy 

had his back to him.


‘You don’t care either,’ Somerled said in a voice no 

louder than a rustle of wind in the bushes. ‘You’re just 

counting the days until I’m gone. Then you’ll go out 

with Sigurd and the others, and have a good laugh 

about me, and do your swimming and diving and 

hunting, and be pleased you haven’t got to drag me 

along, slowing you down.’


This was true, most of it. Already, in his head, 

Eyvind had planned a swim across the Serpent’s Neck 

and a run to the top of Setter’s Crag, a trip Somerled 

could never have managed. He spoke carefully.


‘You know how much I want to be a Wolfskin. I’m 

too young now. They won’t even let me do the trial 

until I’m fifteen. It’s hard to wait. Three years seems 

forever. It’s been good having you here. You’ve kept 

me busy, given me things to do.’


‘An amusement.’ Somerled’s tone was cold. ‘A little 

diversion.’


‘You know I don’t mean that,’ said Eyvind, sitting 

up. Still the other boy’s face was obstinately turned 

away. ‘Have I ever laughed at you, even once? You’re 

my friend, Somerled.’


He heard the indrawn breath, and wondered if 

Somerled were weeping. Then his voice came, harsh 

and intense.


‘Then prove it.’


‘Prove it? How?’ Eyvind was perplexed.


Somerled turned. He had his hunting knife in his 

hand, and his left sleeve was rolled back. As Eyvind 

stared transfixed, he scored a neat line in the white 

skin of the forearm, a wound that flowed with fresh 

blood from wrist to elbow. Somerled’s face was like 

a war-mask, the mouth hard, the eyes fierce with 

challenge.


‘Swear it in blood.’ His voice rang in Eyvind’s 

ears like the call of a solemn bell or some trumpet of 

doom, like a sound from an old tale. ‘Swear we’ll 

be like brothers, for ever. Prove to me you’re not 

lying.’


And when Eyvind hesitated, staring as the blood 

began to trickle from Somerled’s arm onto the blanket, and descend in runnels to be lost on the forest floor, 

Somerled’s eyes grew chill, his face still tighter.


‘I knew you wouldn’t,’ he said. His tone did not 

mirror his expression. It was the voice of a lonely child 

who fights to hold back tears.


Eyvind got up and took the knife from Somerled’s 

hands. Not allowing himself to think too hard, he 

bared his own left arm, took a breath, and cut neatly: 

not too deep, or it would be hard to explain; deep 

enough so the blood would flow freely. It hurt, but 

he knew how to deal with pain. He lifted his arm 

and laid it against Somerled’s, and they clasped 

hands as their blood mingled and dripped in the 

glow of the fire.


‘Now swear,’ Somerled whispered. It seemed to 

Eyvind that the sound of Somerled’s voice was echoed 

in the rustle of the undergrowth around them, and the 

restless sigh of the wind in the high branches of the 

firs.


‘What do I say?’ hissed Eyvind, though there was 

indeed no need for hush, since they were quite alone.


‘Say what I say. Say, I swear an oath that you are my 

brother from this day on; my brother in the blood that 

we share.’


‘I swear . . .’ Eyvind repeated the strange, solemn 

words, wondering why his heart was pounding thus, 

and his skin breaking out in a cold sweat. After all, he 

was only reassuring the poor lad that he was not quite 

friendless. That was all this was.


‘. . . faithful to each other above all other earthly 

vows; loyal to each other before all other earthly allegiances, 

even until death.’


‘. . . even until death.’


They let go. The blood was a sticky mess, and Eyvind rummaged in his pack for scraps of linen to 

use as a binding. Wounds of one kind or another were 

common enough when hunting, and he always came 

well prepared.


‘Here,’ he said, passing an old cloth to Somerled. 

‘Tear it up, wrap it round.’


Somerled bandaged his own arm neatly, finishing it 

off one-handed with a little knot that resembled a 

flower.


‘I know what you want to be,’ he said, his voice 

quite calm now. ‘That’s why I put in that part, “earthly 

vows”. I understand your first promise must be to 

Thor. But your next is to me. When I am a king, you 

will be first amongst my Wolfskins, my war-leader 

and principal bodyguard. There will always be a place 

for you, if you are loyal.’


‘Thank you,’ said Eyvind, trying to conceal his surprise. 

The whole thing had confused him. He would 

not think of the story of Niall and Brynjolf, which he 

had hated so much. This was a gesture of good will, no 

more. Somerled was lonely. He could hardly let the 

boy go away thinking he hadn’t a single ally. When 

Somerled grew a bit older, he’d realise his grand plans 

were foolish, something that was all in his head and 

nothing to do with the real world. In the meantime, 

the lad may as well dream his dreams. ‘Good night, 

Somerled,’ Eyvind said.


‘Good night.’ The small, serious voice came back 

through the darkness. Eyvind lay down again and, for 

all the throbbing of his arm, he was soon overtaken by 

the exhaustion of a day spent stretching his body to 

the full, and fell asleep. But Somerled sat a long while 

by the fire, his dark eyes fixed on a place far beyond 

the furthest margin of clearing or forest or wide hillside, a place that only he could see. He held his 

bandaged arm against his chest as if it gave him some 

comfort. Only the gods heard the words he whispered 

into the darkness.




 





CHAPTER TWO





[image: chapimage.jpg]


Somerled departed with no sign of anger and no 

trace of tears. He thanked Ingi in tight, formal 

words. He glanced at Eyvind and touched his right 

hand briefly to the inside of his left forearm as if to say, 

Don’t forget. Then, as abruptly as he had arrived, 

Somerled was gone.


A vow was a vow. But it was easy to forget when 

the days were warm and bright, and there were so 

many things to do: wrestling, or swimming, or playing 

a game they called Battlefield, which involved a 

very hard ball of straw-packed oxhide and ashwood 

paddles. Battlefield led to bruises and fierce rivalries 

and, on occasion, broken bones. When Eyvind went 

hunting, he took Sigurd or Knut or one of the other 

boys with him, and they did well. He swam across 

the Serpent’s Neck and back again without coming 

up for breath. In the evenings, he worked with knife 

and wood, and made a little weaving tablet with a 

border of dogs on it. He thought he might give this to 

Ragna, who did not have one of her own. But he 

remembered Sigurd’s joke about the ten children, and 

he noticed the way Sigurd had stopped pulling 

Ragna’s pigtails, and now made chains of flowers for

her instead, and he slipped the small carving away in 

his pocket.


Three years had seemed forever when Eyvind was 

not quite twelve, but the seasons passed quickly 

enough. Sometimes Eirik would visit, and now, as 

Eyvind grew closer to being a man, his brother began 

to teach him new skills. There were some techniques 

you could not practise on a friend, in case you took it 

too far and maimed or killed him: a little twist of the 

neck, a thumb applied very specifically, a particular 

jab to the lower back or a squeeze to the groin. And 

there were refinements in the use of weapons. A 

Wolfskin had to be able to be two men, Eirik told him 

as they rehearsed axe flights against the bole of a great 

pine in the forest, well out of sight of the house. One 

was the warrior who leaped first from the longship’s 

prow, screaming Thor’s name, so fearsome of aspect, 

so wild of manner that none dared stand against him. 

That was the crazy man all feared, the frenzied fighter 

reputed to chew holes in his own shield, so fierce was 

his rage for battle. That was one man, and one side of 

it. But a Wolfskin could not be all raw courage and no 

skill. His life was likely to be short enough; there was 

no need to let pure stupidity make it any shorter. In 

between the viking seasons were times when other 

qualities came into use: the ability to guard one’s 

nobleman and patron, to fight his feuds on land, and 

to play hard as well, for a Jarl liked to see his chosen 

band of elite warriors in demonstrations of skill, be it 

in horse racing, or wrestling, or challenges of other 

kinds. So, said Eirik, Eyvind had better polish up his 

swordplay and his mastery of staves, and try unarmed 

combat with someone closer to his own size and 

strength than those puny lads down at the farm. The

two brothers pitted themselves one against the other, 

and Eirik won every time, which was only to be 

expected. Still, he tended to be a touch breathless at 

the end of a bout, and he watched his younger brother 

with the trace of a smile, as if something long suspected 

were being proven true.


In the autumn, the dark thrall-woman, Oksana, 

had another fair-haired babe at the breast. In the following 

spring, Somerled came back. This time he was 

visiting at his own request, until his brother should 

return from another expedition southwards towards 

the kingdom of the Franks. If Ulf did well, the silver 

he brought home would buy the services of fine boat 

builders and bring his ocean-going longship closer to 

completion. He might lay aside enough to purchase 

the skills of a master navigator; he might even begin 

assembling his own force of Wolfskins. A good share 

of the season’s booty would go to the Jarl in tribute, of 

course, but that was part of the whole process, 

Somerled explained. One must keep the Jarl content, 

if one might need his support in future. Such a venture 

required long and careful planning.


So, Somerled was back, taller, paler, still unsmiling. 

His clothes were finer. He wore a woollen tunic whose 

border was pricked out with glinting metallic threads, 

and his cloak was fastened by a heavy silver brooch in 

the shape of a dragon’s head. His dark hair was neatly 

combed and held back by a band of the same metallic 

braid; he watched much and spoke little. As soon as he 

arrived, the other lads stopped asking Eyvind if he 

would play Battlefield, or take them through the forest 

for deer. It was assumed, with not a word spoken, 

that for the duration of his stay Somerled would be 

Eyvind’s only companion.


Somerled had changed. It was apparent he had not 

been wasting his time at court, reluctant as he had 

been to go there. The Jarl had a thrall in his household 

who had been a scholar far off in hot eastern lands, 

and from this man Somerled was learning to draw 

charts and interpret the stars, to fashion verses and to 

play games. At Hammarsby, he found a willing partner 

in Eyvind’s eldest brother. Karl loved games, not 

the Battlefield kind, but the sort one played with a 

small, square board and a set of finely carven pieces. 

His opponent was usually one of the senior housecarls, 

who had a shrewd eye for such pastimes. Karl 

had tried to teach Eyvind the knack of it over the long 

evenings of several winters, but somehow Eyvind 

could not get his mind around the intricacies of the 

strategy; he did not know how Karl could see three, 

four, seven moves ahead and plan cunning attack and 

counterattack. In the end Karl gave up, telling his 

brother with a grin that he’d never learn because he 

thought like a Wolfskin, his only tactic being to charge 

straight in, axe whirling, and mow down the opposition. 

This remark was probably intended as criticism, 

but to Eyvind it seemed like praise.


Karl was delighted, then, when Somerled 

expressed a willingness to play. They started with the 

game that had pegs in little holes, seven by seven, and 

before long Karl was manoeuvred off the board. They 

played the one with pieces in black and in green; Karl 

had the sixteen small soldiers, and Somerled the eight, 

lined up behind a tiny king in gleaming soapstone. 

That game took longer; at first Karl grinned and joked, 

then he frowned and mopped his brow. Later he drank 

ale, cursing, and finally he admitted defeat. Somerled 

did none of those things. He played games as he did

everything else: silently, watchfully, his dark eyes giving 

nothing away. At the end, he gathered up the 

pieces neatly, putting them back in their small calfskin 

bag. He nodded at Karl, unsmiling.


‘You play well, for a farmer,’ said Somerled.


They went hunting, they set snares, they swam in 

the river or in the cold waters of the fjord. Somerled 

had not forgotten what Eyvind had taught him, and 

he learned more. He would never be a warrior, that 

much was clear. With his new tricks learned from 

Eirik, and his superior size and strength, Eyvind was 

as far beyond his friend in physical skills as a master 

craftsman is beyond the rawest apprentice. But at 

least, under his tutelage, Somerled learned to defend 

himself. If he ever had to live rough, he would be able 

to find his own food and shelter. They built a platform 

together in the upper branches of a sturdy oak, 

a secret refuge that could be reached only by means 

of a knotted rope. The floor was of lashed poles, the 

walls of wattles, the roof open to the stars. It was very 

high. Once, during the construction, Somerled had 

slipped and nearly fallen; he clung by one hand, his 

fingers all that prevented a rapid descent to instant 

oblivion on the forest floor. Eyvind had managed to 

grip his arms and haul him to safety. Near sunset, as 

they sat on their high perch listening to the cries of 

homing birds, Eyvind saw Somerled scratching 

something on the bark with his hunting knife.


‘What are you doing?’ he asked. ‘You’ll blunt the 

edge.’


Somerled did not answer. The knife was making a 

neat, irregular pattern of vertical lines and slanting 

cross-strokes, like a row of little trees, each with one or 

two or three branches.


‘Somerled? What is that?’


The steady movement of the knife continued. 

Somerled spoke without turning.


‘It says here, Two brothers made this house. Somerled 

carved these runes.’


Eyvind’s jaw dropped. ‘You mean, you can write?’ 

he breathed in astonishment.


‘I haven’t been wasting my time,’ Somerled said 

casually, incising a neat pair of parallel lines against 

one small upstroke. ‘A man needs certain skills to 

advance in life. This is one of them. I can read, too. But 

this is not everyday writing, Eyvind. Here, let me 

show you.’


Patiently he went along the line of tidy markings, 

explaining what each meant, and why. ‘They are not 

ordinary runes, you understand, but another kind, a 

secret kind. Even amongst scholars, few understand 

them. The branches are the clue, a sort of pointer . . .’


His explanation was careful and slow, but after a 

while he stopped. Looking at Eyvind, he did not smile, 

exactly; a real smile from Somerled was a rare event. 

But his expression softened.


‘I’m sorry,’ confessed Eyvind ruefully. ‘I just don’t 

understand.’ It was beginning to come to him that 

perhaps his friend was very clever indeed, so clever 

that Eyvind might never quite comprehend him.


‘It’s all right, Eyvind,’ said Somerled. ‘You don’t 

need to know these things. It’s different for me. To be 

what I must be, I have to learn everything. Reading, 

writing and games, archery, rowing and skiing, probably 

even smithcraft. And I must not forget music and 

the fashioning of verses. Without the mastery of these, 

a man cannot call himself a leader. And I don’t have 

long.’


Eyvind sat back, round-eyed. He said nothing.


‘You don’t believe I can do it,’ Somerled said flatly.


‘On the contrary.’ Eyvind spoke in tones of awe. ‘I’m 

beginning to believe you can do anything you put your 

mind to.’ He watched as his friend carved the last rune 

and lowered the knife. ‘It looks very fine,’ he added.


Something in his tone caught Somerled’s attention.


‘What is it?’


‘I –’ Eyvind was unusually hesitant. ‘I’m wondering 

if –’


‘What? You want to make your mark here too? You 

should, brother, for this belongs to the two of us. Our 

secret.’


‘I would like to learn how to make my name. 

Properly, in these signs, not just a cross. It looks 

difficult. I’m not sure if I could do it.’


‘We’ll practise it here, on the boards, until you have 

it. Then on the tree. Get your own knife and copy me.’


Eyvind was to remember, in later years, how 

patient Somerled was with him that day, talking him 

through each upright, each cross-stroke, letting him 

try it slowly, correcting each error with kindness, until 

Eyvind could inscribe a passable version of the runes 

that made his name on the bole of the great tree. For 

the space of that lesson, it seemed to Eyvind that 

Somerled became a different boy, one who could find 

joy in sharing what he knew, one who could give as 

well as take. It was a brief enough time, but Eyvind 

never forgot it.


Much later, after Somerled had returned to the 

south, Eyvind would climb up to the tree house sometimes 

and study the inscription in the bark. He would 

run his finger over the signs, just the part of it he knew 

said Eyvind, for the rest of it he was not able to

decipher. It seemed to him a proud thing for a man to 

be able to write his name. As for the other part, that 

stood as a reminder of the vow he had sworn, for in 

those runes Somerled had set down the pact between 

them: two brothers.





That same summer, Eyvind and Somerled visited the 

cat woman in her strange small hut above the tree line, 

near the top of Bleak Hill. The seer had another name, 

but folk always called her the cat woman, as if she 

were only part human. The old woman’s powers were 

both feared and respected. She received visitors only 

when she chose. Karl went up sometimes to chop 

wood and deliver a sack of grain or a round of cheese. 

Occasionally, the woman ventured down the mountain 

for some festival or gathering, and they said if she 

was given enough ale, she would chant to the spirits 

until her eyes rolled back in her head, and she’d speak 

in a strange voice, and tell of what the future held. 

Men liked to hear of their destinies; farmers were 

eager for tidings of seasons to come, fishermen wanted 

advance notice of storms, merchants were keen for 

predictions of where the best bargains might be sealed. 

The cat woman did not always tell good news, but her 

warnings were useful, and she was received with great 

respect, and gifts.


Eyvind would have preferred to spend the day 

hunting, but when Somerled heard about the seer, 

there was no stopping him. He must go there before 

Ulf came for him again; he must know what she had to 

tell. Besides, it was an adventure.


Ingi gave them a little tub of sweet butter to take, 

and eggs nestled in a bag of down. The weather was

fair and bright but chill for the season. It was a long 

journey, a full day there and back. They made their 

way up beyond the tree line and out onto the rocky 

hillside. Eyvind slowed his pace to accommodate 

Somerled, but not as much as he would once have 

done. They saw deer moving silently down in the 

woods, and an eagle overhead, but there was no hunting; 

this expedition sought only knowledge. From 

the narrowed intensity of Somerled’s eyes, Eyvind 

thought he knew what it was his friend wanted to 

hear. But he held his tongue. One did not question 

Somerled at such times, unless one wanted a response 

that stung like a whip.


The cat woman’s hut was turf-covered, set low, 

almost as if the earth had chosen to grow up around 

it. A small goat grazed on the roof; from the wood 

pile, a monstrous, thick-necked cat watched them 

through slanting yellow eyes. Black chickens scattered, 

squawking. She wouldn’t be needing the eggs, 

then. From a hole in the turf a thin plume of smoke 

arose. Eyvind called out politely, then stooped to go in; 

the doorway was hung with a strip of coarse cloth, no 

more.


Inside, the place was dark and small, and 

crammed with objects strange and wonderful, bizarre 

and magical. Masks hung on the walls: faces that were 

beautiful, wild, blank-eyed, dangerous. The bones of 

a long, thin creature were laid out neatly on a stone 

shelf; an iron pot steamed on the central hearth. There 

was an odd, pungent smell, not unpleasant exactly, 

just the sort of odour that renders one suddenly, 

sharply awake. Somerled came in behind him, and 

stopped.


‘We’ve brought some butter and a few eggs,’

Eyvind said politely. ‘My mother sent them. Ingi, that 

is.’


In the shadows beyond the fire, the cat woman 

stirred. She rose to her feet and moved forward until 

the light from the smoke-hole fell on her face, a face 

remarkably unlined for one so old. Her skin was very 

white, as white as the long hair that fell unbound 

below the strange cap she wore, which seemed made 

of dark skin on the outside and pale fur inside. Her 

eyes were like fine blue glass; around her neck she had 

a string of beads that almost matched them. As she 

moved, her gown made a faint tinkling sound, as if it 

were hung with tiny bells.


‘Perhaps you don’t want the eggs, though,’ Eyvind 

added. ‘I see you have your own chickens.’


‘Gifts are welcome,’ said the cat woman, motioning 

to a dresser of stone slabs by the far wall. ‘You can set 

them there, if you will. Your mother is a kind woman. 

Your brothers came here. I remember them.’


Eyvind smiled, hoping he did not appear too 

nervous.


‘I hear you tell fortunes. I want you to tell mine,’ 

Somerled said abruptly. ‘I hope you do not lie, or 

invent tales when your skills desert you. It is a calling 

that attracts cheats.’


‘Somerled –’ Eyvind hissed, seeing the change 

come over the old woman’s features. One did not 

offend a seer. Surely even Somerled knew that.


‘I do not perform at folk’s beck and call, like some 

fairground creature,’ said the cat woman quietly. She 

turned to Eyvind. ‘This is no brother,’ she observed.


‘I’m sorry. His name is Somerled. He is my friend, 

who comes to stay with us sometimes. We were hoping 

– that is –’


The cat woman gave a faint smile. ‘I have told their 

future, the warrior and the farmer, and I will do no less 

for you. But I owe your friend nothing.’


Out of the corner of his eye, Eyvind saw Somerled’s 

mouth tighten.


‘I have another gift, if you’ll accept it,’ Eyvind said 

quickly, before Somerled could speak again and make 

matters worse. ‘I made this. Perhaps you might like it.’ 

From his pocket he drew out the weaving tablet he 

had carved. Now that he looked at it, he could see that 

the little dogs were not as regular as they should be, 

some of their expressions more comic than noble. He 

hoped she would not be offended. ‘It’s not a bribe, or 

a payment,’ he added hastily. ‘I know such knowledge 

can never be paid for. But you can have it, if you want.’


The cat woman sighed; an odd sort of sigh, as if she 

bore a burden too heavy for her. Then she took the 

small thing from his hands, touching the pattern with 

a finger, lightly.


‘Send your friend outside,’ she said.


Somerled glowered.


‘Send him outside. Such tellings are private. You 

know that. You first, then the other.’


In an instant, Somerled was gone. There was nothing 

there but a sort of angry vibration where he had 

stood. The cat woman did not chant, or roll her eyes, 

or call on the spirits. She sat by the fire, and bade 

Eyvind sit by her.


‘Give me your hand, Eyvind. You are grown as tall 

as your brothers: like a strong young tree. What is it 

you want to hear so badly? Let us light the candles, 

one on this side, one on the other. And throw a pinch 

of this on the fire – ah, that’s better. Now, let me see 

you in the light. A fine young man. There’s a great gift

for kindness in you, I see it in your eyes. A rare gift. 

And yet, your path will take you far from such ways. 

What do you want to know, Eyvind?’


‘Will I be a Wolfskin? Will I pass Thor’s test?’ His 

words tumbled over each other in their eagerness to 

get out. ‘And when? How long must I wait?’


He thought she would not speak at all, so long she 

took to answer. She gazed at his palm, and into his 

eyes, and then at the candle flame, and the look on 

her face was almost pity. His heart shrank. She had 

seen that he would fail, and was not prepared to 

speak it.


‘Tell me!’ he blurted out finally. ‘Tell me, whatever 

it is!’


The cat woman sighed again, and blinked, as if 

returning from a far place. ‘Oh, yes, you’ll swing your 

axe in the very forefront of it, lad. A cleaver of skulls, 

a smiter of the strongest, fearless and proud. The best 

amongst them, you’ll be. And soon; more than one 

year, less than two, I think. Thor has his mark on you; 

he had from the first.’


Eyvind could feel the grin stretching across his 

face, and the proud beating of his heart. ‘Thank you! 

Oh, thank you.’


‘That’s not all.’


‘It’s all that matters to me. It’s all I want: all I ever 

wanted.’


The cat woman frowned. Her long fingers were 

turning his hand over, turning it back, touching the 

scar that began above the wrist and disappeared 

under his shirt sleeve. ‘You should hear what is to be 

told, all the same. For it is not solely your own future 

I tell here, but that of others, those whose lives may be 

touched by your choices. You have a long and strange

path ahead of you, Eyvind; you see only the glory of 

your existence as Thor’s right hand, but that is by no 

means the sum of it.’


‘What could be better than that? What could be 

more important?’


‘There are lessons to learn: secret knowledge to be 

found where least expected. There is a deep well of 

treachery, and a bright beacon of love, and the path 

between them is narrow indeed. There’s the rarest of 

treasures laid by for you, son. Make sure you don’t let 

it go.’


‘Treasure? I suppose I’ll see some of that, when I’m a 

Wolfskin.’


‘I suppose you will,’ said the cat woman gravely. 

‘But that is not the kind of treasure I mean. Now go, 

son. Do not lose sight of yourself, in the midst of it all.’


‘Thank you. I won’t,’ said Eyvind, but he did not 

understand her words, nor did he care, for he had 

received the answer he wanted and his heart was 

aflame with joy.


He waited outside for Somerled, and tried not to 

overhear. He stroked the cat; it sat quiet, purring, but 

he could feel the bunched muscle in it, and see its 

knife-sharp claws. It was a wonder there were any 

chickens left.


It was hard not to hear them. Somerled’s voice was 

crisp and clear, the old woman’s soft, measured; and 

yet it came to Eyvind’s ears as if she intended her 

words to reach him. He would have moved away, but 

the cat had its claws in his sleeve now and a look in its 

feral eye that said, You’d better keep scratching my ear or 

I’ll show you what I really am.


‘Tell me the truth,’ said Somerled.


There was a little pause. ‘Is it the truth you seek, or

merely the confirmation of what you have already 

decided will be so?’ asked the cat woman.


‘It does not become an old crone to play games 

with words,’ Somerled snapped. ‘I seek the truth, of 

course. Why else would I come here? But perhaps you 

are a fraud. Perhaps you tell only fabrications, to fill 

folk’s heads with impossible hopes.’


‘What if I tell the truth and it does not please you?’ 

she asked softly. ‘What then? I cannot always give 

good news. The world is a harsh place, Somerled. 

You’ve good cause to know it.’


‘What does that mean?’ Somerled sounded angry, 

and yet she had not even begun her foretelling.


‘You know what it means. Your path has not been 

an easy one. As it began, so it will continue. Show me 

your arm.’


A short silence.


‘You did your friend no favours,’ said the cat 

woman, ‘in binding him to you thus.’


‘Is it foretold, then, that I should proceed on this 

uneasy path quite alone? With no friend at all by my 

side?’


‘I did not say that. Eyvind will sacrifice much to 

adhere to his promises.’


‘And what future have you foretold for him? A 

short but glorious life wielding the axe for Thor? My 

friend is a simple fellow with simple dreams. If you 

see that for him, he will be well content.’


‘If you would know, you must ask Eyvind. Here, it 

is your future we examine.’


‘Come on then, out with it! What do you see?’


‘Take a pinch of this; throw it on the fire. Now look 

at me.’


Then there was nothing for a long time, so long that

Eyvind wondered if the cat woman could not see any 

future for Somerled, or perhaps a future she was reluctant 

to tell. When at last she did speak, it was slowly, 

as if she chose each word with caution.


‘Blood and passion, treachery and death. Beyond 

that, there is . . . there is . . .’


‘What? What?’ hissed Somerled.


‘It is not clear. There are two ways here, and it cannot 

be told which you will choose. In each there is a 

journey. One way holds power and influence. I see a 

man there who is a king; many follow him. The other 

way . . . that is a strange way indeed, through waters 

uncharted, with gulls and seals for companions.’


‘It is enough.’ Somerled’s voice had changed. The 

edge was gone; he sounded, if anything, relieved. ‘You 

speak truth, I see that. There is no doubt which of 

these paths is to be mine. What recompense do you 

require for this telling?’


‘I want none from you,’ said the seer. ‘Your friend’s 

gift is enough.’


‘That? What use is a trifle like that? Why don’t you 

ask for silver, or fine amber, or a sheep or two? You’ll 

never get out of this hovel that way.’


‘You have much to learn. Now, it is time for you to 

go. Your friend waits.’


The cat withdrew its claws, and Eyvind watched 

Somerled come out of the hut, his face impassive, 

though the eyes were bright.


‘What did she tell you?’ Eyvind asked as they made 

their way homewards down the rocky hillside. He 

could not tell Somerled he had overheard; there had 

been certain things said that were surely not for his 

ears.


‘What I expected,’ Somerled said. ‘That I will be a

man of power and influence. Not here, but somewhere 

far away. I am well pleased. The old woman speaks 

true. What did she tell you?’


But Eyvind did not reply, for he was thinking. He 

went over in his head the seer’s words to Somerled. 

They had been carefully chosen, no doubt of that. But 

they had seemed to him somewhat less certain than 

Somerled believed. Still, Somerled was never wrong, 

and he himself did tend to muddle things sometimes. 

He decided to say nothing about it.


‘Eyvind?’


‘Oh. She told me I will be a Wolfskin, and soon. She 

seemed quite sure.’


Somerled lifted his brows. ‘Everyone knows that,’ 

he said drily. ‘It’s written all over you. If every fortune 

were as easy to tell as yours, my friend, we’d all be 

seers.’


They did not speak further of these matters. But as 

they came down the steep slopes above the forest, 

Eyvind’s mind was still turning over what each of 

them had been told and what it might mean, and perhaps 

that was why the accident happened. He had 

always been a careful hunter. He looked after his 

weapons well and used them correctly; he observed 

rules for his own safety and taught them to those who 

went with him after boar or deer. When he hurt himself, 

which was not often, he knew what to do about it. 

They were still close to the northern limits of 

Hammarsby land, nearly a half-day’s walk from the 

longhouse, but well down the mountainside from 

the seer’s hut. This was a place where few men passed, 

a track through the forest known only to the most 

persistent of hunters. It was a quick way down, but 

difficult. The ledge they traversed was narrow, with a

long drop on one side and a rock wall on the other. 

Eyvind went ahead, Somerled followed a few steps 

behind. It was extremely cold; one would not have 

believed it could still be summer, for even here, in the 

shelter of the great trees, the air cut like a knife. Above 

them the dark tops of tall pines blocked out the sunlight, 

leaving them in a deep world of shadowed grey-green.


It was quick. One instant Eyvind was moving with 

sure-footed confidence along the ledge, the next the 

ground had crumbled under his feet and he was 

falling, helpless to stop himself, the tree branches 

dancing crazily above him, the air whistling chill 

around him, and with a sickening crunch he hit the 

earth far below the ledge. For a moment all went dark; 

he drew a single shuddering breath, and then there 

was the pain, savage, spearing pain through his thigh, 

and he ground his teeth hard together so as not to 

scream. Dimly he registered the frantic, scrabbling 

sounds of Somerled’s rapid descent down the hill to 

his side, the gasp of the other boy’s breathing. Don’t 

scream, Eyvind ordered himself. Thor watches you. It is 

a test. He opened his eyes and looked down at his right 

leg. It did not show much beyond a huge purple mark, 

which spread all up and down the inner thigh; not 

much beyond a certain swelling; little enough, for 

such pain. But Eyvind was a hunter. Through the mist 

of rising unconsciousness, through the dizzy blurring 

of his vision and the tremors of chill that began to 

course through his body despite his best efforts to still 

them, Eyvind recognised that the leg was broken and 

bleeding within, where it could not be seen. His mind 

put the pieces together: himself unable to walk, the 

cold, the loss of blood, and small, puny Somerled the

only aid at hand. He might die. Far worse than that, 

he might survive and be crippled. A Wolfskin must be 

whole, and strong.


‘Somerled?’ he whispered as the darkness came 

closer.


‘Shh, don’t try to talk.’ Somerled’s voice was 

strange, coming and going; his sheet-pale face kept 

blurring as if this were a dream. ‘I’ll go for help. Where 

does it hurt? Here?’


Eyvind did scream then, as Somerled’s careful 

fingers gingerly made contact with the wounded limb. 

And when Somerled ripped off his shirt and bound 

the leg as straight as he could, with strips of stiff bark 

on either side, Eyvind’s howl of agony echoed through 

the empty woods until he clenched his teeth hard to 

still the sound, for he could see the fear in the other 

boy’s eyes. The splinting done, Somerled rose to his 

feet, slung his small pack on his back and looked 

down at the shivering Eyvind, frowning.


‘Cold,’ Eyvind managed. ‘Bleeding. Bone-setter. 

Karl . . .’


‘I can run all the way,’ said Somerled. ‘There and 

back. I’ll leave you my cloak.’


Eyvind looked up at his friend’s small, intense face; 

it was wavering, blurring, going dark. He tried to tell 

him; tried to explain that he would die of shock and 

cold before help could come, but his voice didn’t seem 

to be working any more, all that came out was a sort of 

grating noise.


‘No good?’ Somerled asked.


‘Cold,’ Eyvind managed. ‘Too long . . .’


‘Right,’ said Somerled. ‘You’ll have to help me, 

then. As far as we can go, walking. Then I suppose I’ll 

manage somehow. Never thought I’d have reason to

thank you for those endless lessons about survival in 

the wild. Come on.’


Eyvind could not remember much after that, except 

the pain, a pain so terrible he put his teeth through his 

lip, struggling to remain strong. He seemed to have a 

picture of himself leaning heavily on Somerled, and 

staggering, hobbling, weaving impossibly down the 

steep paths through the forest, and Somerled’s voice 

coaxing, encouraging, sharply ordering him to go on. 

He thought he could recall collapsing part-way down 

in the shadow under tall trees, the pungent scent and 

prickling touch of pine needles under his cheek, and 

his friend’s dark eyes staring at him from a face ghost-white 

with exhaustion. He remembered the familiar 

set of Somerled’s mouth, a look which said that giving 

up simply wasn’t an option. From what they told him 

later, he knew that here and there Somerled had 

stopped to adjust the makeshift splint, to prod him 

awake and force him onwards. When Eyvind had 

eventually lost consciousness, Somerled had improvised 

a sort of sled from branches and bark, using the 

rope they carried, and dragged the other boy down to 

open ground. The man who doctored Eyvind said that 

if he’d been left up on the mountain while Somerled 

had gone for help, he’d surely have died before aid 

could come.


There was no more hunting that summer. Eyvind 

spent the rest of the season flat on his back in bed, the 

broken leg held up by a strong hempen rope, which 

the bone-setter had passed over a high beam; from the 

rope’s other end hung a heavy stone like a roof-weight, 

which dangled in the air beyond the foot of 

the bed, stretching the limb straight. Eyvind’s skin 

itched and his leg ached and he could not sleep, and

the days seemed endless. As the season passed with 

infinite slowness, he begged the gods that the limb 

would mend straight, and that he would be strong 

again. A man who could not run or march or stand fast 

on the deck of a longship in stormy seas could never 

be Thor’s warrior. A lame man could not be a 

Wolfskin. So he lay quiet and prayed, and let Somerled 

try to teach him board games, and recite to him passages 

of law and wickedly clever verses he had made 

up about everyone in the household, and at length the 

summer was over. The weight was removed, and the 

bone-setter pronounced himself well pleased. The 

limb had mended straight and clean. Karl presented 

Eyvind with a fine walking stick fashioned from oak, 

but Eyvind did not use it. The sooner his leg learned to 

do its job again, he reasoned, the sooner he might be 

ready for Thor’s trial.


Ulf sent an escort to bring his young brother back 

to court. Ingi had been furious with the two boys, saying 

no more expeditions up there until they were at 

least sixteen. Now she kissed Somerled on both 

cheeks, and Karl shook his hand. As for Eyvind, he 

felt, somewhere inside him, a change that was bigger, 

deeper, more monumental than any that had ever 

occurred in his life. When he had made his vow to 

Somerled, he had done so because the boy was lonely 

and sad, and it had seemed to Eyvind that everyone in 

the world deserved at least one friend whom they 

could depend on. He still believed that, but over the 

summer of lying on his bed, while Somerled, with 

infinite patience, sat by his side devising one small 

entertainment after another to while away the tedious 

time of healing, Eyvind had come to realise the bond 

between them was far more than simple friendship. It

was no lightly made promise, to be discarded or forgotten 

once the season was over. It was deep and binding, 

solemn and lifelong: an oath between men, the 

men they would some day become.





Another year, they went up to the shieling, the summer 

pasture high in the hills, where small huts 

allowed a lucky few to stay the season out, tending the 

herds and flocks. There were six boys and three girls, 

with a couple of shepherds and Oksana the thrall-woman, 

her small fair children in tow. Some guarded 

the animals they had driven up the hillside, and some 

milked sheep and cows and made cheese and sweet 

butter. Eyvind’s job was to provide a steady supply of 

game for the pot. Long hours out of doors give folk 

hearty appetites. Ingi had warned them that summers 

at the shieling were no holiday. All must do their 

share.


The days were indeed full of hard work, but it was 

a good time. The weather stayed fine; they found time 

to swim in the stream, and they made a rope swing, 

and ate their supper out of doors under the pale sky of 

long summer evenings. Winter-white skin turned 

golden brown under the sun’s warm touch. Sigurd put 

flowers in Ragna’s fair hair, and she blushed a delicate 

pink and did not scold him at all. Oksana kept her 

babe close by her, watched over by one of the girls, but 

the other children rode here and there on the shoulders 

of obliging lads, and learned to catch a ball, and 

fell asleep the instant they’d finished their supper. It 

was a happy time.


There were two huts on the mountainside, one for 

the girls and one for the boys. The boys’ hut was

bigger, with a central hearth for cooking. The shepherds 

slept here by the fire, with the lads at either end 

of the hut on shelf-beds built against the walls. The 

place had not the privacy of Ingi’s longhouse, where 

wooden partitions divided the sleeping areas. Oksana 

supervised the girls’ hut. This was not so surprising, 

although she was a thrall, for it was known that Ingi 

had given her the chance to earn her freedom. This 

summer’s responsibility was part of that. Ingi had 

made it quite clear to them, before they left home, that 

the girls’ hut was out of bounds to the boys. Anyone 

who broke that rule would never be allowed up to the 

shieling again. Eyvind was surprised his mother 

thought it necessary to warn them thus. Surely it was 

the sort of rule people understood without being told.


They talked about it one night, lying on their shelf-beds: 

Eyvind and Somerled and the two other lads 

who slept at the south end, Ranulf and Knut.


‘Which one do you think’s best?’ Knut asked in an 

undertone. ‘Halla or Thorgerd?’


Nobody answered; it was late, and they were tired.


‘I think Thorgerd,’ Knut said. ‘I like the way she 

walks. And her laugh.’ In conversations of this kind, 

nobody ever mentioned Ragna, who was without 

doubt the prettiest of the three girls. She might be only 

thirteen, but Sigurd had established a sort of unspoken 

ownership, which all understood well. And Sigurd 

slept not so very far away at the other end of the hut.


‘Bet I’ve seen something you haven’t seen,’ Ranulf 

whispered to Knut.


‘Bet you haven’t. What?’


Ranulf whispered again. Knut snorted in disbelief.


‘Shut up, will you?’ said Eyvind. ‘Some of us want 

to get to sleep.’


‘What have you seen?’ Somerled’s crisp voice challenged.


‘I’ve seen Halla with her gown down to her waist; 

I’ve seen a pair of rosy apples that’d be sweet to taste. 

The girls leave their candle burning when they 

undress. You can see right in through the window at 

the back; there’s a crack in the shutters.’


There was a brief silence. Eyvind knew he should 

say something; there was no doubt what his mother 

would think of such talk. But his mind was showing 

him an image of glossy-haired Halla, brown locks 

drifting over pale skin in the flickering candlelight, 

and the involuntary stirring of his body silenced 

him.


‘That’s nothing,’ said Somerled.


‘What do you mean?’ Knut hissed.


There was another silence.


‘Never had a girl, did you?’ Somerled asked 

casually.


Eyvind’s jaw dropped. The others stared round-eyed. 

Then Ranulf found his voice.


‘You mean –? Don’t be stupid, Somerled. Of course 

we haven’t, and I bet you haven’t either.’
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