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To the latest woman in my life, little Olivia.


Love, Nonna
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NOTE ON LANGUAGE



This story takes place in the first half of the tenth century AD. It opens in Limfjord, Jutland, in Denmark. A scattering of Old Norse words flavor the text and are gathered in a glossary at the end. Old Norse used some letters English does not use. The sound at the beginning of thigh, for example, is represented by þ, so the word þing (“assembly”) was pronounced much like the English word thing. The sound at the beginning of thy, on the other hand, is represented by ð, and in this story you see it in the name of the god Óðinn. I am inconsistent about using these other letters, though; I prefer to spell Thor and all names that start with Thor with an initial th to make sure they are easily recognized.


Many vowels of Old Norse were written with diacritics over a letter familiar to us, such as ø, á, å. Some of these vowels don’t occur in English. Further, even some letters we easily recognize are not always pronounced as we might expect (so written f can sound like [f] or [v]). I encourage you, then, to relax about the pronunciations and simply enjoy the sight of the words, allowing them to play in your mind as you wish. Alternatively, you could Google “recordings Old Norse” and visit a few sites—whose authority I cannot vouch for, however. And if you are a (budding) linguist, you could consult one of several fine books, such as The Nordic Languages: An International History of the North Germanic Languages, Volume 2.


Further, in Old Norse there was a case system, so nouns had endings that told their role in a sentence. For example, the root of the word for Norway was Nóreg, but if it was the subject of the sentence, it would be said Nóregr. In this book, however, I use the root form throughout, because I feared the reader would find it strange that most proper nouns ended in r.


Finally, Brigid calls her language Gaelic, even though Irish people today call it Irish. I do this with apology (since I wrote much of this novel in Ireland), because I believe it is more likely to be true to her time.





PART ONE


SURVIVAL


(EIGHT YEARS OLD) 
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SPRING



CHAPTER ONE



The shock of the cold makes me go instantly rigid. I lift my arms and break the water’s surface and claw at my cheeks till I manage to pull the gag down, and I’m gasping. White glitters the water, the air.


Splashes come from somewhere. My arms flail. Shivers seize me. I clamp my jaw shut to hold down the chattering.


Monsters loom in the starlight. Snow accumulating on trees. I swim for it. It isn’t far. It can’t be far.


Crack! My hand protrudes through the ice it just broke. A thin layer lines the riverbank. A stabbing sensation shoots across my hand, and somehow I know my palm is sliced open. I make fists and beat my way through the chunky stuff, grabbing at stiff stalks, so many of them, all poky and horrible, my feet are digging into bottom now, and there’s frozen mud at last. I pull myself up onto land.


“Mel?” I croak.


A groan comes from so close I can feel her breath. I reach out and grab. An explosion of strange words from a crazy language. It’s one of the boys from the boat! I can’t tell which one in the dark. I don’t know what he’s saying.


I look back at the river. The boat is far away now. I scream, “Mel!”


The dark bulk that is the boy gets up and runs toward the trees. But I won’t follow; he can’t know any more about where we are than I know. He was stolen too. All of us on that boat, we were stolen from our homes.


Home. Downpatrick, Eire. My Eire land. Where my mother and father and brother live. Where Melkorka and I should be. Across all that water. I’m so far from home now. It’s been days. Days and days.


I crawl along the bank, touching everything I can reach. “Melkorka? Mel, Mel, Mel.” My fingers can hardly feel anymore. I shake so hard, I think I may fall to pieces. Where is she? Where is my big sister? She always boasted that she and our brother Nuada could communicate with eyes alone, but she and I were learning to do that too. We were learning how on the boat. We did it even when our gags were off for eating; we kept silent. That was Mel’s idea—to pretend we were mutes. I don’t know why she did it, but I did whatever she did. I didn’t need Mel’s words to know I should copy her; I obeyed her eyes. And I’m sure an eye message passed between us the instant before I jumped. “Mel!” I’m screaming. She’s a better swimmer than me. She has to be here! “Mel!”


I press on a stick and it slaps me in the face. I fall onto my back and hug myself.


I think back. There were only the boy’s splashes. No one else. Two women, nine children, all captives on that boat, and only that one boy and I jumped. Mel didn’t jump. Dear Lord, Mel, my Mel. Mother told us to stay together. “Immalle,” she said. Together, together.


Mother put us on the nag, dressed like peasant boys. In disguise like that, no one would bother us. We were to stay at Brenda and Michael’s ringfort until it was safe to return home to Downpatrick. But we rode along the shore, and that awful ship saw us and snatched us, as easily as gathering eggs. Still, we were together. Like mother said. Immalle. Until now. “Mel!” I shout.


But Mel didn’t jump when I did. I already figured that out. She can’t hear me, so it’s stupid to shout. And maybe dangerous. Who knows what wicked creatures might hear? I broke so many of those stalks climbing out of the water. What if they were bulrushes? I could have crushed fairy houses. Fairies might be coming for me, screaming, shrieking. Like the damned. My ears are too cold to hear them, but my head knows.


That’s why the boy ran off now. Not because he knows where to go—but because this is a bad place to stay. I have to get someplace safe. I have to get warm, dry.


I manage to stand and take a few steps. One shoe was lost in the silt under the river rushes. The other flops loose. I go to tie it, but it’s already tied. Water sloshes inside it; that’s what stretched it. I try to squeeze out the water so I can tie it tighter, but the water has made the leather strings almost fuse together. And my fingers are so cold they can’t curl the right way to work the strings anyway. I tug hard and rip the shoe off and throw it in the river and stumble as fast as I can.


Nothing’s visible now. The dark is solid. I head directly away from the river, smashing through the trees.


I was right—the line of trees is only three or four deep. Almost instantly I come out onto a meadow in hazy, snow-dampened moonlight. The thinnest dusting of fresh snow covers the ground; it’s not thick and hard like I expected. Spring has started here, too, just a little later than in Eire, but winter frightened it today. Maybe a week ago that river ice would have been too thick to break through and I’d have been swept underwater forever. My whole body spasms.


The wind blasts me, and I drop to my knees to keep from being knocked over. Still, I saw what I needed to see—mounds beyond this meadow—houses, they’ve got to be houses. The people there will help me. Anyone will help a princess, especially a little one—I’m only eight, and I’m small for my age. They’ll want to bring me back to Eire and collect a reward.


I try to stand but the wind stops me, so I scrabble in a half walk, half crawl through the grasses. The ground is bumpy. Why? I let my knees gather the information: long furrows, long mounds. This is no meadow—it’s a farmer’s field. Sharp stubble a hand-width apart. Parsnips, I bet—and I’m hungry. They fed us almost nothing on that boat—a single boiled parsnip for dinner. So I should try to dig, but with what? It’s so cold, the ground is too hard.


Everything is too hard.


My chest is ice. Just breathing hurts so bad I could scream. I want to be home, asleep on my bedmat in Mother and Father’s room, with Mel asleep on one side of me and Nuada asleep on the other, our five warm breaths mingling, binding us together like the good family we are. I should have a tummy full of milk and leek soup and lots of meat, and be dressed in a smooth linen nightdress instead of this rough peasant tunic. My hair should be brushed to a gloss by a servant. My feet should be warmed by the hearth. Tears well in my eyes.


Stop that! Stop being a baby. That’s what Mel would say. With her eyes if not with her words. I have to listen to her voice inside my head; I have to act smart. My wet clothes are freezing into hard clumps that will rub me raw. I need to get to those houses fast!


But nothing is fast. Every little bit of distance takes so long to cover, hobbling like this. A wandering spirit will find me before I ever get there. If not the vengeful fairies, maybe the vampire Dearg-due herself. Do I hear them? Or is that the wind?


Finally two mounds take on clear form out of the gloom ahead. But they aren’t recognizable. My nose is no better than my ears in the cold air; still, one is a low building, oddly stubby—I don’t think an animal of any decent size could go into it. I don’t see how people could either. It might be for geese. Or maybe storage. But I don’t think so. Something about it spooks me.


The other building is ordinary height—and not as big, not as threatening. Plus, it’s closer. From what I can make out, there are no windows. That’s all right, though—no windows means no wind. I pass through the opening in the wood fence, pitiful in comparison to the sturdy stone walls that separate fields back in Downpatrick, and I crawl around the outside of the more ordinary building.


No noise, no noise, no clues at all.


I stop still. What if the people inside are not good like folk from Eire, but all wicked, as wicked as the men on the boat?


But it’s so cold. My teeth ache. Shivers rack me. It can’t matter who they are. I can’t think of anything else to do, anyway. I can hardly think at all. Mel should be here—she should be telling me what to do. She should be doing it all!


I press on the door. Nothing. I push hard. I ram with all my might, smashing my right shoulder and hip. The door scrapes open enough for me to squeeze through. Totally dark inside. But the air is hot breath, and my nose comes alive again. I stifle a cry of relief—hay eaters! I mustn’t frighten them—these wonderful hay eaters. I can do this—I’m good with animals. I shove the door closed and feel through the dark to the closest one.


A cow. Best of all creatures at this very moment.


But beware: The animal closest to the doorway is the one easiest to see if someone comes.


I lift my head and breathe deep. The scent of pigs worms through the other sweeter smells—it sullies the air. They seem to be huddled together near the middle of the room, though their waste stink comes from the farthest corner. All the animals keep their distance from that reeking muck, of course.


I tuck my hands in my armpits and blunder along to the other rear corner, using elbows and shoulders to make a path past horses, sheep, goats.


I concentrate. I mustn’t fall. I mustn’t release my hands. A taste of my blood could excite hungry pigs into a frenzy.


How hungry are these pigs?


At last, another cow. Thank the Lord, there are two. The most docile creature on a cold night is a cow.


I run my hands along her until feeling returns to my fingers. They ache now something awful. The cow’s thin but not skinny. I rub and rub her. She rocks from hoof to hoof, coming awake at last. “Good. Good girl.”


I move to stand at her head, and I shove my hand under her muzzle—the split palm. The smell of my own blood makes me woozy. The cow licks it. That’s what I was asking for. This cow’s a good girl. I press my forehead against hers in gratitude.


Then I crouch under her and feel. It’s been long enough from her evening milking—her bag has rounded again. I yank on a teat, shooting the milk toward the center of the room. That should stop the fairies.


Pigs snort, and I sense them shuffling around one another, confused.


I should yank again and drink. But the pain in my palm is fierce now that the numbing cold has passed. I cradle my hand against my chest. My shoulder and hip hurt too, from slamming into the door to get inside this barn.


I sweep straw against the wall with the side of my foot, because the bottoms of my feet sting bad. I burrow inside the straw and roll side to side till my heart stops racing.


Everything is wrong. Only weeks ago my life was perfect. Then Mel insisted we go to Dublin for her birthday; she was turning fifteen and wanted to shop for fancy jewelry. And for no reason, no reason at all, a Viking boy cut off Nuada’s hand. My poor brother. Father wouldn’t trust a physician in that heathen town, so we rushed home and our royal physician saved his life. That would have been the end of it all. But the Viking chieftain who was in charge of that wicked boy sent a messenger with jewels and gifts, and the news that he would come in his ship to take Mel away as his wife. He was so rich he thought our family would forgive the loss of Nuada’s hand if Mel became a rich queen. What an idiot! Vikings know nothing—as though Mel would marry a heathen, and after his boy had done such a horrendous deed! But Father was going to trick that Viking chieftain and slay him and all his men. So, before the battle, Mother sent us off on the horse. She gave Mel a pouch with her old teething ring in it; it was gold, so we could trade it for shelter. That would keep us safe. That, and the fact that we were dressed as boys.


But we weren’t safe. Not at all. We got stolen—not by a Viking ship, no, but by another kind of boat entirely. A boat with two sails, instead of one. And fat men with scars, whose hands smelled of clay and whose breath smelled of goat and who shouted that ugly language, men who stole children and women who were unlucky enough to be near the shore when their boat passed. Like Mel and me. We captives huddled on the deck, hands bound, mouths gagged. They freed our hands only to eat.


Except tonight. After dinner they hadn’t yet tied us up again. And for once we weren’t out on the open sea; we were going through a river with land close on both sides, which was why they put our gags on, I’m sure. But free hands were enough. It was our chance—I took it; Mel didn’t.


All of it is wrong. No fair, no fair, no fair. I’m supposed to be in Downpatrick with my mother and father and sister and brother. I’m supposed to own pigs instead of sleep with them. I’m not supposed to be alone. Ar scáþ a céile marait in doíni—“people live in each other’s shadows.” That’s how we survive. That’s what the priests always say. But right now I’m in no one’s shadow, no one’s shelter.


Neither is Mel.


A little cry escapes me. Tears burn the cracks in my lips. I lick them away.


Mel’s on that boat with those men.


And where am I?





CHAPTER TWO



I wake with something nasty in my mouth. Straw? And it’s rank! I go to spit, when I remember where I am, what happened.


Mel. Oh, Mel. Oh, sister.


I press my lips together hard to hold in a sob.


Weak dawn light seeps through the building. Someone has opened the door wide. How did I not wake at the very first sound? My throat constricts; I can’t breathe. I’m hot. Hunger squeezes my stomach.


The one in the doorway shouts. But he yanks at the rope around the first cow’s neck. It’s her he’s shouting at, not me. He hasn’t spotted me.


My throat eases and breath comes harsh. I shrink back till I’m pressing with all my might against something rough and pitted. And good Lord, how much it hurts to move. I can’t even say the source of the pain, there are so many.


The boy shouts again in some garbled language, and how on earth will I make people who speak like that understand who I am and that they should take me back to Eire? The boy tugs so hard his whole body is at a slant. He’s urging the cow outside. The idiot. That’s no way to get an animal to do what you want. Or it is, but a stupid way. At least he’s putting all his effort into budging that one cow. He knows that if he gets the one at the front, the others will follow.


At last the cow moves sluggishly. The other animals turn too, jostling one another, blocking my view of the doorway. All I see is a crowd of different-sized hairy legs. But I hear the boy shouting at them, and even not knowing the words, I can tell he’s mean. I’ll have to find another home to ask for help—with nicer people. Once I’m feeling better. I reach out to grab more straw to hide myself, and alas, the scab on my hand breaks open. It feels like I’ve just grabbed a fire poker. Who’s the idiot now?


I curl tight and small and stop my breath voluntarily this time. Please, Lord, don’t let that boy notice me.


Shuffle, shuffle. Bleat. Baaa, baaa, baaa.


Then quiet.


Really?


Or is someone waiting to pounce?


I keep still.


But it’s getting colder, and my body wants to move. I stretch my neck to peek out from my little burrow. The door still stands ajar, making a pool of light on the floor that rises up with little motes of dust and straw swimming through. An open door makes sense. It gives the barn a chance to air out. And it will warm up again fast from the animals’ body heat once they come back. But who knows how long that will be? The animals might graze on new spring shoots all day. The barn door might stay open till evening. And there’s a wind again today. I hear it outside. It crisps my skin like hide held too close to the fire—like the vellum they make in the monastery at Dunkeld that Mel and I visited with Mother. The sweat that rolled off my forehead when the animals were here has dried and left me chilled.


I lick my hand—which won’t cure it the way a cow’s lick does, but at least soothes it—and look around. Nothing but straw over hard earth and open boxes built into the side walls—for feed in deepest winter, I’m sure. The walls are tree trunks split vertically and placed standing in the ground, each tight against the next with something shoved into the crevices to keep out the wind. I put my face to the damp wall behind me and sniff: dung. Not mixed with hazel wattles or heather or even grass—just plain dung. It can’t be as good insulation as a proper mixture. These people don’t know how to treat their animals.


I swallow and my ears pop and then buzz loudly, and I feel all dizzy for a moment.


Mel should have jumped. She should be here now, taking care of me. Immalle. Together. As Mother said. Sisters don’t abandon each other.


But maybe Mel couldn’t help it. Maybe someone grabbed her and stopped her. Maybe she’s right now searching for a way to get back here, to find me. She’ll do it. Mel can do things.


I snuffle back tears and get to my feet and immediately sink to my knees again. My feet are no use. I feel them with my good hand. They’re ripped up on the bottom from going barefoot across the frozen ground last night. I imagine Mel scolding me. When Mother put us on the nag dressed as peasant boys, Mel insisted we keep our shoes. Princesses can’t go barefoot.


But last night I had no choice. I had only one shoe, and I couldn’t hop on that one foot with all the water inside turning to ice and stabbing my toes. I had to rip it off. Anyone would have done the same. Even Mel.


I crawl on my knees and my one good hand, till I’m against the wall beside the open door, and I lean sideways to see out.


A woman passes so close I hear the flap of her long undershift with each step. She could have reached out an arm and touched me, easily.


I fall back on my heels and scrabble away to the nearest corner, pressing into the shadows. I don’t know what to do. And I have little strength. I wait.


I’m hot again.


I lift my tunic clear and relieve myself and then move to the side, away from the wet.


I need a plan. I want Mel. I’m always the one who comes up with plans, but she’s the one who knows which plan will work. My eyes feel like huge, hot balls. They keep closing. I have to think. But I can’t keep my eyes open. My head falls to the side and hits the wall. I don’t bother to lift it.


*  *  *


Scrape.


I jerk awake.


The door has been closed. A person moves inside the barn and plunks something down on the ground with a heavy thud. Light comes dimly through cracks around the door, and I make out a form. The person lifts off a wide cloak and drops it. A man. He’s wearing a huge floppy tunic over those funny baggy things the Norsemen in Dublin wore—trousers. Lord no, have I found myself among Norsemen? I swallow, and my ears ring now.


He lurches forward, and though his back is to me, I can tell he’s sick. He groans in pain. He yanks wildly at the drawstring on his trousers, and now he’s ripping them off. He squats and he’s stifling yells, I’m sure of it. His head writhes on his neck and the pain goes on and on. Misery like that can only come from a struggle with the devil. I hug myself hard and wish I could shrink to invisible.


At last he lets out a cry, just small and wavery, a pitiful cry, and seems to go all heavy and slack. He takes something from between his legs and throws it into the center of the room, the pig area. It lands with a slop. It was a large something. The smell makes my nose wrinkle. Stale eggs.


He reaches into that something on the floor beside him, and I hear splashing. It’s a bucket and he’s squatted over it now, washing his privates. He stands and stuffs something between his legs and pulls on his trousers and dumps the bucket and struggles into his giant cloak. He turns. But this time he spins toward me, not away.


Our eyes meet.


His mouth drops open, and his face crumples.


I stare back.


He says something. Quiet. Like he’s trying to convince me. Like he’s making a pact. His face is young and hairless. It shivers with fear at me seeing what he did. He won’t tell on me, no he won’t, because what he did was secret.


My heart beats so hard I hardly hear him, but I wouldn’t understand anyway. I nod.


He opens the door wide and leaves.


I can’t stay in this corner, that much is clear. And something’s gone wrong with me; I can’t crawl anymore. I wriggle and thrash my way along the wall, heading for my corner. When I pass level with the center, I stop a moment and listen hard.


A snuffling noise.


No! I shouldn’t have stopped. I shouldn’t have listened. I can’t do anything. How could I do anything, all messed up the way I am? Besides, if I went over there, with the door wide open, anyone looking this way would see me cross the floor. I can’t do it.


But I can’t not, either.


I move slow slow toward the snuffle. It’s covered in slime. But it moves. It moves. I’m clearing that slime away now, as fast as I can. Energy has come from nowhere. I’m cleaning off the head frantically—the head has to be first. I may be only eight, but I know that much.


The baby lets out the smallest noise, like a chick that doesn’t realized it’s hatched yet.


I slip the body from the caul and feel. It’s a boy. A sweet boy. I can’t use my tunic to clean him, because it’s so filthy and the coarse nettle would be too harsh on his tender skin anyway. But the only parts that really need cleaning right now are his eyes and nose and mouth and ears. The rest can wait. So I lick him. That’s what animals do. I gag at first. But I mustn’t do that again. I pretend to be a cow. And he’s my calf. I can do this. I have to.


Then I push on my back the rest of the way to my straw burrow, holding this babe on my chest. We need to burrow away. I’m dripping sweat. It rolls into my ears.


When Father’s men came home from slogging through wetlands last summer, the horses got hot like I am now. They bled from their nose. They died.


But my brother Nuada got through his fever when the Viking youth chopped off his hand. That was when? Only weeks ago. It seems like forever ago. Nuada had Liaig, the royal physician, looking after him, though. This babe and I have only each other.


I pull the straw around us and bite my bottom lip hard. I don’t really have the energy to cry, but biting my lip seems a good precaution anyway. I am not a cow, and this babe is not my calf. So he’s sure to die, but I’d rather be damned for all eternity than let crying be the last thing he hears.





CHAPTER THREE



Oof! Something smashed into my back.


Oof! Now it’s pulling on my tunic. I’m curled with my arms around the babe and my knees up behind him. My back is to the room, but I know it’s a pig behind me. The animals have returned, and I slept through it. I slept the entire day.


Oof!


If I don’t react fast and hard, the lot of them will attack. I go rigid; I’ve seen pig attacks. Though these pigs are short, I know they can get vicious. There’s got to be at least three, and there could be four, even five. But there’s nothing in this barn—no stone, no club, nothing I can use to fend them off.


He’s tugging harder. My tunic tears.


I clutch the babe tight, turn over as fast as I can, and slam my head into the pig’s snout. He screams and runs off. The others snort and squeal as he pushes through them.


I lower my face to the babe’s head. I think he’s still warm—I’m so hot myself I can’t be sure, but I think he is. His forehead is soft under my lips. I feel his back and legs. He moves just the slightest.


Good. I grit my teeth. Fight, fight. We both have to fight!


I reach around and feel for the cow, up her hind leg, to that udder. It swings empty, a withered sack. Of course. They milked her just before putting the animals back in the barn for the night.


My stomach is a pointed flint that jabs at my gut. And the babe needs food even more.


And, most of all, pigs are smart. It won’t take them long to realize we’re defenseless.


I can’t think what to do, though. These are Vikings. Oh, I know not all Norsemen are Vikings—only the bad ones. But these ones are bad. It’s dreadful enough to kill a baby. It’s worse by far to kill an unbaptized baby. And it’s the worst thing ever to kill a baby by throwing it to the pigs. Because that’s what he—she—meant to do.


I have no understanding of a girl who would throw a child to the pigs. I have no understanding of Vikings.


And why does she dress like a boy? Something’s wrong in that girl’s life. She’s afraid. I swallow. I know the kind of fear that makes a girl dress like a boy. Mother made Mel and me dress like boys when she shooed us away from Downpatrick before the battle.


But it doesn’t matter how bad the girl’s fear is. Nothing can excuse what she did.


The baby moves again. I hug him close, and he somehow manages to lift an arm and close his fingers around the thumb of my mangled hand. That’s all it takes: I love him. If only he lives, he can be mine.


“We won’t die here with the pigs,” I murmur into the matted wisps of hair on his roundest of heads. “I promise you that, little one, little egg, because that’s what you are, hardly more than an egg. I name you Og, then. And in my heart I baptize you.” I’m not a priest, so it doesn’t count. But he’s a baby; he can’t know better.


I take a deep breath. No one beside that disguised girl knows about Og, I bet, so maybe no one else wants him dead.


And, in the end, those people out there are the only chance we have. They have food and warmth; we have nothing.


I get to my feet, trying to hold in the scream from pain. But maybe it would be better if someone heard and came running.


Unless it was the girl.


No. I bite my tongue and stumble through the animals.


A pig noses at my side. I hold Og tight with my good arm. Then I lean over and jab my elbow hard into the pig’s face. The pig shrieks. I must have gotten his eye.


And I like pigs. The old sow back home won’t let anyone else near her baby piggies. She charges all the others, but with me she lies there on her side as I tie ribbons around their ears.


It’s a gift I have, this way of understanding animals. Mother says that.


And now I’ve injured this pig when all he did was what any pig would do.


It’s unfair I had to fight the pig. It’s unfair I’m here at all. I hurt all over and this baby, my Og, is hardly alive, and he didn’t do anything to deserve such a rotten start in life. We’ve both been cheated. I’m screaming now. I can’t help it. I’m screaming as loud as I can.


I plow through the rest of the pigs and stop short at the door. The hatefully heavy door that hangs all wrong so it drags. These people can’t even hang a door right.


I can’t put Og down or the pigs will snatch him. So how am I to pull open this most horrible of doors?


I lean my cheek against the door and practically slide off, I’m so drenched in sweat. A wave of nausea washes over me.


I pull off my tunic with my bad hand, and it starts bleeding again. The blood rolls along my arm. The smell must be driving the pigs crazy, because one’s already back nuzzling me hard. I’m scared to be naked like this. I have to hurry. I struggle and twist and pull and every move hurts so bad, but I manage to make that tunic into a sling that hangs around my neck, and I tuck Og in it—he’s so tiny and limp, it’s easy. Poor little starving thing. I throw all my weight into lugging the door open.


The pigs rush past me, stupid with the excitement of stirred-up hunger, baffled by being let out at night. I stumble after them and look around.


There’s nothing but that other building, the squat one. I don’t understand, because these people are normal size, tall even, but they have to be in there. Where else could they be?


I go to the door, every step a torture. Yesterday’s light snowfall has frozen into a stiff layer that crunches under my broken feet. The cold air nips at my skin, and I know Og doesn’t have enough heat of his own to last out here much longer. Tears make warm rivulets on my cheeks. It’s a reaction to the air. It’s not crying. I can do this.


Finally I’m there. I bang on the door with both fists.


It opens inward, and the blade of an ax shines, backlit by a fire that hisses loudly. The ax stops just short of my eyes. Beside it a startled, yellow-bearded face makes a shout and stares at me. I stare back. The man’s nothing more than a chest and head. His eyes reach level with my waist. I don’t understand. And if he doesn’t put down that ax, I might just faint dead away. I’m shaking all over.


He moves downward, and I can see he was on a strange kind of ladder. I go to take a step down and fall, tumbling-head first, holding onto Og for dear life.


Arms catch us, though they hurt maybe more than a flat fall would have. Screams fill my head, but I keep my mouth shut tight. We are hauled, Og and me, to a wooden platform built into the side of the room. They stretch us out, a naked babe on a naked girl. A woman—the one I saw pass the open door of the barn this morning—pries my arms apart.


“Og,” I call in protest as she takes him. My voice that seemed so loud in the barn is barely more than a whisper now.


“Øg!” says the woman, changing the sound a little. She holds Og at arm’s length, her eyebrows furrowed, her face alarmed. But slowly her expression changes. “Øg?” She looks at me in doubt.


I blink.


A blanket is already around me. I didn’t see who covered me.


“Alf.”


I turn my head to the voice.


It’s a child, no older than me. She comes to stand beside me and reaches out a hand toward my hair.


A man slaps it away. He chatters at her. I make out the sounds alf and øg in the quick stream of odd words. The air is warm and peat-smoke heavy, with the odors of a meal hanging in it. Fish. Barley. The room swirls with my hunger.


The woman calls out something, and then the boy who is really a girl shows up with a bucket that sloshes water, and his eyes won’t meet mine. I see the lines of fatigue on his face, and I know it must take all his will to keep up the act, to not let anyone know he gave birth just this morning. He’s pitiful weak. But not as pitiful as Og and me.


He turns to me purposefully, still not looking in my face, and I tense up. He snatches away that blanket that I’ve already grown attached to. There are so many people in this home that is half den in the ground—I hear their voices, and I know not a one of them will save me from the boy/girl.


He grabs an ankle and swabs my foot roughly. I jerk my knees up, but the girl child at my side throws herself across my legs, clearly to help the boy/girl, only she knocks my bad hand, and it hurts like the devil is shredding me. I curl around my pain, calling, “Mel, oh, Mel.” I need my sister so badly. “Mel,” I sob again. Please, Mel, make them stop, I pray inside my head.


The woman holding Og, who is now wrapped in a cloth, says something to someone beyond my view. A moment later a pelt is thrown across my chest. And another. And two more. All white. They are fox skins, I’m sure.


“Melrakki,” says the woman holding Og. She puts a hand on my chest on top of the furs. “Mel . . . melrakki.” She leans over me. “Sefask,” she says softly. She stands tall and calls out something.


A younger woman with a toddler on her hip appears quickly. She taps the little girl who is still lying on me, and the girl eases off and stands. The woman hands her the toddler. Now she undoes the brooches that hold the wool sheet wrapped around her body over her long shift. She opens the front and faces the woman in charge, taking Og from her and cradling him to her breast.


Og turns his head and bangs his face into the nipple, but finally opens his mouth and latches on. She puts out her free hand and strokes his arm, and he grabs her thumb.


Just like that, Og goes from being mine to hers. My heart breaks.


The air smells of honey.


Fire! What are they doing to my wounded hand? It’s on fire! Everything goes black.





AUTUMN



CHAPTER FOUR



I’ve been living with these people for many months—all through spring, all through summer, working with the women, busy absorbing their chatter so I can master this language. But right now, on this fine autumn day, I’m in a boat with a man—Thorkild, the one who held the ax just a hand-width from my nose the night I showed up naked with a babe in a sling.


The wind blows in my face, which is not a good thing—it makes rowing harder, and we’re already going against the current. But I expected it would be like this; the wind always blows from the west along the water here. I don’t know why. It’s so consistent that the trees actually lean to the east. We passed a stand of them a long while back, reaching out low, over the water. But there are no trees in sight now. Just land stretching out as far as I can see on both sides. In the past half year I’ve gotten used to this strange place—this awkward and stark Jutland—but right now the flatness makes me miss Eire almost more than I can bear. I want to see cliffs, or at least big boulders along the water’s edge. I want to see rolling glens with grasses stretching over them like the softest green cloth. I want to see my sister and brother, my mother and father, all running toward me, saying how hard they’ve been searching for me, how much they’ve missed me, how they’re going to shower me with treats now.


“Alf, can you see it?”


I blink away those wishes and sit tall, grateful for an excuse to pause and pull the oar up so it rests across my thighs. “What? What am I looking for?”


“If you see it, you’ll know.”


A challenge. I perk up and scan the area closely. The marsh grass ripples around us. A large clump of yellow-green seaweed dangles from the neck of my oar. The waters are thick with it. I look over the side. This grass has to be rooted into the silt. If this feræringr—fishing boat—weren’t so shallow, we’d get stuck on the bottom here. We might anyway. Being on water makes me anxious. This is my first time in a boat since that awful boat I fled from. I hate boats. “The water is shallow. We’ll get stuck.”


Thorkild gives me a light tap on the back of the head and laughs. “You’re just trying to divert me because you can’t see anything and you hate to admit it. I know you.”


“If we get stuck, we’ll be late. Thora will be mad.”


Thorkild makes a groan of exasperation. “I liked you better all those months when you were silent. Ever since you started talking, all you do is annoy folks.”


“It’s shallow here. Take a look.”


“Swing that oar in, no no, this way, Alf. Good.”


The boat rocks.


I twist my neck to see what’s going on, and there’s Thorkild standing right behind me. I’m about to warn him it’s not safe standing like that, but he lifts me up under the arms and tosses me overboard.


Splash!


I’m underwater, and panic seizes me. All at once it’s night on the river, freezing, and I’m alone, lost, without Mel. I scream, and the brackish water rushes into my mouth. It brings me back to the present, and I break the surface of the water and gasp at the air. This isn’t a river—it was never a river. It’s an enormous fjord with water that’s not quite sweet, only I didn’t notice the salt that first night because the gag over my mouth kept the water out. And it’s morning now. The water is cold, bracing, but nothing like that night. And the fishing boat is much, much smaller than that hateful boat that night. This is now. Everything has changed. This is now, now, now.


I swim to the edge of the boat and throw a hand up over the gunwale and hang there, panting, trying to calm myself.


Thorkild smiles down at me. “What? You too much of an elf to pull yourself up?”


I wipe my eyes and nose and mouth with my free hand. “Why did you do that?”


“It was easier than having a debate with you over the depth of the water.”


It is deep here—he’s right. But that’s no excuse. “I almost drowned.”


“You swam like a fish.”


“What if I didn’t know how to swim?”


“I’d have reached over and plucked you out.”


What if he hadn’t been able to pluck me out? What if the current had carried me off? Or some Fomoiri water monsters had held me down low out of his reach? And here I forced myself to overcome my loathing of boats in order to go with him, because last week he took me to cut peat and it was fun. It was like an adventure. Staying home has no adventures. It’s nothing but boring spinning and weaving and sewing and cooking and brewing, the same thing all the time. Girls have no fun here. But despite his talk, Thorkild’s just as dumb as the rest of them.


“Help me,” I say in a weak voice.


He stands—good—and leans over, stretching out a hand for my free hand.


I plant my feet against the side of the boat, catch his hand in both mine, and throw myself backward, pushing off as hard as I can with my feet.


The big man falls into the water beside me. He comes up, spluttering and red-nosed. I make a fake laugh, but he doesn’t join in. He climbs into the boat by rocking it hard and then heaving himself over the side. He stands and shakes off like a dog, then he sits on the rear bench and rakes his fingers through that long beard, without looking at me.


“Don’t be mad, Thorkild. You threw me in first.”


Thorkild twists his beard into two tips that strike me as demonic. Water drips from his bushy eyebrows. “I don’t know what Thora sees in you, you little ruffian. She thinks you’re special because Åse named you Alf. You’re stubborn as an elf, I’ll give you that, but you’re no more a real elf than I am a real giant. And that boy Øg of yours is no more a terror than any other baby.”


“You’re right.”


He widens his eyes in surprise. “You admit it, then?”


I want to get out of the water too much to fight. “You’re always right.”


If Thorkild realizes I can’t possibly mean that, he doesn’t show it. “You’re a true human child. That’s what you’re saying?”


“It’s what you’re saying. And you’re always right.”


He rests his forearms on his knees and leans toward me. “So what’s your real name?”


“I’m cold, Thorkild. You felt the water. You know how it is.”


“I won’t lift you in till you tell me.”


“We’re drifting backward. And after all that rowing.”


“Who cares? We’re already there really, even though it’s clear you didn’t detect a thing.”


“Right again. I saw nothing.”


“Don’t think you’ll trick me by agreeing with me. Hmmm. You might be deceitful as an elf too. But I still know you’re not a real one.” He points at my nose. “What’s your true name? Tell me.”


“Brigid.”


“What?” He drops his hand and laughs. “Did they name you after a dog?”


“Well, what about you and your sister Thora and your little brother Thorsten? Thor, thor, thor. Whoever named you had a stump of a tongue—thor, thor, thor.”


His face shows instant alarm. “Don’t go getting so mad at your ugly name that you say bad things about the god Thor, child.”


Oh. Oh how stupid I am. I know about Thor. He’s their favorite god. They tell stories about Thor nearly every night, all full of thunder and lightning and a crushing hammer called Mjølnir. Only I never connected their names to his. I’m so dumb—and after being named myself after Saint Brigid, the healer. I should have realized. “I’m sorry.”


He looks at me as though assessing my face. “No more tricks?”


“No more tricks.” I try to look pathetic. It isn’t hard; I’m chilled deep.


Thorkild pulls me into the boat. “Listen, I won’t tell anyone about your ugly dog’s name. Parents shouldn’t do that to a child. Maybe that’s what made you naughty.”


Brigid is a beautiful name, the name of someone exalted, as a princess should be. And it sounds like “fiery arrow.” That’s what I love about it. I told Mother that once, and she laughed and said I was her arrow of inspiration.


Mother. I swallow. I used to sit on her lap and she would rest her cheek on the top of my head, all heavy and warm. She smelled of the oil she put on her wrists: vetiver. It was lovely. The last time I saw her, her hair made a yellow cloud around her pale, worried face. I want to bury my head in that hair. I want my mother. I want my sister. I want my home and my old life. When are they coming for me?


Longing makes me suddenly tired. “Thank you,” I murmur.


“You’re welcome.”


I slick the water from my arms and wring out the bottom of my wool shift.


Thorkild picks up his oar and rows us into the middle of the sea grasses. He ties our boat to a thick pole I hadn’t seen before. It sticks up from the water only a foot’s length and the grasses are taller than that, so it’s hidden unless you’re practically on top of it. I look around. Nothing seems special about this spot—no easy landmark. “How did you spy it?”
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