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Pro Christo Domino


A wedding dance of blood,

A wedding night of fire.

Old men’s wrath, young men’s pride

Call Hrolf’s Isle to war.

Amid the swallows of my roof beams,

I read my course.

A debt I cannot pay,

A fight I must not win;

On Helgi’s strand, I duel with Hakon’s bride.

Amid the swallows of my roof beams,

I read my course.

Bright Fire-Hair, sweet Valkyrie,

Summons Odin’s will: I lay

The keel of peace on Northern sands.

My pennant at his masthead,

Broadaxe takes the dragon way.

Amid the swallows of my roof beams,

I read my course.

Fair Caledon! My lady flies on sunlit wings.

Ermine-cloaked, I dance the dance of Alba’s kings.

Amid the swallows of my roof beams,

I read my course.

from The Saga of Floki Magnusson

circa 900 (?) AD

The glory of young men is their strength,

But the beauty of old men is their grey hair.

All streams run to the sea.

Kethuvim
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Chapter One

Lionheart balked, head down, feet planted firm. It’s the other way.

Gil shook the looped lead rope serving as reins. Not today.

We always go the other way. Gil looked out at the white flecked sea, misty in the August dusk. What was it about hill ponies that everything always had to be the same? He gave Lionheart’s flank a solid thump with his heel.

I take you to Norway. I take you to Francia. I take you to Rome, even; and now we’re home. And you still want to stand under the same tree until your hooves fall off. Who said travel broadens the mind?

What’s a mind?

Gil dropped the reins, raised both hands to his head and mouthed a silent scream. Then, with a weary shrug, he guided the reluctant pony between two low stone buildings at the rear of Floki Magnusson’s longhouse. Hidden from view by the sweeping new turf roof of the hall, he slid down from his improvised sheepskin saddle and drew the looped lead rope over Lionheart’s head.

Lionheart rolled his eyes in a sudden panic. I smell cows.

Gil grabbed his forelock and pulled his shaggy head down to eye level. You smell cows because we’re behind the dairy. And you are NOT afraid of cows. Camels, maybe. Cows, no. He un-looped the lead rope and tied it to a gnarled little birch tree grown up against the wall. Lionheart shook his head, rubbing his halter against the tree. Don’t do that!

It’s too tight. I can’t move my ears. Gil sighed and loosened the already loose strap behind the pony’s flattened ears. And my mane is caught. Gil patiently re-arranged strands of mane. Then he lifted the sheepskin padding off Lionheart’s withers and gave the dark stripe that crossed his back and shoulders a quick rub with a handful of dry grass. ”The Lord’s holy mark upon him,” Aidan called it. Gil grimaced. Not having much effect.

He left the pony tugging experimentally at his tether and slipped cautiously around the corner of the building and through the open door. In the cool dimness of the cow byre, he gathered an armful of hay, brought it back out, and laid it down in front of Lionheart.

Lionheart gave it a wild-eyed look and whickered frantically. You’re leaving me here! Why are you leaving me here?

Gil closed both hands around his nose. Because I don’t want anyone to see you. OR hear you.

Lionheart stood twitching his fur while Gil plotted a route past the longhouse that would take him unobserved to the strand. Just the thought of the little skiff waiting safely above the tideline brought a warm glow to his heart.

He glanced at the sky. Still only two stars beside the day-lit moon. Time enough to cross to the island, see Janetta, and get back before the last stragglers came down from the farms.

JANETTA likes to see me. Lionheart shook his mane sulkily. SHE says I’m pretty.

Look, I like to see you, too. Only, not now.

I want the pony pen.

I’ll come back and put you in it. Soon. Eat your hay. And be quiet.

Janetta gives me oats.

Oh, Janetta would give you the moon, if you asked.

Lionheart flicked one ear and rolled one eye to the sky. Can I eat it?

Sure, Gil nodded wearily. You reach it; you can eat it. He left the pony stretching his pretty neck moon-ward and sprinted for the strand.

Drying fishing nets gave cover from the longhouse to the low dunes. Lying flat on the landward slope, he peered through windblown beach grass, surveying the sand and shingle shore. Floki’s splendid warship, Silver Dragon, took pride of place in the noust nearest the longhouse. Her mast was down and shrouded by her awnings; her painted figurehead faded from her long journey under southern suns. Gil’s friends Ragi and Ciarnan were at work scraping barnacles from her hull.

Keeping his head low, Gil scanned the strand beyond. Four more longships rested above the tide, black awnings sheltering their decks. He knew them all by their figureheads; Sea-Stag, Wave-Loper, Foam-Steed, Tide-Trampler. Floki’s chieftains were gathering for the wedding of Grimhildr Thorolfsdottir and Ulf Kolsson, on whose farm Gil had worked all summer.

And from whose farm he had departed in secret and ridden in haste, to keep his tryst with Janetta on the Holy Isle.

Half hidden by spray, its shore already grown dim, it beckoned him from across the strait. The tide was full, the crossing treacherous. But it was not the low roar of the white frothed rousts that brought his head up in dismay, but the unexpected sight of a rapidly approaching sail.

Who? At this hour? The ship turned across the wind, her striped sail shifting and all her graceful length revealed. His heart leapt. Sea-Raven! Hakon Ragnaldsson’s Sea-Raven, come home to the strand on which she was born.

For an instant, he was back in that weary summer, laboring at Master Shipbuilder Eyolf Grimsson’s side. His calloused hands knew every strake, every thwart, every hard-won inch of the ship he helped build, from her swaying masthead to her keel. “She’s fast,” he murmured proudly, as she bore down on the shore. His eyes swept the set of her sail, the slice of her prow through the surf. “And if I helmed her,” he whispered, “she’d be faster.” And, though the man on the steering board was renowned throughout the North for his seamanship, it was true.

“Come on, Hakon,” Gil muttered. “Get her beached and get out of there.” But Hakon Sea-Friend, cousin and foster-brother of the earl, was also renowned for his caution. The sail slipped down the mast, oars flashed, and Sea-Raven, humbled, approached Hrolf’s Isle at the stalwart pace of a merchant’s knarr.

Gil groaned. As fond as he was of the dour, kindly Shetlander, Hakon Ragnvaldsson was, just now, the last person he wanted to see. He glanced with frustrated longing at the skiff in her nest of sea-grass, looked back at the strand, and groaned louder. Correction. There was the last person he wanted to see.

A party of men and women had emerged from the longhouse, streaming down the gentle slope to the strand. At their head strode a tall, lean man with an assured gait and an unmistakable mane of bright yellow hair; Earl Floki Magnusson welcoming his cousin to his shores. Gil dropped his head on his forearm and pounded the damp sand with a frustrated fist.

Of course. No ship approached Floki’s longhouse without alerting the guards on the hill. Not this summer. Plenty of time to prepare a welcome. He looked up wearily. At the earl’s side, the pleated linen sleeves of her dress fluttering ghost-like in the dusk, was Danni, Gil’s childhood friend. Her dark hair flowed loose, yet, unadorned by a woman’s headdress, but she carried herself with adult dignity, as befitted the earl’s betrothed.

Her brother, Percy, round and sturdy in his britches and bright blue tunic, walked just behind, solemnly conscious of his role as earl’s cupbearer. And what’s missing from this picture? Gil winced. The earl’s helmsman, duty-bound to be at his side. He glanced again at the darkening sky. A scattering of stars now hung over the sea. Only the most hard-working farmers would yet be out in the fields. And he doubted Floki ever regarded him as hard-working, either on land or at sea.

Sea-Raven’s rowers raised their oars and the ship glided silently to the shore. Ropes were thrown and Floki’s warriors rushed to catch them. Gil caught sight of Ismail among them and ducked guiltily behind his screen of beach grass. Lying to the earl was one thing. Lying to his best friend, another. But at least it saved Ismail from lying on his behalf.

The gathering fell silent then, as the gangplank was lowered and Hakon and his lame, grey-bearded father, Ragnvald, descended to the strand. Floki greeted the old man with filial respect, and then, laughing, wrapped Hakon in his powerful embrace and swung him off his feet.

Raised as brothers, they had sailed together and fought together all their lives, and, as often, fought with each other. But none doubted the bond between them, even now, when other bonds were fraying like sea-weathered rope.

Floki released his cousin and turned smiling to the assembled company. A cheer went up and others rushed forward. First, Ulf, the short, stocky bridegroom, and Grimhildr, his formidable bride, as tall as the earl and never without her throwing axes, worn, with her womanly scissors and comb, at her waist.

The earl’s parents, Magnus and Shony, followed; then Aidan, his priest, with his Noble Cat trotting at his heels and the crow, Feannag, wheeling and cawing overhead. One by one, the whole gathering greeted the guests, and when, at last, they drifted up to the longhouse, dusk had deepened into darkness.

Lady Day in Harvest was past; the endless daylight of high summer, past, too. Night had returned to the Northlands, vanguard of the winter darkness to come. The wind rose, flattening the beach grass. Moonlight shone on the white water of the roust, and ragged clouds chased each other across the stars. Even with his earl’s blessing, it was no time to put to sea.

Gil got slowly to his feet. The longhouse fire beckoned: companionship, warmth, safety. He raised his eyes to the sea and the island. He would see her tomorrow. He had seen her yesterday. But it wasn’t enough. He had to see her tonight. With a quick glance down the empty strand, he sprinted for the skiff.

Dragging the little vessel to the water’s edge, he raised her light mast, waded with her into the shallows, and fastened the steering oar. Then, jumping aboard, he freed the sail and, as he caught up the sheets, thought suddenly that the one person who would understand was the earl, who had sailed to Rome and back for the sake of love. Not that understanding would make him any more forgiving.

Away from the lee of the shore, the skiff heeled hard. Gil tightened the sheets further, and the bow wave foamed over the rail, splashing his already soaked britches. He grinned happily; the longhouse and his duties forgotten. Nothing to think of but wind and tide. Keeping the roar of the half-seen roust off his right shoulder, he set course for a small, pale crescent of sand; the only place on all the Holy Isle where any ship, however small, could make landfall.

Helming the skiff, after helming Silver Dragon, was like playing with a kitten after wrestling with a tiger. Or a Noble Cat, he thought wryly. The little craft skidded across the wave tops, like a skipping stone, her slender mast bending before the wind. But she was, for all that, a true miniature of the Northmen’s great warships, fleet and seaworthy in the right hands.

And, thanks to the earl he was flagrantly disobeying, his were the right hands. This is where he first taught me. He smiled. It seemed a lifetime ago. His mind flitted from sea to sea: all the places where Floki had shown him the helmsman’s trade. The cold Northern waters of Shetland and Norway. The storm-tossed winter sailing home from Rome. The wild coast of Francia. The tide-race of Yula’s Isle. His ignominious landing on Kernow, where he sheared Silver Dragon’s steering oar in pride and stupidity.

He forgave me that. What’s being late to a feast compared with that? Comforted, he ran the skiff up onto the island strand, and dragged her safely above the tide. Then he drew the sword, which, like every man on Hrolf’s Isle this summer, he kept always at his side, and with its point, marked a circle in the moonlit sand.

Casting a last guilty glance across the strait, he stepped neatly inside, chanting as he did:

Bless to me my sister,

Bless to me my brother.

Bless to me, O Changeless One,

My Change-Thing, my Other.

As always, sound struck him first, even as his feline ears unfurled: the tinkling of pebbles in the surf, the rustling of grasses, the splash of tiny fish. And there! His head flicked around: that pleasing clatter. Swishing his tail, he leapt from the circle into a landscape grown huge and bright.

The sound came again. His whiskers trembled as, one paw raised, he sniffed the air. Then, striped back low and tail horizontal, he trotted toward the sea. Somewhere, far at the back of his feline mind, his human self pleaded: Other way! But Cat had found the source of the sound, and ears pricked forward with delight, pounced.

It didn’t go well. The clattering thing tasted of salt, his teeth skidded unpleasantly on its surface, and when it slipped from his grasp, something nipped meanly at his nose. And his paws were wet. Cat sat down and washed.

Gil’s human self pounded imaginary fists on the sand. It’s a crab, idiot.

Cat washed another paw.

Crabs don’t work.

Cat washed a third paw.

You’ve tried crabs before. They never work.

Cat finished the last paw, swished his tail, and pounced on the crab.

After the fourth attempt, he lost interest and remembered why he was there. Shaking the last bit of water from his toes, he loped inland.

Nose twitching, he followed the scent of peat smoke up a little hill, and paused at the top, with one paw raised. Twin curls of pale blue rose from the low turf roof of the island’s only dwelling. Cat chirruped happily and bounded over the rough ground to the building’s door.

Crouching there, tail flicking, he listened to the sounds within. Nearest and loudest was a rhythmic rumbling, like the growl of a giant beast. He briefly flattened his ears, but his nose told him the beast was human: Grimhildr’s brother, Bjorn Break-Neck. Gil’s shipmate and friend, he was Floki’s fiercest, most loyal, and least imaginative warrior. Sworn to slay any man who set foot on the island, he would mournfully slice Gil to pieces.

Untroubled by that, Cat crouched, yet listening. Between the rumbling growls which his human mind determined were snores, two other sounds passed through double walls of stone; a sweet, far singing, and the whisper and tap of a spindle on the floor. Cat began to purr.

Trotting on light, sure paws, he circled the house. Twice as long as it was wide, it was, in truth, two separate buildings; a second dwelling added to the first, now neatly enclosing its only door. There was, however, one small window, in the furthest wall, shuttered tightly against the night. Beneath it, Cat sat down and gave a plaintive meow.

A happy cry sounded within and a quick scuffling of feet. The shutters unlatched and flew open and Janetta’s face appeared, pale in the moonlight and veiled by her long, black hair. With another cry of delight, she held out her arms.

Cat leapt to pass through the waiting circle, but was, instead, enveloped in her warm embrace. Snuggling him against her chest, she swiftly re-latched the shutters and waltzed with him around the floor. Cat hissed protest, but she ignored him, singing softly and stroking his striped head until the hiss died away, replaced by a purr.

Wait a moment. I didn’t sail all this way just for you to get your ears rubbed. Make an effort!

Reluctantly, Cat wriggled free and bounded into the round, wicker creel holding Janetta’s unspun fleece. Emerging, with wool tangled in his hair and the creel jammed on his feet, Gil sat awkwardly on the floor to extricate himself. Janetta knelt waiting beside him. “You came! Even today!”

Freed at last, Gil jumped up, lifted her to her feet and into his arms, and tumbled with her onto her low straw bed. “I had to see you.” He pulled her close and kissed her shyly. “The farm was empty without you.” She sat up, as shyly, and pulled away.

“Look. See what I make.” Rising, she ran lightly to a small wooden kist, and carefully retrieved a folded cloth. In the dim firelight, she spread out, at the edge of the mattress, a tiny bed covering, sewn from white linen, embroidered and trimmed with braid. “For Grimhildr,” she said. “I had to stay to finish it.”

“For Grimhildr?” his voice rose in amazement and she pressed her fingers against his lips. “But it wouldn’t cover ….”

“For her baby,” she shook her head, despairing of him.

“Baby? Grimhildr?” A vision arose of Grimhildr’s throwing axes disarming the earl and Hakon Sea-Friend on the shore of Mont Tombe. “Do you really think …?”

“But of course there will be babies. What is marriage for?” She returned her handiwork to the kist, came back smiling, and lay down beside him again. “What of the chieftains?”

“It’s early,” Gil said uneasily. “I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

“It is not early,” she said. “It is late.” But she slid into his embrace and they lay kissing and caressing while stars wheeled past the smoke-hole in the roof. “At least we do not have Grimhildr between us, now,” Janetta murmured.

“Or Bjorn,” said Gil grimly.

She laughed aloud and quickly buried her face against him. “Does he wake?” she whispered worriedly.

Gil shook his head. “Snoring like Lionheart.”

She giggled again. “He probably sleeps on his feet, too. Like a pony.”

“Right up against that door.”

She relaxed and whispered, “Do you remember her headdress? The way she slept in it? And sat up when I struck it.”

“And threw me out.”

“But she let Cat in.”

“Not for long.” His Cat-self ruffled its fur at the memory of flying through the air, launched by Grimhildr’s big hand.

Janetta sighed. “Imagine. She is really to marry tomorrow, at last!”

“If she takes time off from shearing sheep.”

“But the shearing is finished,” Janetta said innocently.

“I know.” Gil sniffed his hands wearily, “A hundred sheep-worth, I know.”

“You are very good. Ulf is proud of you.”

“Glad I’m good at something.”

“But you’re good at everything! The plough. And the sickle. Even milking. Though that, of course, is women’s work,” she added primly.

“Didn’t stop the earl making me learn.”

She smiled. “He is proud of you.”

“Some chance!” He snorted loudly and she slapped her fingers over his face.

“Hush. Bjorn stirs.”

“Shifting hooves,” said Gil.

She listened and then lay close again. “I remember,” she said dreamily, “I spoke of our wedding. And you said I must not, because dreams spoken of do not come to truth. But see, now, soon it will! This Lentron, your first year is done. The farm is yours, and we are betrothed. And the next, we are wed!”

“And the next ….” he reached shy fingers and fumbled at the clasp of her tunic. Just two clasps and it would fall free and then, just the frail linen dress beneath ….

Smiling, she removed his hand. “You must go.” She sat up, and the clasp, successfully loosened, tumbled to the floor, striking a hearth stone with a resounding clang. In the room beyond, two booted feet thudded on packed earth.

“What man?” roared Bjorn, unbarring the outer door.

Janetta’s face went white in the firelight. “Quickly!” she shoved Gil toward the creel. “He does not harm a cat!”

In the moments it took Gil to cram his feet back into the wicker circle and mutter the blessing, she had unlatched the shutters and was waiting with hands outstretched to lift Cat through the window. Preserving his dignity, Cat leapt past her and soared out into the night.

He landed amid a row of turnips, a yard from the huge sheepskin boots of Bjorn. Enormous sword in one hand and a throwing axe in the other, the big Northman turned in a circle, scanning the moonlit landscape. Fortunately, he hadn’t the eyes of a cat. And Cat, who did, streaked for the shelter of the nearest clump of gorse.

“Who goes?” roared Bjorn, sensing, if not seeing, movement. Cat growled and ran for the shore, with a steady thud of boots shaking the ground behind.

He does not harm a cat.

Fine. But a cat can’t sail.

Meowing in frustration, Cat crossed the sand to the waiting skiff in three long bounds.

Gil was in and out of his circle and dragging the skiff into the water when Bjorn reached the strand. Spotting a man and a boat and a flapping white sail did not require the eyes of a cat. Bjorn thundered to the sea’s edge as, with a desperate shove, Gil launched the skiff and leaped on board.

Bjorn’s axe flashed over his shoulder and slammed into the mast, showering him with splinters. Then, with half fastened oar and half gathered sheets, the little vessel took off racing into the night. The tide, fierce and unforgiving, was for once his friend. In moments, he was safely at sea, a widening gap of dark water separating him from Janetta’s outraged guardian.

The big Northman dwindled to a dark lump on the pale strand, and his angry shouts faded before wind and tide. Gil returned his attention to the sea, peering into the murk for a glimpse of the watch fires. The longhouse, with its new turf roof, was no longer the vivid landmark it had been when roofed with sails. Spotting a ruddy flicker, he steered toward it and relaxed: the tide-race, once so terrifying, now was simply exhilarating.

The wind had got up and he thought of reefing the sail, but he was enjoying the ride too much to bother. Dark water splashed over the rail and he grinned with delight. As always when he sailed alone, he heard Floki’s laughter over one shoulder. And, over the other, Hakon Sea-Friend’s dire warnings of doom.

At sea, timid is part of fine. Right, Hakon. Gil held the sheets tightly beneath the sole of his boot and re-adjusted the tacking spar. The prow lifted clear of the water and the skiff flew.

In his element once more, he thought wistfully, and not for the first time, why did his Change-Thing have to be a cat? Why couldn’t he have been a selkie, like Floki, and swim to the island in the sleek, grey fur of a seal? Somewhere deep within, his Cat-self ruffled its own fur in disgust.

At least, he thought gratefully, Bjorn had not recognized him. No more able to lie than Percy, Bjorn would faithfully report both the intruder and his failure to slay him, to the earl. Then, Gil realized grimly it made no difference. There were just two men in the North Isles who could make that landing in the dark: Earl Floki Magnusson, and Gil Lake of Tir nan Og. He might as well have left footprints on the waves.

All he could hope was that amid the excitement of his sister’s wedding, Bjorn would forget.

Gil set a course that kept him well offshore until past the watch fires and the unseen guards, then came about, dropped the sail, and slipped into his hidden landing under oar. Confident that he’d not been noticed, he lowered the mast, yanked Bjorn’s axe free, and inspected the damage before furling the sail and hiding the axe within its folds.

Then, adjusting his sword belt and combing the sea tangles from his hair with his fingers, he traversed the strand at the tideline as far as Silver Dragon’s noust, and came up beneath her dragon prow, into the open.

The guards hailed him, at once, moving quickly from the shadow to bar his way. Then, recognizing him, they stepped back with apologetic nods to the earl’s helmsman, rightfully checking his ship, and letting him pass. Gil strode by them, working hard to look the part.

Song and laughter greeted him long before he reached the longhouse doors. He passed between the two watch fires, and quickened his pace, eager to enter at a moment of maximum distraction.

Two shapes bulked at either side of the entrance: Floki’s personal bodyguards, not men to argue with. Gil gave the well-armed pair a cheerful smile and held up empty hands. They beckoned him closer, studying him carefully though they knew him well enough. Then, with grudging shrugs, they moved to unbar the doors; the nearer man pausing in the shadows of the roof to shove something large and un-budging aside. Gil stopped in his tracks. The large thing shook its shaggy head and whickered happily.

Gil stared. Lionheart? The pony shook his head again and his lead rein slapped against the roof post to which it was tied. What are you doing here?

Lionheart lowered his nose to the ground and his ears flicked disconsolately. My halter was loose.

YOU made me loosen it.

And I was lonely.

For what? Gil couldn’t take his eyes off the neat seaman’s knot securing the lead rope. You hate every other pony on the face of the earth. Who tied you here?

I heard wolves.

There are no wolves on Hrolf’s Isle. WHO tied you …?

Lionheart twitched his ears and, without difficulty, emptied his mind. With a growing sense of doom, Gil pushed past him, and, as the guards swung open the doors, slipped swiftly in, and as swiftly behind the backs of a row of standing, cheering Northmen.

Behind his screen of swaying, stamping bodies, Gil quickly scanned the crowded, fire-lit hall. The two long tables had already been cleared, the feasting done. Astrid and Jorunn, serving girls of the home farm, were cheerfully filling ale horns.

On low stools beside the long hearth sat Niall, the Irish file’s son, and Eoin, the earl’s poet, with Eoin’s lean grey dog sleeping at their feet. Each held a harp on his knees; the poet’s a splendid instrument of polished cherry wood inlaid with silver; the boy’s harp, plain and battered and small, gave no hint of the powers it could summon.

Together they sang and laughed, sharing jests in their own Irish tongue as they played a lively wedding song. The farmers and seamen at the tables sang along, raising their ale horns and pounding the boards, while Ulf, the bridegroom, adorned in a woman’s tunic and linen headdress, stamped up and down the hearthside in a raucous dance. Ragi of the High Island and Arnkel Fish-Tail paraded either side, planting kisses on Ulf’s hairy cheeks.

Gathered on the broad sleeping benches under the eaves, the women of the islands clustered around Grimhildr and ignored them, admiring instead the array of gifts for hearth and farm. Soapstone bowls from Shetland rested on a fur bed covering from Norway. A fine new axe and a sturdy foot plough lay beside scissors and combs, horn spoons, and a cooking pot. A single oar stood in for a new skiff brought over from the Horse Island.

Irish linen was pored over by grandmothers, and Gil spotted Danni and Rachel giggling together over two vast linen night shirts for bride and groom. Girl children wrapped themselves shyly in the woolen bridal shawl, while two small boys took turns rocking each other in a carved and painted cradle.

Cheeses, hams, and casks of ale surrounded a splendid ram tied to a roof post. In an open space between rolls of silk carried back from Rome, lay the earl’s own gift: a large, ornate metal key that would hang from a girdle around Grimhildr’s waist, signifying ownership of her fine new farm.

Cautiously, Gil stretched up to glimpse the High Table at the head of the longhouse. A row of grey-bearded men sat deep in conversation, their solemnity at odds with the mood of the hall and their own lavish dress.

Bright-colored tunics, fur-trimmed cloaks, the fire-lit glow of silver arm-rings; all spoke of warriors of substance, gathered for celebration. But their faces told a different story and their silver wine goblets rested on the table before them, little touched. Though Magnus Redbeard, sitting with his sister’s husband, Ragnvald and his nephew, Hakon, swigged defiantly from an old ale horn and cast a sour glance at his son.

Surrounded by his five chieftains, with his grey-robed priest a sparrow among peacocks at his side, Floki took no notice. Yellow hair intricately braided, arms and throat adorned with gold, a blood-red tunic over the snowy linen shirt Danni had sewn, he rested against the tall back of the High Seat, listening thoughtfully to the nearest of his companions.

Percy, his cupbearer’s duties done, sat on the edge of the earl’s chair, wrapped in his ermine cloak and leaning sleepily against his shoulder. With an arm around the boy, Floki watched the carousing in the hall with a gentle, remote smile. As if, Gil thought, he was already far away in Norway, in bondage to the old sea-king whose son he had lost.

The chieftain beside Floki leaned closer, over the empty chair at the earl’s right. The helmsman’s seat. Gil looked around uncomfortably for some humble place on the long benches where he might slip in among his friends, un-noticed.

Ulf, Ragi and Arnkel danced nearer, right to the foot of the hall. Whirling around, the two young men swung their ungainly bride off his feet and the wall of men shielding Gil parted before Ulf’s flailing boots. Granted an unwanted clear view of all the longhouse, Gil saw Danni’s eyes open wide and Aidan briefly shake his head. But it was too late.

With a slight nod toward his companion, Floki rose to his feet. Still with his gentle smile, he swept his gaze down the long tables lining the hearth and then raised a commanding arm. “Please. I beg you. Rise. My helmsman honors us with his presence.” He bowed slightly toward Gil.

Faces turned, surprised and puzzled. After a moment’s awkward pause, the men on the long benches got to their feet. The music stopped and Ragi and Ulf staggered to a halt. Arnkel glared. Ciarnan stood up with a look of total astonishment. Beside him, Ismail quietly rose, his dark eyes bright with amusement, and gave Gil his own small bow.

The chieftains at the High Table were less amused. Turning affronted faces toward Floki, they stayed solidly in their seats. He smiled again, as gently, and said without compromise, “Up.”

One by one, they got to their feet. Hakon’s face was baffled; Ragnvald’s bleak. Aidan stood quickly, his troubled gaze shifting from Gil to the earl and back to Gil. Only Magnus Redbeard stayed seated. Floki turned toward him and made again the same firm gesture.

The hall fell so silent that Gil could hear the flutter of flames in the hearth and the rustle of mice in the eaves. With a fierce shake of his wild red hair, Magnus lumbered to his feet. Floki smiled. He looked down the hall and beckoned Gil. “Come.”

Gil’s feet felt frozen to the floor. He stepped forward and tripped over his own boots. Regaining his footing, he walked hesitantly into the hall. Every eye in the room was on him; the men at the tables, the women among the wedding gifts, Danni and Rachel equally appalled; all watched his clumsy progress. The children clung uncertainly to their mothers. Even the ram stared, its glittering yellow eyes baleful.

Passing between the two rows of men, Gil made his way up the hall beside the glowing hearth fire. A memory came, unsought, of his long ago arrival at Hrolf’s Isle, as a prisoner, and his terrifying ride up the ward hill, certain he faced execution at the hilltop monolith, Odin’s Stone.

He stumbled again and caught the side of one table, and went on, past the two silenced harpers, the blind poet Eoin turning his head to listen to his footsteps. Niall, the file’s young son, watched, sad and frightened. Gil’s friends, Ciarnan and Ragi, seemed caught between concern and suppressed hilarity, but Ismail’s dark eyes grew troubled at Gil’s discomfort.

The last few steps were the hardest. Gil slowed and Floki smiled again and beckoned him closer. With no sound but the scrape of his boots on the packed earth floor, Gil crossed the open space at the end of the hearth and stood in front of the earl.

Floki’s smile broadened. When he spoke, his voice was soft, but not so quiet that the others at the table would not hear. “I bow to you, Helmsman. At your age, I would not dare to insult a single chieftain. You have insulted every chieftain in the North.”

“Floki, I’m sorry, I ….” Gil’s words fell over themselves.

“I do not ask you to speak.”

“But ….”

“And I warn you this: an untruth in acts is as much an untruth as an untruth in words. It is a lie, like any other lie, and I do not wish to be lied to. Let us say only this: I am aware what hour you came down from the farm. Had I not been aware, I would have half the island searching for you. Times are trying, and you, for reasons that escape me at present, are valuable to me. Fortunately, beasts are honest, even when men are not.”

He paused and said, raising his voice so those in the hall could also hear, “However, it pleases me that you are here. I have work for you.”

“Tonight?” Gil said, surprised.

“I do not ask you to speak,” Floki reminded him. He looked around the hall and back to Gil. “Tomorrow, as you perhaps forget, there is a wedding. Ulf Kolsson and Grimhildr Thorolfsdottir must pledge themselves, hand-fasted through Odin’s Stone.”

“I know ….” Gil murmured.

“Helmsman,” Floki’s eyes flashed, though his voice remained mild. “Is it not possible for you to keep silence?”

Gil sensed movement at the earl’s side, and turning his head, caught a brief look of warning from Aidan and nodded warily.

“Now,” Floki continued, “Considering this is the case, it would be a great sorrow if Odin’s Stone were not there. If, perhaps, it was stolen away in the night.” He cast a mournful look around the hall and returned his gaze to Gil. “Therefore, I ask you to go and mount guard on Odin’s Stone. I trust you to keep it safe.”

A brief guffaw came from among the men on the benches. Floki looked up. “This is no matter for jests.”

Silence fell again in the longhouse and in it, Gil heard his own perplexed voice saying, “But it weighs a couple of tonnes.”

Floki laid a hand on the High Table, vaulted the board, and landed a foot from his helmsman. He caught Gil’s long hair in a powerful fist and jerked his head back hard. “Guard Odin’s Stone,” he whispered so only Gil could hear.

He strode off down the hall and men at the feasting boards shrank back, clearing a space as he vaulted another table, snatched a fur up from a sleeping bench and flung it at Gil. “That is your bedmate,” he called. “You need seek no other.”

Ciarnan and Ragi covered their faces, smothering laughter. “What?” Floki called. “You are jealous?” He snatched up two more furs and flung them at the two boys. “Bed-mates for you also. Go with him.” Their smiles faded and they held their ground. “Now,” Floki said, his voice smooth as silk. Muttering both boys clutched their furs and followed Gil to the doors.

“Helmsman,” Floki called pleasantly, “There is a pony just beyond. You may use it, should you choose to ride.”


Chapter Two

Lionheart balked, head down, feet planted firm. It’s night.

Good guess! Gil looked grimly at the sky, now black and rich with stars. The moon was down but the Milky Way cast all the light they needed. Lionheart stumbled.

I can’t see!

Yes, you can.

Lionheart made slow, hoof-scraping steps.

Well, at this rate, it won’t be night when we get there. Gil looked over his shoulder. Ragi and Ciarnan had managed to extract ponies from the pen, bridle them, and ride out in the time it took Gil and Lionheart to shuffle to the foot of the hill track. The boys’ mounts pushed eager heads past Lionheart’s rump, excited by the night smells.

“Does he not move?” Ragi called irritably.

“He’s warming up,” Gil called back.

I’m cold.

You’re not cold and ….

My feet don’t work when I’m cold. Lionheart manufactured another stumble. And I can’t see. He sidled sideways, blocking the path. Ragi’s pony shied and kicked out. Ciarnan’s reared. Ragi cursed under his breath.

With a sigh, Gil swung his leg over Lionheart’s neck and jumped down. He caught the pony’s bridle and strode ahead, pulling him up the path.

“You are walking?” Ragi cried.

“It’s faster,” Gil called over his shoulder.

Ragi groaned.

Ciarnan called quizzically, “Why are you keeping that beast?”

Gil turned and grinned. “I’m not. Floki says I can salt him down for winter. You’re looking at the Christ’s Mass feast.”

Lionheart’s head came up, and the white of his eyes shone in the starlight. Salt me?

Last chance.

Gil jumped back on board and Lionheart trotted, dainty feet finding a sure footing, up the ward hill track.

By the time they reached the summit, Gil was enjoying himself. The night held the first chill of Northern autumn. The starlit view of sea and islands would lift the darkest mood. And, best of all, he was far from the longhouse and its earl.

Behind him, he heard the boys laughing, making jests at his expense. He turned and grinned good naturedly, glad of their company, even if they were less than pleased to be here. He drew Lionheart to a halt and jumped down from his back. Dragging the looped rein over the pony’s shaggy head, he walked the last few feet and stood gazing up at the great monolith the Northmen called Odin’s Stone.

Taller than Bjorn, and sunk deep into the earth, it loomed black against the sky, its hollowed out center forming a star-filled window into the night. Laying his hand on the stone’s cold surface, Gil smiled ruefully, remembering his first terrified sight of it, convinced he faced a bloody execution at its foot.

It seemed now a benign presence; like Cille Aidan’s Great Circle, it was far older than the Northmen’s tenure of the islands, its true meaning and purpose lost in vanished minds. But the Northmen had found their own uses for it: landmark, beacon site, and tomorrow, symbol of binding trust.

Gil stretched up and rested his fingers on the smooth surface of the circular aperture and smiled again. Grimhildr and Ulf would join hands through it easily enough. But when his turn came, someone would need to lift Janetta up to reach. We’ll ride, he thought. Pledge ourselves from the backs of our ponies.

What ponies? Lionheart’s ears flicked back suspiciously.

And who’s talking to you?

From below in the darkness, a voice called his name. Ragi appeared, silhouetted against stars and sea, as his horse mounted the last rise before the stone. “Gil, friend. You are fortunate!” He waved cheerfully, “It is yet here.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Gil squinted sourly at the huge monument. It would take an army to move the thing. He tugged Lionheart’s head up. Come on, you. I’ve got somewhere nicer.

Reluctantly, the pony ceased cropping grass and ambled behind as Gil led him past the sailcloth covered wood stack laid ready for the ward fire that would summon Floki’s chieftains to Council. Or war. No need of that tonight. Gil shrugged uneasily. They were all here. As he was painfully aware.

He went on, and in a sheltered grassy hollow beneath the summit, he tied Lionheart’s lead to a sturdy heather root and undid the girth securing his sheepskin excuse for a saddle. He pulled it free; the fur from the longhouse that he’d draped behind it tumbling to the ground.

“Ho!” Ragi called down to him. “Do not forget your bedmate!”

With a wry grin, Gil collected the fur and climbed back up to the summit with it wrapped around his shoulders. Stopping a few feet from his waiting companions, he turned in a slow circle. All around, glowing softly in the starlight, lay a glorious expanse of land and sea. Dark islands, their shores rimmed with surf. Bays and straits and inlets stretching, white-flecked, to the dim horizon.

He bent his head back, taking in a sky more white than black, so vast the number of its stars. The Milky Way flowed across the heavens, a creamy river mirroring the tide-races below.

He looked down the way they had come. The two watch fires were a faint red flicker on the shore; the longhouse itself wrapped in darkness. Beyond lay the dark strait, its white-frothed rousts shining in the starlight. Their low roar rose easily to his ears, but the Holy Isle, itself, was shrouded in night, the little house where Janetta slept lost in inky black. But he knew it was there, just as in the darkest night he would always know she was there, safe in the guarded depths of his heart.

“He looks for his sweetheart!” Ciarnan laughed.

“But his sweetheart is here!” Ragi held up his own fur, peering lovingly at it in the dim light. “Oh! Janetta,” he warbled. “You are so beautiful!” He swung the fur around as if dancing a reel, and then clasped it against his chest. “Your lips are so warm.” He caressed it lovingly. “And your eyes are so … hairy.”

“That’s enough.” Gil strode forward, snatched the fur, and flung it to the ground. Silence fell, broken only by the roar of the distant rousts and the sighing of the wind through the hollow of Odin’s Stone.

“It is a jest,” Ciarnan said uneasily.

“I know.” The words came out harsher than Gil intended. Facing Ragi, he shrugged slightly, to soften them. But the feelings he had for Janetta, the way they were wrapped up in his feelings for the land and the sea and everything beautiful in his life, left no room for jests.

“He means no harm,” Ciarnan said. Ragi said nothing. His hand rested on his sword belt. Then, slowly, it slipped from it and hung listlessly at his side.

“I take back the jest,” he said quietly.

Gil nodded. “That’s okay.” As always, it surprised him when they deferred to him. But something had shifted between them since he returned from Rome, a boy no longer, but a man with blood on his hands.

He smiled then and sat down at the foot of the monolith. “We could play King’s Table,” he said cheerfully.

They scratched out a board in a patch of bare earth and made playing pieces from stones and twigs. But in the dim light, they kept mixing them up and eventually they abandoned the game and just leaned back against the stone, huddled in their furs and talking quietly.

Ciarnan shivered and peered at the eastern sky. “Come, dawn,” he pleaded. “I freeze here.”

Gil smiled. “You shouldn’t have laughed.”

“Oh, friend,” Ragi grinned in the starlight. “If you had seen your face!”

“‘Mount guard on Odin’s Stone!’” Ciarnan mimicked the earl’s menacing voice.

“‘But it weighs ….’” Ragi fell back laughing. “I do not believe how you argue with him.”

Gil covered his face. “It’s my mouth. It just keeps talking away, whatever my brain says.” He grimaced. “I thought he was going to kill me.”

“You? Never.”

Gil shook his head. “Me. You. Anybody.” He paused. “If he thought he had to, to keep his chieftains loyal.” They argued then, but he knew he was right. “It’s a game,” he said at last. “It’s all a game of King’s Table. And this,” he flicked an unmarked stone into the heather, “Could have been me. I humiliated him. He let me off lightly. It’s more than I deserve.”

Ragi leaned forward suddenly and took up the charred twig they had used as King. “If that was you, then this is the earl!” He waved the twig in Gil’s face. “It is not your fault his chieftains rebel. It is his own. They know he sails to Norway, on Saint Matthew’s Eve.” He snapped the twig in half and flung it aside. “Who follows a dead man?”

“He will return,” Gil said.

“In seven years, were he to live. But he will not live. They seek another to lead them. You should do the same.”

“Never,” Gil said, surprised at his own vehemence. Calming himself, he said then, “Hakon Sea-Friend will be earl.”

Ragi laughed and Ciarnan joined him. “Reef the sail! Reef the sail!” they chanted in unison.

Then Ragi said softly, “It is no trouble to me. Young men prosper under a weak earl.” He looked up at the stars. “My uncle on the High Island is old. He never marries and has no children. Soon, he dies, and his farm comes to me. Then, I ask for Rachel.”

“You?” Ciarnan laughed gleefully. “The earl prizes her as a daughter. Chieftains beg for her in vain. And he gives her to a skinny farmer from the High Island?” He swung a rough hand to slap Ragi’s head.

Ragi ducked and said coolly, “But it is not Floki Magnusson I ask.”

No. Gil leaned quietly back against the monolith, feeling the cold of the ancient stone seeping through tunic and cloak. Of course not. Floki Magnusson would not be here to decide Rachel’s future or that of anyone else. And he, of all people, should know that.

He had been with the earl when, grieving as if the child were his own, he buried their young hostage on that bitter Roman strand. He was beside him on the harsh winter voyage home, when he vowed to bind himself in slavery in reparation for the boy’s death. And, at Candida Casa, it was Gil he charged with holding him to that bold, insane vow, should his own resolve fail.

Small chance of that. Gil looked up at the fading stars and thought of his first crossing to Norway, a sailing that led to this moment as surely as the stars followed their own high courses.

There, too, he had been beside the earl in his failed attempt to rescue his cousin and his lady. He had seen his fury at the sea-king’s treachery and witnessed his terrible vengeance: the old man, bereft of all regal stature, weeping and reaching out trembling hands as Floki’s warriors bore his child away. And yet, even then, Gil had not believed the treacherous old chieftain would keep his promises.

But, one by one, he did. The hostages of Hakon’s lost ship were returned. Recompense was paid for the wounded, and for two who had died, and for the ship, Storm Serpent, herself. At last, all the terms of the boy’s ransom were met, and against all protest, Floki Magnusson prepared to pay his debt.

All summer he sailed the islands with Hakon Sea-Friend, shoring up alliances with his uneasy chieftains, and instructing his cousin and his helmsman in the affairs of the earldom. The harvest was brought in. His tithe to the Church and the wages of his poet were paid. Silver Dragon was made ready. And on Saint Matthew’s Eve, Gil would take the helm for his second crossing to Norway, bearing his earl to his self-imposed fate. Seven years in bondage to the old Norse king. Or, as all but Floki seemed certain, a swift, brutal death. Either way, Gil would sail back alone.

For the first time, keeping watch in the long grey dawn, he forced himself to imagine Hrolf’s Isle without its tempestuous, wise young earl.

Ragi might well have a farm to offer Rachel, but Ismail, he knew, held her heart. Would staid, practical Hakon Ragnvaldsson care? What would become of Danni, betrothed to a slave in a far land, or a widow before even a wife? And what of himself, a boy just reaching manhood, half-schooled in the arts of war?

Since the day he had come to Cille Aidan, he had lived, restlessly and resentfully, under the menacing protection of Floki Magnusson’s sword. Now, with the earldom teetering and the forces of the Golden Knight closing in, Floki was leaving them on their own. “Damn him,” Gil whispered impotently to the night. Beside him, Ciarnan stirred from his sleep.

“Gil?”

“I’m here.”

“You wake?”

“I’m awake.”

Ciarnan wrapped his fur closer and said, “What think you of Jorunn?”

Surprised at the sudden shyness in the boy’s voice, Gil thought of the young serving maid. Fifteen, probably; grown suddenly tall. Slim and graceful, with fine dark brows arching quizzically over clear, blue-green eyes. A ready smile and a quick, light step at her work. “Nice,” he said. “She’s really nice.”

“She has accepted me.”

“Accepted …?” Gil said dumbly.

“We are betrothed. And,” Ciarnan paused, and less shyly, added, “I have tasted a little of the pleasures to come.”

“You,” Gil said, “But aren’t you …?”

“I am not a monk, my friend. I leave my vows when I take up my sword to follow Floki Magnusson.”

“But you’re meant to go back to your father! You promised the earl you’d sail with Hakon on his Dublin trip.”

Ciarnan stretched his arms languidly over his head. “What earl?” he said. With a cheerful laugh, he curled again under his fur and went back to sleep.

Then, with dawn greying the sky and paling the stars, Gil slept, at last.

Just before waking, he dreamed of Danni. Not as she was now, tall and womanly, at the side of the earl. But the child Danni he had known at Greene Mountain Falls, standing on the Lookout Rocks, calling his name, and holding up sun-browned arms that, even as he watched, grew feathered and became wings.

Lionheart woke him, snorting and pawing impatiently at the turf. He sat up, hearing her call him still. Far above, a grey-winged bird circled in the sea-lit dawn. Ciarnan and Ragi were quietly watching, both with faint discomfort. Few Self-Bound Men were ever truly at home with a Change-Thing.

“The earl’s lady,” Ragi said boldly. “I think he sends her for us.” Gil laughed and shook his head. Floki, fine falconer that he was, might send Rachel’s sparrow-hawk. But Danni’s wild-goose Change-Thing obeyed no man, not even the earl.

“She flies only to fly,” Gil said simply, watching, as always a little enviously, as her broad wings took her far away over sea and islands, the whole of the North Isles her own.

When she returned, soaring back over the ward hill, Ciarnan and Ragi were collecting their ponies for the ride back to the longhouse. “Come with us,” Ragi called over his shoulder, “I think it is safe now.” He shrugged toward the grey bulk of the monument. “The trolls do not carry it away in daylight.”

Gil smiled, still watching the circling bird. “You go. I’ll follow you.” The sun caught her wings as she turned, and with outstretched neck, swept down over the startled ponies’ heads and through the center of Odin’s Stone.

Instinctively, he reached his arms out, but her momentum, as she transformed from hollow-boned bird to strong, young woman, took him off his feet, and they tumbled together to the grass. For a moment, they lay giggling, as the children they had once been. Then both drew back, and they scrambled to their feet.

Ragi grinned at Gil. “One moment more, and I tell the earl. And this is you.” He drew a finger across his throat.

Gil laughed lightly, but Danni’s dark eyes grew somber. She turned quickly away. Then her gaze fell on Ciarnan, and her face lit with a teasing smile. “All the serving girls are getting ready for the wedding,” she said. “Jorunn looks very pretty in her new shawl.” Her smile broadened. “But very lonely, too.”

Ciarnan quickly gathered the reins of his pony. “She is not lonely long,” he laughed, and mounting, kicked the placid beast into a gallop. Ragi watched as they careered madly down the hill. Then he mounted his own horse.

“And Rachel?” he said, searching Danni’s face. “She is pretty also?”

Danni’s smile faded. “Rachel is always pretty.”

“And?”

She shook her head. “She is not lonely, Ragi,” she said with a gentle smile.

Gil stood beside her as she watched the two boys descending the hill, one exuberant; the other, determined. His own gaze strayed from the riders below to the girl at his side.

Her cheeks were brown from the harvest sun, the tails of her glossy dark plaits bleached golden from swimming in the sea. Bracelets adorned her arms, strings of bright beads circled her throat, silver brooches fastened her braid trimmed tunic; all gifts from her sea-faring beloved that told every man she was spoken for. Gil felt boyish and shy around her now. “You’re very pretty, too,” he grinned. “But maybe I’m not supposed to say that.” He drew a mocking finger across his own throat.

She was quiet. “You should have challenged him,” she said.

“Ragi?” Gil stepped back. “What? Fight him for your honor?” He shook his head angrily, “It was a joke, Danni.”

“Not my honor,” she said solemnly. “Yours. They must respect you or you will lose all authority.”

“What authority?” he laughed sourly.

“You are earl’s helmsman. Whether Floki Magnusson is earl, or Hakon Sea-Friend is earl. Why does he sail with you to every longhouse in the islands? Why does he seat you at his right in his own? When you can be bothered to get there.”

Gil groaned, slumped down again on the grass at the foot of Odin’s Stone and put his head into his hands. “I was sure I’d get back in time.”

She sighed and sat down on the ground beside him. Drawing her skirts down over her bare feet, she rested her head back against the mossy surface. He raised his own and they looked deep into each other’s eyes. “When are you going to grow up, Gil?”

“Probably sooner than I’d like?”

“Yes.” She looked out over the sea. “I saw Cille Aidan.”

“What, now? This morning?”

She nodded. “There were men there,” she said.

“Who?”

She shrugged. “Strangers. Vikings. They’ve made a mess of it.”

He jumped to his feet. “Tell the earl!”

“Why?”

“Why?” Because they’ve been raiding Hrolf’s Isle all summer. And now we know where they are.”

She stood, also, and shook her head. “They’re small fish, Gil. He has bigger things on his mind.”

“Yeah,” he said. He wrapped his arms around himself. “Suicide.”

“It’s not that, Gil.”

“It sure looks like that to me.”

“I know. But not to him. Floki loves life. He’s fearless. But he loves to live. And he expects to live. If the Norse king has any sense, Floki will be leading his warriors for those seven years.”

“And if he doesn’t have sense?”

“It’s a debt he has to pay.” She paused. “All the more so because he is earl and there is no one to make him pay it.”

“He asked me to,” Gil said dully. “He asked me to hold him to it.”

“Then you must.”

He whirled around and slapped the old stone so hard his whole hand stung. “It’s so pointless! It won’t bring Eirik back. It won’t make peace with the old king. Hakon will never be able to marry his daughter.”

She looked down toward the longhouse where another, happier wedding party was already gathering. “He will. If the debt is paid.”

“With his cousin murdered or a slave in her father’s house?”

“It’s not about feelings, Gil. It’s about keeping the rules.”

Turning, she gestured in a broad arc to the landscape below them: stubble fields and pastureland, heather hill, moor, and loch, all ringed by the restless sea. “It may look wild and lawless,” she said. “But it’s not. There are rules about everything. Rules about farmland. Rules about beasts. Tools. Ships. How the harvest is shared. The fishing. The plunder. Floki broke the rules.”

“I know that, Danni. I hated him when he took the poor kid hostage.”

“Eirik was a fair hostage,” she said.

“Bullshit. He was ten years old.”

She nodded. “I was there, Gil. I remember Eirik. The way he teased Gudrun about Hakon. The way he followed his brother Kari around, copying him. He worshipped Kari. And when Kari died that summer, Eirik put on his sword and took his place.” She paused. “He had to. He was the last brother left. Without a son, the old king is fair prey to anyone and his kingdom is a battlefield. That is the rule Floki broke; he took the man’s last son. He took the heir.”

Gil nodded slowly. “And now Floki is taking his place.”

“Yes.”

“And Hrolf’s Isle will be the battlefield.”

She turned abruptly away. “We have to go.” With her back to him she said, “The wedding party will be here by None. We shouldn’t be here before them.”

“Another rule.”

She looked back and bleakly met his eyes. “Yes. Another rule.”

She rode behind him on Lionheart, her feet swinging lightly as if she were yet a carefree girl. The pony snorted happily, picking his sure-footed way down the hill. “It’s fun riding him again,” she said. “It feels like old times. Rachel and I were out on Frosti and Freya, two days ago, but we had to go gently. Freya’s in foal.”

Gil laughed. “We’re all growing up.” He ruffled Lionheart’s mane, behind his ears. “Even you.” Lionheart shook his head and snapped companionably at Gil’s leg with his big white teeth.

“Do you miss home?” Gil said suddenly.

After a long while, she leaned against his shoulder and said, “I miss my foster-father.”

“Your … at Finlaggan?” he cried, picturing the wolfish chieftain on his magnificent ship.

“He was so kind,” she said simply.

“Sure.” Gil twisted around on the pony’s back and stared at her. “But that wasn’t home, Danni. What about our home.” He paused and said angrily, “Your real father.”

“It’s so long ago,” she shook her head sadly. “Let me down,” she said then.

“It’s okay,” he muttered.

But she said quickly, “I know. But they mustn’t see us like this.” She touched his shoulder and pointed down the hill.

They had reached the last low ridge above the home farm. The longhouse roof, its turf bright with late summer flowers, lay below; the sea sparkling beyond. Figures, small in the distance, milled around farmyard and byres. The neighs of excited ponies rose to their ears. “The wedding party,” Gil said, halting Lionheart.

She slipped down, and Gil jumped down too. “Can I walk beside you?” he said uncertainly.

She grinned and pushed him slightly. “Of course. But like ships. Clear water between.”

They walked then, side by side, leading the pony, who ambled contentedly, free of his burden. Behind a clump of scrub willow, Danni stopped and sat down on a sun-dried rock, examining her skirts and sleeves and picking off twigs and bits of grass.

“There isn’t time to go back to the Nunnery,” she said, loosening the ribbons that bound her plaits. “I have to do my hair.”

Gil laughed, looking down to the steep roof of Aidan’s little church and cell, and the small house beside it, which did indeed resemble a monastic dwelling. Floki had built it for Rachel when he first brought her to Hrolf’s Isle. Now, Danni, too, slept there, secluded from the longhouse by the sanctuary of the church.

“Having a little trouble thinking of you two as nuns.”

Danni smiled. “So is Ismail,” she said.

“And Floki?”

“The earl is very respectful,” she answered in a quiet, stranger’s voice.

She drew a small, braid-trimmed pocket from beneath her tunic and took from it a silver comb and a small polished-metal mirror that Floki had bought from a merchant Dane. Laying down the mirror on her spread skirt, she combed out her sleek, brown hair, until it flowed, sun-burnished, down her back. Then she bound the ribbons around her forehead, checking the effect in the mirror resting on her knees.

She looked up, saw him watching and smiled shyly. “All right?”

He nodded. “You should be the bride,” he said solemnly.

“What?” she cried, her eyes sparkling, “Marry Ulf?”

“You know what I mean.”

She stood up, the treasured mirror and comb held carefully before her. “I will be.”

He turned away. The wedding party had begun to flow toward the hill, festive garments making a colorful river. Children ran shouting. Dogs barked. “Who is going to look after these people?” he said.

“Hakon Ragnvaldsson. And you.”

“No, Danni. I am not.” He paused. “Okay. I’m a good steersman. Fine. I’m okay with a sword. Pretty ordinary with a bow. I ride well enough.”

With my help, Lionheart put in.

“With a little help from my friends,” Gil said wearily. “But I don’t belong here. I’m always making mistakes. I don’t understand the rules. I sound about twelve when I talk in Norse. And Floki says I can’t even add up right, so he’s sending me to school with Aidan.”

“He goes himself,” Danni smiled.

“Right, fine.” Gil was still bemused by the earl sitting beside him in Aidan’s cell, practicing Latin letters with a quill and ink. “So, we’re both school kids. But that doesn’t make me Floki Magnusson. I’m really a kid, Danni. I’m sixteen years old.”

She nodded. Then she flipped the mirror around and held its polished surface in front of Gil’s eyes. He stepped back and stared. The gleaming metal showed him a young man
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