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The big farmhouse hall glowed with firelight, buzzing with laughter, talk, and the sounds of busy hands. Only the very young and the very old were idle—little Rol, curled up with a puppy, and old Trella, whose trembling hands fumbled with her knitting. Evening had settled in, and the farmworkers, finished with their outdoor chores, gathered in the spacious hall that easily fit twenty or more people.

Several men were carving near the best light; others were fixing fishing gear and harnesses, while three more worked together on a massive fishing net. Most of the women were mixing eider feathers with chopped straw, preparing bedding. The looms stood unused, but three spinning wheels hummed steadily—one faster than the rest, its fine thread running through the house-mistress’s quick fingers.

Close to her, a few children braided wicks for candles and lamps. Each group worked around its own lamp, while those farthest from the hearth kept warm with braziers filled with glowing embers, refreshed from time to time from the generous fire. Yet the great blaze cast its flicker to every corner, outshining all the smaller lights.

Little Rol got bored with his puppy, dropped it without a second thought, and launched himself at Tyr, the old wolfhound. The big dog was dozing by the fire, whimpering and twitching in his hunting dreams. Rol flopped down next to him, wrapping his little arms around the shaggy neck and pressing his curls against the black muzzle.

Tyr gave a lazy lick, stretched with a sleepy sigh, and that was it. Rol growled, rolled around, and shoved playfully, but all he got from the old hound was calm tolerance and a half-interested blink. "Take that, then!" Rol huffed, mad at being ignored, and shoved the puppy right into Tyr's ignoring dignity. The dog didn't even flinch, so the kid wandered off to find fun somewhere else.

Little Rol spotted the baskets of white eider feathers in a far corner. He ducked under the table and crawled on all fours—walking upright was way too boring for him. When he got close to the women, he paused, propped on his elbows with his chin in his hands, just watching.

One of the women noticed, gave him a nod and a smile. He scooted out behind her skirts and slipped past the others, barely seen, until he grabbed a big handful of feathers. Tucking them close, he crawled the whole length of the room under the table and popped out near the spinners.

He curled up at the feet of the youngest one, her knees hiding him from the rest. With a sneaky grin, he flashed his feathers to win her over—no scolding now. She gave a doubtful nod, and he was off, starting his game. He plucked a tuft of soft white down and shook it loose right by the whirling wheel. The rush of air caught it, spinning it in wild circles like a slow white moth floating up. Rol's eyes sparkled, his little teeth gleaming in a quiet laugh of pure joy. Tuft after tuft went flying like trapped wings in a web, drifting free at last—until the handful ran out.

Rol sprawled forward, scanning the room and plotting his next crawl under the table. His shoulder bumped the wheel, halting it for a split second—he scooted back fast. The wheel jerked back into motion, snapping the thread clean through.

"Naughty Rol!" the girl scolded. The fastest wheel stopped too, and Rol's aunt, the house-mistress, leaned over, spotted his curly head down low, warned him to quit the mischief, and shooed him off to old Trella's corner.

Rol obeyed, but after a quick show of good behavior, he sneaked off again—sticking to the far side of the room, out of his aunt's sight. As he wiggled in among the men, they glanced up and shifted their tools closer, trying to keep them out of reach from Rol's grabby hands.

Still, it wasn't long before he snagged a fine chisel and started dulling its edge on the table leg. The carver's sharp protests startled him, and Rol ducked out of sight under the table for the next five minutes.

Rol sprawled in his hideout under the table, eyeing the forest of legs all around him—almost blocking out the firelight. Some were weirdly bent where they should’ve been straight, others straight where they should’ve curved, and as he told himself, "they all seemed screwed on differently." A few tucked shyly under the benches, while others stretched way out, crowding his personal space.

He stuck out his own short legs, studied them with a critical squint, and decided—after comparing—they were just right. Why couldn’t everyone’s legs be like his? Those perfect ones stood a little apart from the rest. He scooted over for a closer look, his face turning serious as he pictured all the years ahead before he could grow that long and strong. He hoped they’d match exactly—bones straight as arrows, muscles curved just right.

A few moments later, Sweyn—owner of those perfect long legs—felt a small hand stroking his foot. Glancing down, he met the wide eyes of his little cousin Rol. Flat on his back, the boy kept gently patting and rubbing the young man’s foot, totally blissed out and quiet for a good stretch.

He watched Sweyn’s strong, nimble hands and the gleam of the tools as they shifted. Tiny wood chips, flicked away by Sweyn, drifted down onto his face now and then. Finally, Rol sat up super carefully—didn’t want to bug the carver—then looped his own legs around Sweyn’s ankle, hugged it tight with his arms, and rested his head on the knee. Total hero worship from a kid like that.

Rol was beyond content, especially when Sweyn paused to joke around, pat his head, and tug his curls. He stayed still as any hyper toddler could manage. Sweyn forgot he was there, barely noticed when his leg slipped free, and never spotted the sneaky grab of one of his tools.

Rol let out a piercing wail from floor level ten minutes later, his healthy lungs hitting full blast—his hand was sliced open across the palm, and the gushing blood scared him silly. Everyone rushed in with soothing words, gentle comforting, washing the cut, bandaging it tight, and a little scolding on top, until his screams faded to hiccuping sobs. Tear-streaked and worn out, he got shuttled back to the chimney corner to settle, where old Trella dozed.

In the quiet aftermath of pain and panic, Rol decided that a peaceful firelit nook was just what he needed. Even Tyr, the old hound, warmed up—no more ignoring him. Roused by the crying, the dog licked his hand and watched with big, worried eyes, offering all the sympathy a dog could muster. A twinge of shame hit Rol too. He wished he hadn’t bawled so loud. He flashed back to Sweyn coming home once, arm ripped open from shoulder to wrist after killing a bear—never flinched, never made a sound, even as his lips went pale from the pain. Poor little Rol sighed another sob over his own wimpy reaction.

The fire’s glow and flicker started weaving wild tales for Rol, while the chimney’s wind howled backup now and then. That massive black maw overhead swallowed swirling smoke and shooting sparks into some mysterious void; up in the dark beyond, mutters and wails hinted at weird doings, sending smoke bolting back in panic to curl up toward the rafters and fade away. Then the wind would chase its escaped prey, raging around the house, rattling windows and clawing at the door.

In a pause after one roaring gust, Rol perked up, surprised, and listened hard. The room chatter had quieted too, so a strange, clear sound cut through from outside the door—a kid’s voice, a kid’s hands. "Open, open; let me in!" came the tiny pipe from down low, below the handle, with the latch jiggling like a tiptoe reach and soft little knocks. Someone by the door jumped up and yanked it open. "No one’s here," he said. Tyr raised his head and unleashed a howl—long, loud, utterly miserable.

Sweyn couldn’t shake the feeling his ears had tricked him, so he got up and checked the door. It was a pitch-black night, clouds thick with snow that had fallen in spurts whenever the wind died down. Fresh, untouched snow blanketed the ground up to the porch—no sign or sound of anyone. He peered into the dark, spotting only heavy sky, crisp snow, and a row of black firs on the hillside bending in the gusts. "Must’ve been the wind," he muttered, shutting the door.

Faces around the room looked spooked. That child’s voice had been crystal clear—"Open, open; let me in!" Wind could creak boards or jiggle the latch, sure, but not mimic a kid’s tone or land those soft, chubby-fisted knocks. And Tyr’s eerie howl? That was bad juju, no matter what else. Whispers of creepy tales started up, until the house-mistress shut them down sharp. Tension hung heavy for a bit—awkward silence, unease—then slowly melted, and chatter picked back up.

Half an hour later, the tiniest scrape outside froze everyone cold. Hands stilled, voices cut off, heads turned, eyes locked on the door. "It’s Christian; he’s late," Sweyn guessed.

Nope—this was a weak shuffle, not a young guy’s stride. With the hesitant steps came the sharp tap-tap of a stick on the door, and a quavery old voice: "Open, open; let me in!" Tyr threw his head back with another long, mournful howl.

Sweyn bolted to the door before the echo of the tapping stick and quavery voice had even faded, flinging it wide open. "Nobody there again," he said steadily, though his eyes betrayed a jolt of shock as he stared out. Just endless snow, low-sagging clouds, and that dark line of fir trees swaying in the wind. He shut the door without another word and headed back across the room.

A dozen pale faces turned to him, silently begging for answers to the mystery. He couldn’t ignore their pleading stares—it cracked his cool facade. He paused, shot a look at his mother, the house-mistress, then faced the spooked crowd and, right there in front of everyone, made the sign of the cross. Hands fluttered as they all copied him, and the thick silence broke like a collective exhale—their held breaths released, as if the gesture worked some kind of magic.

Even the house-mistress looked rattled. She abandoned her wheel, crossed to her son, and murmured something private no one else caught. But seconds later, her voice rang out sharp and loud, scolding one of the girls for "heathen chatter" so everyone could hear. Maybe she was just drowning out her own creeping doubts.

No one dared speak up fully now. Voices stayed low in scattered murmurs, dipping into silence across the room now and then. Tools moved as quietly as possible, freezing the second the door rattled in a wind gust. Eventually Sweyn quit his work, drifted to the group by the door, and hung around pretending to coach the less skilled ones.

A man’s footsteps crunched outside on the porch. "Christian!" Sweyn and his mother said at once—he was sure, she was firm—to get the wheels spinning again. But Tyr threw his head up with a gut-wrenching howl.

"Open, open; let me in!"

A man’s voice this time, the door shuddering and banging under heavy blows. Sweyn felt the planks shake as he lunged forward, yanked it open—to face nothing but the empty porch, snow, sky, and wind-slanted firs beyond.

He stood there a full minute, gripping the open door. Icy wind blasted in with its brutal chill, but a sharper stab of fear hit faster, freezing hearts in place. Sweyn stepped back to grab a massive bearskin cloak.

"Sweyn, where are you going?"

"Just to the porch, Mother," he said, stepping out and pulling the door shut.

He wrapped up in the thick fur and leaned against the porch’s most sheltered wall, bracing himself to face the devil and whatever else lurked. No voices drifted from inside—just the sharp crackle and roar of the fire.

It was freezing. His feet went numb, but he didn’t stomp for warmth, not wanting to spark panic indoors. He wouldn’t abandon the porch either, or leave footprints in the pristine snow that proved no human could’ve reached the door since it started falling over two hours back. "More snow when the wind dies," he figured.

For nearly an hour he stood guard, seeing nothing alive, hearing nothing odd. "I’m done freezing out here," he muttered, heading back in.

A woman let out a stifled scream as Sweyn’s hand hit the latch, then sighed in relief when he stepped inside. No one grilled him, but his mother forced a casual tone: "Couldn’t you see Christian coming?"—like she was only worried about her younger son being late. Barely had Sweyn stomped toward the fire when clear knocking rang out at the door.

Tyr launched off the hearth, eyes glowing red as embers, fangs gleaming
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