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			“A coward believes he will ever live, if he keep himself safe from strife; but old age leaves him not long in peace, though spears may spare his life.”

			—Stanza 16 of the Hávamál, from the Poetic Edda.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER I

			  The God of Duels

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The two brothers rowed across the bay to duel the old man and his son. Oars pierced through the choppy gray sea and stroked toward the green island. There they would duel two on two, the holmgang. 

			Four shields and two swords. Four men. One duel. 

			The small boat hit land and skidded upon the gravelly landing place. The two brothers jumped out and dragged their seacraft up the beach. The younger man carried his older brother’s sword, along with their two round, red-painted shields. 

			That younger man was Asgeir, born of a Norseman from Hordaland and a Gaelic mother from Ireland: “the Viking-Gael,” as he would be called by friend and foe alike.

			Asgeir looked at his younger brother, Odd, whose wiry veins writhed as he dragged the boat by the bow further up the strand, scraping the loose gravel of the islet. Asgeir handed Odd one shield, who took it by the handle behind its iron boss. 

			He still held Odd’s scabbard in his hands, the oiled leather slick, the brass baldric rattling as they walked over the strand. The sword called Gael-Kisser. The pride of their father, who warrior-walked as huskarl of the King of Lothlend. A fine-crafted weapon—their father always said that if the dwarves had ever banged out a nail, they surely had smithed Gael-Kisser.

			The blade, reforged with a splinter of the skull of their ancestor, rasped as Odd drew it from the scabbard. The wool fleece inside kept it well-oiled; a man who brings a rusty weapon to a duel would affront Ullr, god of dueling. The sun lit the sword through the overcast sky. Gray sword, gray ocean, gray sky. 

			In the middle of the island, an old man with a scarred face tightened the belt around his chainmail. He unsheathed his sword and pointed it at the brothers. A younger man stood near him, wearing the same face as the drawn, scarred old man, just smooth. They bore two round shields, spiraled in yellow and white. 

			Ulf the Old grinned, and the lines deepened on his cheeks. His son, Rolf Ulfsson, stood by his side, shielded. 

			The two brothers eyed the father and son. The foamy waves crashed on the beach and soaked up the younger brother’s gray winingas that wrapped his legs from foot to knee. 

			Their enemies stood near the ring of hazel rods. The battlefield. The dueling square. Where men stood athwart another, where honor brandished, where men inveighed against their cowardice. Asgeir awaited the holmgang on the gray island, under the gray sky, against his gray-mailed enemy. 

			Asgeir looked back toward his farm on the misty hillside across the bay. He shivered and sweated as gulls screeched overhead. The chimney puffed out thick billows of smoke. 

			Odd bit his upper lip until blood dribbled down his cleft chin. 

			Ulf sheathed his sword, set his shield facedown with the leather strap wound up, and unhooked the bronze buckle of his belt. He stooped over and wiggled his body until his chainmail shimmied off him in a pile. He righted the madder-dyed hat on his head, belted himself around his weld-dyed tunic, seized his shield and unsheathed his sword. 

			“Ullr blesses those who fight with honor, and that is I, Ulf the Old,” he said and stepped over the circle’s threshold. Rolf followed him in. 

			“The gods love youthful men, and laugh at elderly men that have lived as long as you,” Odd said. “Your chance to forfeit still stands. Return to the hearth to speak your old tales to your grandchildren, and let this folly end. We won’t be sailors on your ship. I don’t care what debt our father owes you. Flee from this duel, and we will return to our farm.”

			“You talk too long. Swords speak quickly.”

			Odd, with a smile, bent his knees down. With one leap, he cleared the hazel rod border in a man’s length and landed in a crouch. He sprang back up. As Asgeir crossed the threshold, the scent of his sweaty brother tinged the breeze. 

			His brother had the wild about him, sure-footed, cord-muscled, youthful. Ulf the Old, his thin gray hair fluttering in the wind from under his close-fitting hat, took a long sigh, and his joints creaked as he leaned about to stretch.

			Ulf and Odd approached each other, swords drawn, until they remained just outside sword’s reach. Their blade tips were poised at each other’s chests. Their shield-bearers, Rolf and Asgeir, stood beside the swordsmen. Rolf put a hand on his father’s shoulder and kept it there. Asgeir placed his own hand on Odd’s stiff, hard arm. 

			“Take your hand off me,” Odd said, “you don’t need to follow my lead. I’m nimbler than that geezer.”

			Asgeir pulled away, but still stood a pace from his brother. They all planted their feet on the ground. The circle hemmed in around Asgeir, as if the hazel rods had shrunk. 

			“Last chance, old man,” Odd said with a laugh.

			“I’ll send you laughing to the ground.” 

			The points of the two swords touched and, with a scrape, the god Ullr commanded them to do him honor.

			Odd struck at Ulf, spittle flying from his thin lips. Ulf spun his shield up, and Gael-Kisser clanged off the iron boss. The old man arced and thrust at Odd, but Asgeir blocked the blow for his brother. 

			Blade against blade, Ulf and Odd rang and rasped. Odd freed his sword from a parry by Ulf and, with a sidestep, stabbed at the throat of his enemy, but Rolf’s shield slapped the sword away from his father.

			Ulf flipped his shield over his arm and turned his wrist as he jumped forward with a stab. Asgeir raised his shield but found himself too far away. Odd had lunged forward, his shield too low, his sword poised to strike the leg of his enemy. There was a gurgle. The tip of Ulf’s sword had plunged into Odd’s eye. 

			Asgeir blanched as Odd crumbled to his knees. His brother’s shield fell from his hand, rolled a span on its rawhide brim, and rumbled to the soggy ground. Ulf placed a foot on Odd’s quaking chest and yanked the sword free. A spout of blood. Red brains on the gray blade pointed to the gray heavens. 

			A pair of oystercatchers flew up from a cove nearby. Their white-black fat bodies flitted as they soared above the surf. They flew westward over the sea. 

			“He talked too much,” Ulf said to his son with a heave of breath. “I’m old, but my sword sings on note,” he stopped to cough, “just as when I had the body of Freyr.”

			“Pappa, we won,” Rolf said as Odd sprawled out on his back, shivering in death-throes. 

			“I didn’t mean to kill him,” Ulf said, “but arrogance has taken its toll.”

			Odd wiggled, Gael-Kisser still in his bluing hand. Ulf stooped over and pried each finger from the leathered grip of the sword. He ran his own finger down the silver wires twisted into the grooves of the steel pommel.

			“Gael-Kisser. The sword of the first king of Lothlend,” Ulf said as he placed his finger on the blade near the pommel and lifted it aloft, “the blade to first fell an Irish king.”

			Asgeir dragged Odd’s shield close to his corpse and pulled his dead brother upon its underside. His glassy, unblinking eye stared into nothing as his mouth drooled blood. The red jelly that was once his eye had splattered over his face in mince. 

			Odd, Asgeir thought, your eyes and father’s were so alike. Why’d you go and get killed? Who’s going to take care of the farm over winter? Poor Mamma… I won’t even be around when he’s buried.

			“This will be your sword after I settle the deal with your father,” Ulf said to Asgeir. “Now go home and fetch your things. We leave at daybreak.”

			Asgeir sat wordless next to his dead brother.

			“Summer has come and nearly gone, so we must begin our voyage now,” Ulf said. “Your brother lost. Your family will grieve and bury him, and you may visit his grave when you return someday. Now go on, bring him back to your mother. Stuff something in your ears before she goes screeching.”

			Nothing. Just gray sky, gray island, one gray brother.

			Something wet. Something dripped. The flat of Ulf’s bloody blade on Asgeir’s head.

			“Your brother agreed to duel, if you lost, you would serve as my deckhands, and I won.”

			Asgeir scuttled away from Ulf with lowered eyes,  little red rubies of blood speckled on his face.

			“Fear me if you may,” Ulf said, “but under my wing, you’ll be a Viking-Gael just as your father.”

			Asgeir knelt down by his brother and, with a retch, slung him over his shoulders. He heaved up to his feet and trudged back to the boat. He placed his warm, graying brother into the hull and leaned him against the bench. Someone shadowed him, and he found Rolf there, holding two red-faced shields, Asgeir’s and Odd’s. 

			Asgeir placed the shields into the flat bottom. He pushed the stern and sloshed through the cold seawater which seeped up into his winingas, and boarded the boat. With one oar, he shoved seaward, but after nine strokes, he looked back to the island. Ulf and his son stood with chins skyward. Praying to Ullr, god of duels. 

			The bolts of Odd’s shield rattled as the waves hit the boat.

			“I won’t fight under that captain with the same shield as you, brother. For Odd. An honorable death.” 

			He flung his own shield out of the boat. It wheeled along the surface of the water and sank. Just one rower in the boat now, he stroked back landward, homeward, brotherless, shieldless, and soon, homeless.

			Ulf the Old had won the duel, and Asgeir would follow the oystercatchers westward over the sea, just two black pins against the gray sky over the horizon. Westward, would they fly to Hjaltland? From there, where? To the Faroes, or Iceland, or could their flight take them to the lands of the Viking-Gaels, where he had been born? Ulf yearned to raid again, this time down in Ireland, and would now drag Asgeir along as a deckhand.

			I’ll avenge you, Odd.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER II

			  The Curse
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			A bane upon your ship,” Auntie Bjorg said as the yellow-clad men hauled their stuffs onto the beached ship. She wore a moss-green dress trimmed in beaver fur, with twin silvered brooches above her breasts that glinted in the dim light. She was sixty winters old with gray hair like silk threads. She vanished into the gloom of their house upon the hill.

			Asgeir and his mother, Frainche, embraced at their farm’s landing place. She wore a tear-stained, weld-dyed robe cinched at the waist by a green cord. He looked down at his little sister, Hildr, who hugged his leg, her stringy blond hair askew over her ashen face. 

			Ulf stood upon the deck of his longship, a drakkar, with his son Rolf at his side. The forty-nine-foot seacraft had been dragged up the landing place of the Damsgaard farm, Asgeir’s home. A train of eighteen men swung sacks of wheat, rye, oats, and barley over its gunwale, where a handful of thralls, recognizable by their undyed tunics and grim demeanors, worked to fit the freight below deck. Their crew lacked numbers, and Asgeir knew Ulf needed men—oarsmen, deckhands, spearmen—for his raid in Ireland. 

			And the sailors he has now know his thews are strong enough to lead such a crew of vikings.

			“Leave some space for plunder, by the gods!” a short sailor said as the thralls toiled. He was Njall Gray-Hair, first mate of Ulf’s crew.

			Auntie Bjorg bore a long iron distaff with a bulbous wrought-iron head. The staff of the völva, a seeress who unraveled the fates of men, if they dared know their own fates. She waved it as if to etch something vile upon the ship’s port side. 

			“You shall wreck,” she said. The gruff-looking men of the baggage train slowed, and one sailor frowned as the sack he carried slipped from his hands. 

			“In the realm of Ran you will dwell,” she said. “I call the west wind’s storm against your journey. Many will drown. And you, Ulf,” she poised the staff at him, “will never know peace in your old age, for you will face a fate worse than a drowned man. Misfortune will befall you, all but my nephew, Asgeir, who will survive with my brother’s sword in his hand.”

			A trio of Ulf’s men grumbled. 

			“To the sea with your spite, witch,” Ulf said. “Your brother owes me deckhands, and I’m taking one now. Winter is upon us, and I won’t wait another season for this voyage.”

			“Just do as he says. Thor will protect you, and your afterbirth spirit—your fylgja—guides you,” Frainche said with her arms hugged around Asgeir’s shoulders. Her hot tears trickled down his neck and her blond plait swatted about as she hugged him tight. 

			I hate how I can do nothing while my mother cries.

			“You’re not meant to go a’viking. You’re the son who will inherit the farm. He can’t take you,” she said. The wetness of her face tasted salty to Asgeir. 

			“I will,” Ulf said.

			“I’ll miss you,” she said in Gaelic.

			“I’ll miss you both, but I’ll return from Ireland someday,” he said back in Gaelic. He cradled both his mother and sister. 

			Asgeir looked back to his farm. Smoke billowed from the chimney of his boat-shaped house on the hillock, its open doorway aglow from the hearth inside. One he-thrall in the garden near the house with the onions, carrots, and cabbage. A she-thrall up with the sheep in the hills. Seven more he-thralls toiling about the fields before the last harvest of the year. The thralls that hauled boats over the isthmus and had been born over on the South Islands. Or Ireland. Did thralls from Hordaland toil on Irish land?

			The last of the hemp sacks were passed across the train, and all had been loaded in the cargo hold. Ulf’s sailors marched up the gangway of the ship. 

			“The sail is set, the course is laid, the first journey of the late year! Ho!”

			Two of Ulf’s youths, one round-faced and black-haired, the other blond and thewy, swung their legs over the gunwale and dropped to the deck.  

			Asgeir looked down at his mother. She cursed in Gaelic under her breath. 

			“Let me go, mamma. I’ll row with them, and that’ll give me passage to Lothlend, where I will find pappa. He’s a huskarl to the King, so he will set this all right. Just because we haven’t heard word from him since the summer doesn’t mean he’s hurt or in danger. And Ulf has Gael-Kisser, and it belongs to us.”

			“They’re taking you so far away,” she replied. “They’re taking you to Ireland.”

			“I know, but the sword belongs to us. And I want to see my father.”

			“Your father hadn’t returned,” she said, and peered over his head and squinted her eyes at the two youths. 

			The youths gasped and halted working as Bjorg chanted with her raspy voice:

			To Ran with your ship,

			A hex from my lip,

			The waves I shall lead,

			In the great gray mead.

			Some of the sailors peeked their heads over the rail; one shuddered. Ulf propped himself up behind them on a pair of long chests and ruffled the hair of the two sailors. 

			“Let the snake spew her venom, the bitter, childless crone she is. We sacrificed to Njordr, who protects travelers, and so shall we come to land again. And quit your crying, Frainche, your boy will return someday,” he said, and gestured toward Asgeir. “Now come on, lad! We sail past the isle of Eigg—your old home. We’ll rest there for a night, I am sure you miss it.”

			“I don’t,” Asgeir said.

			I may have been born on that little island, but my family is here. Pappa, I’ll find you, but I will return back to Norway.

			“I love you, and so do the gods,” Frainche said in Gaelic as she kissed her son on both cheeks.

			“I will return, mamma, and with father,” he said, and looked at the red-leather baldric of Ulf. And the sword shall hang from my shoulder, he thought, and pried himself from his mother’s grasp.

			A cat crested a hillock with a mouse dangling from its mouth, and the sailors laughed at the sight. It crossed the stone-paved path to Asgeir’s home, pranced up to him, and let the mouse loose. The mouse stood still on its hindlegs, shivering. The fluffy black cat switched its tail and cooed. 

			The two youths laughed as they walked toward Asgeir. “Good little hunter,” one said.

			“Ah, a mouser!” Ulf said, “and just in time. And you idiots think ill luck will strike us? A fair sign from Freya herself. Take it!”

			Asgeir yelped to spook the cat, it pivoted, but the black-haired youth pinched the scruff of the cat as it darted past his foot. 

			“This is his home!” Asgeir said. “It’s not right for you to take him.”

			The blond youth stomped his leather boot down upon the mouse and pulled his foot back up; half the red mouse stuck to it. He stripped it off and boarded the ship. 

			Ulf, standing near the rudder, petted the cat. “His name is Svartganger.”

			“Our farm needs him,” Asgeir said. “There will be more mice come winter.”

			“Svartganger the Lucky,” Ulf said. “You hear that, you sea-wolves? We have a lucky cat, so forget the völva’s ravings.” The cat lay upon a chest with the half-mouse twixt its paws and chewed on it.

			At least I’ll have some company on the ship.

			“A pox on your voyage!” Bjorg cried, and pointed a catskin-gloved finger at Ulf. The glove of the völva, the power of Freya, goddess of cats, who the seeress drew upon for spells.

			Ulf jutted his lower jaw out as the sailors looking on from the ship halted again. One grumbled. 

			“And if not,” Ulf said, “we’ll skin him and make the witch a second glove.” He went astarboard. 

			Asgeir walked up the ramp, the planks rumbling underfoot, and he found a well-stocked ship with many sailors preparing for the voyage. He turned back at his mother, who was cuddling his little teary sister, and they both watched wordless. The wind whipped their hair across their faces.

			The sail was hoisted, the ship’s hold full of things, the chests placed under the rowlocks. Each sailor sat and grabbed an oar that cranked in its socket.

			The wind blew southeasterly across the gray sea.  

			“Off to the kaupaungr to stock up on supplies,” Ulf said, “and when we return home from Ireland, our sail shall be red as blood.”

			Asgeir sat upon a three-legged stool and held the oar in his hands. Its blade had been sanded fine, but veined green by algae. The sailors sat upon chests along both rails of the ship, some shut with iron locks. Ulf’s chest sat at the back, near the rudder. Gael-Kisser lay there.

			The Damsgaard thralls pushed at the prow of the boat, knee-deep in the sea as the men on the starboard side rowed. The ship swerved alongside the shore, the surf raised the hull, and the portside oarsmen now rowed. 

			Asgeir sat on a stool near the rudder, and he looked backward once more. His mother and sister looked on from the grassy shore. Their herd dog guarded the sheep and cows that grazed in the uplands. 

			Farewell, Damsgaard. His eyes nearly welled up when he found his mother and Hildr at the shoreline, watching as the ship drew further from them. I’ll miss you, but I’ll return.

			Just ahead, the gray mist of the distance. Gray sky. Gray sea. Gray seal in a pool nearby. It dunked into the water and never came back up. All the while, Bjorg chanted downwind:

			To Ran with your ship,

			A hex from my lip,

			The waves I shall lead,

			In the great gray mead.

			Svartganger the Lucky crunched up his mouse until nothing but slivers of red lay flecked about the deck, and stalked down into the innards of the ship. Asgeir shimmied the oar along with the other sailors, all strangers to him. None of them said a word as the range between his family and the ship stretched. The wind blew bitter against his face.

			Ulf, steering the rudder, shouted, “To the kaupaungr!”

			The ship sailed northward over the calm fjord as Damsgaard melded into the distant, cloudless gloom. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER III

			  The Raid
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			Asgeir rowed with Ulf and his vikings in midafternoon up the fjord. As the drakkar, called the Sea-Bitch, glided over the soft blue sea, wall-like mountains on either side stretched higher and blotted out the sun. The fjord ended at a greensward nestled in the dale where a river ran inland. At the gravelly landing place, a figure with a red cloak flitting behind him put a foot on a mooring-stone and placed a hand on the bronze hilt of his sheathed sword. Fifty paces behind him, a camp garrisoned by shirtless warriors, armed with spears, stood by a moored longship.

			“You must pay the landing fee to me, the huskarl Ketill Redcloak, captain of the longship Head-Charger, in the name of Jarl Haakon of Borgund,” he said. He stood in the shadow cast by the mountains. The ship eased closer, and the bow scraped the fjord bed. 

			The man looked young, with a curled mustache. Besides his cloak and sword-belt, his clothes appeared simple—green needlebound hat, brown and green tunic, hose, and winingas. His shoes were ragged and in need of waxing. A blond-maned horse grazed, hitched to a fence.

			“A landing-fee at the river mouth,” Ulf said, “and maybe another downriver, before the market. Then another at the market.”

			“You can pay whinging or you can pay silently.”

			Ulf grumbled as the sailors hauled out a sack from the ship and dragged it ashore to the young man. Asgeir had heard of him
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