


 
 
 
 

 



Troll Blood

Katherine Langrish




[image: publisher logo]







For all my family

Many thanks to:
Phil Scott for telling me about the Viking Ship Museum,



the staff of the Viking Ship Museum, Roskilde, Denmark,
who showed me how to sail a reconstructed Viking-age ship,



Diane Chisholm of the Mikmaq Resource Centre,
University of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia,
who patiently answered my many enquiries,



Dr Ruth Holmes Whitehead, who kindly read the manuscript
and made many invaluable suggestions concerning Mikmaq lore.



As always, any remaining mistakes are my own responsibility.







[image: image 1]




[image: image 2]







Table of Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Dedication

Map

CHAPTER 1 Murder in Vinland

CHAPTER 2 Water Snake

CHAPTER 3 Be careful what you wish for

CHAPTER 4 The Nis Amuses Itself

CHAPTER 5 The Journey Begins

CHAPTER 6 The Winter Visitor

CHAPTER 7 Ghost Stories

CHAPTER 8 The Nis at Sea

CHAPTER 9 Lost at Sea

CHAPTER 10 Landfall

CHAPTER 11 Spring Stories

CHAPTER 12 Serpents Bay

CHAPTER 13 Seidr

CHAPTER 14 Disturbances and Tall Tales

CHAPTER 15 A Walk on the Beach

CHAPTER 16 Single Combat

CHAPTER 17 Losing Peer

CHAPTER 18 A Son like Harald.

CHAPTER 19 Down the Dark River

CHAPTER 20 Thorolf the Seafarer

CHAPTER 21 War Dance

CHAPTER 22 The Fight in the House

CHAPTER 23 Death in the Snow

CHAPTER 24 Peace Pipe

The Background to Troll Blood

Glossary

BEYOND THE BOOK

Also by Katherine Langrish:

Copyright

About the Publisher







CHAPTER 1
Murder in Vinland

The Mist Persons are busy, crouching on wave-splashed rocks out in the gulf, blowing chilly whiteness over the sea. Their breath rolls like a tide over the beach and the boggy meadowlands near the river mouth, and flows far up the valley, spreading into the dark woods on either side.

A birch-bark canoe comes whirling down river through the wet fog. Kneeling in the prow, Kwimu braces himself against the cross-piece. He lifts a long pole like a lance, ready to fend off rocks. Each bend, each stretch of rapids comes as a surprise. Even the banks are hard to see.

The canoe bucks. Kwimu feels the river hump its back like an animal. The canoe shoots over the hump and goes arrowing into a narrow gorge, where tall cliffs squeeze the water into a mad downhill dash. Spray splashes in, and Fox, curled against his knees, shakes an irritated head. Fox hates getting wet.

A rock! Kwimu jabs the pole, swaying to keep his balance as the canoe swerves lightly away. It hurtles down a sleek slope and goes shivering and bouncing into roaring white water at the bottom. Again and again Kwimu flicks out the pole, striking here and there, turning the canoe between the rocks. Sometimes a whirlpool catches them, trying to hold them back and pull them down, but Kwimus father Sinumkw, kneeling behind him, gives a mighty thrust with his paddle and sends them shooting on.

A bend in the river. More rocks. Kwimu throws back his wet hair, every muscle tense. They dart down, twining into the curve, hugging the base of the cliff where the  water is deeper and smoother. Its cold here; the wet, grainy stone drips, and the mist writhes in weird shapes. Theres a splash and an echo, and its not just the paddle. The canoe tilts, veers. Fox springs up, snarling, showing his white teeth and black gums, and for a heartbeat Kwimu sees a thin muddy hand clutch at the prow. A head plastered with wet hair rises from the water. It winks at him with an expression of sullen glee, and ducks under.

Cold with shock, Kwimu flings a wild glance back at his father. But Sinumkw simply shouts, Look what youre doing! And theyre snatched into the next stretch of rapids.

They hurtle into the cross-currents, Sinumkw paddling grimly. Kwimu thrusts and fends with dripping hair and aching arms until the gorge widens, the cliffs drop back, and the canoe spills out into calm water flowing between high banks covered with trees. On either side, the grey-robed forest rises, fading into mist.

Kwimu twists round, panting. Did you see? he bursts out. Did you see the Water Personthe Grabber-from-Beneath?

Sinumkw frowns, but says calmly, I saw nothing but the rocks and the rapids.

He was there, Kwimu insists. And Fox saw him too.

His father nods. Maybe. But if youd taken your eyes off the water for a moment longer, wed have capsized. So his trick didnt work. Anyway, well done! Thats the worst stretch over. No more rapids between here and the sea. And well land here, I think.

He drives his paddle into the water. The canoe pivots towards the shore.

But I thought we were going all the way down to the sea. Cant we go on in the canoe? Its so much quicker than walking, Kwimu pleads as they lift the canoe out of the water.

Quicker, yes, says Sinumkw drily. Speed isnt everything. Just look around. Somebodys been cutting trees. Kwimu looks up in surprise, and his father is rightthe bank is littered with chips of yellow wood, and studded with stumps like broken teeth. Piles of lopped branches lie in the trampled undergrowth.

Sinumkw picks up some scattered chips. These arent fresh. This was done moons ago, before the winter.

Who would need so many trees? Kwimu asks quietly. His scalp prickles.There are Other Persons in the woods. One of them cuts down trees. Sometimes, in lonely parts of the forest, hunters hear the sound of an axe, choppingand a tree comes crashing down, though no one is visible.

But his father is thinking along more practical lines. See here. They rolled the trunks into the river and floated them downstream. Who did it? It could be enemies: the Kwetejk, perhaps. What if theyve built a stockade at the river mouth, in just the spot we want to use?

Oh! Kwimu thinks with a shiver of their fierce rivals from the north-west woods. What shall we do?

His father shrugs. This is why we came, nkwis, ahead of everyone else, to find the best place for the summer camp, and to look out for danger. Imagine if the whole clan was with us nowgrandmothers, babies, cooking gear and all! No. Well leave the canoe and come back for it later. Well circle into the woods and climb the bluffs above the river. We can look down on the bay from there. He turns, setting off on a long uphill slant into the forest.

Kwimu follows. The encircling fog fills the woods with secrets. Its a shape-changer, turning the trees into looming giants that drip and tiptoe and creak and murmur. Anything might lurk there, or stealthily follow them at the edges of sight. But if there was danger, Fox would sense it; Fox would warn them. Reassured by the thought, Kwimu strokes Foxs cold fur, and hurries after his father.

Snow still lingers under the hemlocks and firs, and the buds on the birches arent open yet. The forest is colourless, black, white and grey. A dozen paces ahead, Sinumkw climbs silently through the swirls and pockets of vapour, like a ghost passing through world after world.

The woods are full of mysteries

Grandmother said that yesterday evening, her bright bird-like eyes blinking in her soft wrinkled face. Kwimu thinks of her now, as he trudges uphill under the dripping trees. He can see her in his head, like a little partridge with bright plumage, wrapped in her big beaver-fur cloak with the coloured quillwork glinting in the firelight. Shes so tiny, but so strong. And she has the Sight. Everyone listens when she speaks.

Long ago, in the time of the Old Ones

All the stories begin like this.

in the old days, two brothers go hunting. And they find a deep ditch, too wide to jump. A strange, smooth ditch, scoured out of sticky red mud, twisting along between the trees. The track of a Horned Serpent: a jipijkam track.

Now this track is full of power.

One of the brothers climbs into the ditch to see what sort of thing made it. Aha!

At once, his body changes. It bloats and swells and pulls out like an earthworm, growing longer and longer. His eyes widen  and blaze, and two horns sprout from his head, one yellow, one red. He fills the ditch from top to bottom, he raises his head and hisses at his brother, he slithers away like a snake. The track leads into the lake. He plunges deep into the water, and no one ever sees him again.

The woods are full of mysteries

In spite of his thick moose-hide robes, Kwimu is cold. Why did Grandmother tell that story? What does it mean? Everywhere he looks he sees omens. Layers of fungus, like thick lips that might open and speak. A rotten log like a corpse rolled up in birch bark.

Can anything good happen on such a day?

The slope steepens, broken by small ravines where icy creeks hurry down to join the river. There are voices in the creeks, Kwimu is sure, quarrelsome voices that squabble and bicker. Perhaps its the Spreaders, the nasty little people who peg you to the ground if you fall asleep by the stream-side.

They cross one creek near a waterfall. Spray has coated the boulders with ice, and the pool boils and froths like a black kettle. Just the place for Grandmothers story to come to life! What if a huge head crowned with twiggy horns emerged from the water, snaking towards them on a long slimy neck? In this haunted fog, anything seems possible.

It grows lighter. The woods thin. Kwimu follows his father along a knobbly headland that juts out from the forest into the white nothingness of the mist. He feels giddy, as if walking out into the Sky World. He knows that down there, where the ground plunges steeply away, theres a fine gravel beach and grasslands beside the river. The bay: their summer home, where the women will gather shellfish, and the men and boys will take the canoes out past the sandbars and right over deep water to the islands, to fish and to gather birds eggs. Right now none of that is visible. A mother-of-pearl sun peers through the haze.

All is quiet except for the hushing of the sea. But the mist tastes of smoke, sweet dry smoke floating up from below.

Fox growls quietly. His fur bristles, full of prickling, warning life. Kwimu and his father exchange anxious looks.

They hunker down in the wet bushes, ill at ease. Smoke means people, but a friendly village would be noisy with dogs, children, women chatteringso why the silence? If only the mist would clear. Straining his ears, Kwimu begins to think he can pick up the muffled sound of voices. Men talkingor arguing, for the sound becomes louder and sharper.

And then an appalling scream tears through the fog. Kwimu grabs his father. The scream soars into bubbling hysteria, and breaks into a series of sharp, yipping howls like a mad wolf. The morning erupts in shouts of anger and alarm, and a ring-ding, hard-edged clashing. Flocks of screeching birds clatter up from the forest.

As if their wings are fanning it away, the mist thins and vanishes. At last Kwimu and Sinumkw see what is going on below them, down by the river mouth.

The earth has been flayed. Instead of grassland, pits and scars of bare red soil show where the turf has been lifted.Two strange lumpish sod houses have been thrown up on a rising crescent of ground between the edge of the forest and the sea. They look like burrows, for the withered grass grows right over them, but smoke rises from holes in the tops. Between these housesthese burrowsmen are swarming.

Men? Their faces are white as paint, and they seem shaggy round the head, like a lynx or bobcat.These are not the Kwetejk, nor like any men Kwimu has ever seen. Are they the dead then, returned from the Ghost World? But some are pursuing others, hacking them with long axes, stabbing with lances. Some lie motionless on the ground.

Sinumkw taps Kwimus shoulder. Look! His voice is awed, shocked. In the river. Jipijkamaq!

Kwimu drags his eyes from the scene below, and the hairs rise on his neck. Floating in the wide shallows where the river meets the sea are two thingsbigger than the biggest canoeand surely they are alive? For each has a head, staring shorewards from the top of a long neck. Each head is that of a Horned Serpent.

The smaller of the two is painted red, and the horned head snarls open-jawed from the top of a slender curving neck.The larger one is painted in red and black stripes, and it lifts a goggle-eyed head, beaked like a screaming eagle.

Grandmothers story, whispers Kwimu. This is what it meant.

These people are JipijkamaqHorned Serpent People, shape-changers. They come from out of the water and under the ground. Their whiteness is not paint, but the bleached pallor of things you find under stones. But why are they fighting, and why are they here? Kwimu moistens his lips, staring at the sprawled figures on the ground. Perhaps theyre not dead. Perhaps, any moment now, their feet and hands will vanish, their bodies will swell and lengthen, and they will slither off on their bellies into their dark earth houses?

But they never move.

Hah! With a cough of disdainful laughter, Sinumkw points suddenly. See the coward there!

A man in a green cloak is escaping, running away from the fight. Hes dragging a child along with him, a young boy. Just past the end of the nearest house he stops, and pushes the child, pointing to the woods. The message is clear. Run! hes saying. Run and hide yourself. Go! The child hesitates, and is sent staggering with a hard shove between the shoulder blades. The man whirls and goes racing back.

So hes not a coward after all; he was trying to save the child. And hes unarmed, except for a knife. His enemies are coming to meet him. In the lead is a burly, bear-like man, obviously a chief. By his side is a boy no older than Kwimu, with long loose golden hair that floats behind him as he runs, yelling. The burly chief shouts an order to his warriors. They spread out to catch the man in green, who dodges two of them and dashes on like a hunted animal, heading for the river. And then he trips and falls.

The chieftain shouts again and points. His men scatter sideways. The chieftains right arm comes up, balancing his spear. He pauses a second, and throws.

Theres a ragged chorus of whoops and howls from the men. They run forward, closing in on the crumpled green bundle. The spear stands straight up, a marker pointing at the sky. It twitches suddenly, it wags to and  fro. The green bundle is still moving, trying to crawl away. Kwimus breath hisses through his teeth.

The boy with the golden hair strolls up behind the men. He looks no older than Kwimu, maybe fifteen winters old. His weapon is shaped like the long-bladed leaves that grow in the marshesred with blood. The others part to let him through; the burly chieftain puts an arm round his shoulders. Together they gaze at the man on the ground. Then the chieftain tugs his spear out. The golden youth hooks a foot under the body, rolling it on to its back. The mans pale face comes into view. Still alive. His fingers open and close like claws.

Warriors taunt each other when they fight. If the man on the ground can still speak, this is the moment for his final defiance. And perhaps he does gasp something out. But the golden-haired youth laughs.The high, shrill sound echoes upwards. He puts the point of his long red blade to the mans throat, and shoves it in. Kwimu shuts his eyes. Only a blink, but when he opens them again, its over.

He turns his face away, and freezes. That childthe child the man in green was trying to save! He hasnt run off; hes peering round the corner of the nearest house, clutching the sod walls with both hands, craning his neck to see whats happening. He sees the dead man, and shrinks like a snail when you tap its shell.

The burly chieftain gives orders, pointing this way and that. His men fan out and start searching between the houses. Kwimu sucks in his bottom lip. Theyre hunting for the child. And theyll find him; theres nowhere to run.

The child presses against the wall. Any moment now the men will simply come round the building, and there hell be.

Then Kwimu almost shouts. The child turns and flings himself at the soft sod wall, digging fingers and toes into the cracks and crannies. He scurries up like a mouse, pulling himself on to the roof just as the nearest man rounds the corner. He lies flat. His light hair and clothes blend with the pale grasses growing on the turf roof, but hes still completely visible to anyone who glances up. In fact, Kwimu can see one of his feet sticking over the edge.

But the man doesnt look up. He strides along with his head down, staring at the ground. Kwimu bites his lip, hardly able to breathe. Dont move. Hes gone, but theres another one coming. Dont move!

Neither man looks up. It seems crazy, but they dont. Kwimu sighs silently, surprised by the strength of his feelings for this strange foreign child. Beside him, Sinumkw shakes with admiring laughter. That little  weasel! To fool all those warriors with one simple trick! Look, they cant think where hes gone.

And it is funny, in a way, seeing the men poking and prodding around the houses, and gazing into the woods, when all the time hes a few feet above their heads, as still as a sitting bird. All the same, Kwimus nails are cutting into his palms by the time the men give up. Maybe their hearts are not really in this search for a small boy. They return to the chief and his golden son, empty-handed.

The chief shrugs. Its clear he thinks it doesnt matter much. He gestures to the bodies lying on the ground, and goes on talking to his son. Obediently the men drag the bodies down to the waters edge. They wade yelling into the cold river, carrying the dead out to the smaller, slenderer of the Serpents, which jerks and snubs at its tether as if outraged at being given such a cargo. One by one, the bodies are tumbled in.

Wheres the child?

Sidling up the roof like a crab.

At least hes pulled his foot inno, dont go near the ridge!

As if he hears, the child sinks down just below the ridge, but he keeps popping up his head and peering over. Kwimu bites his nails in agony. Stop doing that, theyll see you!

The chief gives another order. Whatever it is, the child on the roof understands: he flattens himself again, and the men troop back to the houses and begin emptying them. Everything is carried out. They stagger down to the river under bundles of furs, and heave them into the belly of the second Horned Serpent, the big one with the eagles beak. They bring out gear, pots, sacks, weapons. Shouting, they load up with timber: logs and planks from a pile on the other side of the houses. The creaturevessel: it must be some kind of vesselsways this way and that as they adjust the cargo till its riding level, a lot lower in the water.

Theyre leaving! Kwimu says with a gasp of relief. Theyre going away!

Sinumkw makes a brushing movement with his hand: quiet. He watches the scene below with a hunters intensity.

At last, all is ready. A small, fat canoe collects the burly chieftain and his golden sonthey dont have to wade through the freezing water. The chieftain hoists himself aboard the big Serpent, but his son is ferried to the smaller vessel, and nimbly leaps aboard. Kwimu shades his eyes. The boy strides up and down, pouring something out of a big pot. He upends the pot, shakes out the last drops, and tosses it overboard. With an arm  twined around the Horned Serpents painted neck, he leans out and catches a rope that uncoils through the air from the bigger vessel. He knots it at the base of the neck, and jumps down into the waiting canoe. In moments, hes back with his father.

The men lift out long, thin paddles: its as if the Serpent is putting out legs like a beetle. Slowly it turns away from the shore, swinging with the current till its pointing out to sea.

Kwimu has never seen paddling like this before, with all the men facing the wrong way. How can they see where to go? But it seems to work. The red and black jipijkam is crawling away out of the river, loaded with furs and timber, and towing its companion behind itthe red Serpent of the Dead.

So theyre going, and they havent found the child. Does he know hes safe? Kwimu glances down at the roof.

The child is sitting up, staring.

Get down, get downthey might still see you

But the child gets slowly to his feet. He stands in full view of the river, conspicuous on the rooftop. He lifts his arm, both arms, and starts to wave and scream. Hes dancing on the roof, yelling in a shrill voice.

He mocks his enemies! says Sinumkw in deep appreciation.

But Kwimu isnt so sure. Hes got a cold feeling that if he could understand, the child might be screaming, Come back, come back! Dont leave me!

For a second, the crawling motion falters as some of the men lift their arms to point. Then it picks up again. Theyre not stopping; theyre not turning. Theyre leaving the river now, heading into the bay. Theres still a lot of haze on the water; you cant see the horizon.

Theyre doing something else now: casting off the rope. A feather of fire flies through the air, curving into the red Serpent. A moment later, flames splutter fiercely up.

Oil. Sinumkw nods. They poured in oil to make it burn.

Kwimu can actually hear it, crackling like a hundred spits. Black smoke pours up in a tall column. The neck and proud horned head show clearly, but the long serpent body seems writhing in flames.

Down below, the child is scrambling off the roof. He drops the last few feet and goes racing down over the ravaged grasslands towards the beach.

Lets get him! Kwimu turns to Sinumkw. Please, Nujj

His father shakes his head. No.

Oh, please, Nujj. Hes only little, and hes brave

A bear cub is little and brave, says Sinumkw grimly, and if you take one for a pet, it will grow up into a big bear and claw your arm off.

Kwimu swallows. I know, butcan we leave him to die?

They have. Sinumkw nods towards the bay. Hes not one of the People, Kwimu. Not one of us.

You like him, though, says Kwimu desperately. You laughed at the way he tricked the warriors. SeeFox approves! Fox twists his head and licks Kwimus hand suddenly, as though to encourage him. Kwimu hardly dares to go on, but the words come anyway, forcing their way up from deep inside him, like a spring of water that has to bubble out. He might become your son, Nujj. My brother.

Sinumkw looks at him. His chest rises and falls in a sigh. Well, we can try. Perhaps the cub is young enough to tame. Dont be surprised if he bites you.

They turn, for the slope ahead is too steep to descend, and it will be necessary to go back into the woods and find another way down. Kwimu casts a backward glance at the burning vessel, and is in time to see it tip up and slide neatly backwards under the water. The snarling serpent head vanishes last, and then its as though it has never existed, except for the smoke  drifting higher and higher, a fading stain against the sky.

The other jipijkam is already out of the bay and turning up the gulf towards the open sea; and from this distance it looks more like a serpent than evera living serpent, swimming quietly away through the haze.

Down on the shingle, nine-year-old Ottar, young son of Thorolf the Seafarer, stands knee-deep in the cold waves. Tears pour down his cheeks. Hes alone, orphaned, desperate, stranded in this horrible place on the wrong side of the world. He hears a shout from the beach behind him. He turns, his heart leaping in wild, unbelieving hope. Somehow its going to be all rightits been a bad dream or an even worse jokeand he wont even be angry. Hes going to run to whoever it is, and cling to them, and sob until the sobbing turns into laughter.

And then he sees. His mouth goes dry. Coming towards him on the rising ground between him and the houses are two terrible figures. Their long hair is as black as pitch, and tied with coloured strings. Their clothes are daubed with magic signs. Furs dangle from their belts. They are both carrying bows. But the frightening thingthe really frightening thing about themis that you  cant see their expressions at all. Half of their faces are covered in black paint, the other half in red. Their eyes glitter white and black.

Skraelings! Ottar whispers. Dirty Skraelings!

He prepares to die.







CHAPTER 2
Water Snake

The green sea wrapped itself round Peer Ulfssons waist, and rose to his chest with a slopping sound. Yow! he yelled. As the wave plunged past he sucked in his breath, and bent quickly to look through the water.

There! In the heaving, brown-green glimmer he saw it: the hammer hed dropped, lying on the stones. He  groped with his arm, his fingers closed on the handle, and the next wave swept past his ears and knocked him over. There was a dizzy moment of being rolled backwards in a freezing froth of bubbles and sand. He struggled up, spluttering but brandishing the hammer in triumph.

Got it!

So I see. Bjørns face was one wide grin. If youd tied it to your wrist like I told you, you wouldnt have had to do that. Get dressed; you look like a plucked chicken.

Peer laughed through chattering teeth. He bounded back to shore and dragged his discarded jerkin over his head, fighting wet arms through the sleeves. It fell in warm folds almost to his knees, and he hugged his arms across his chest. Aaah, thats better. Ill leave my breeches till Ive dried off a bitWhats that? Whos shouting?

Torn by the wind, an alarmed cry had reached his ears. He couldnt make out the words. Up on the jetty Bjørn stiffened, shading his eyes to look down the fjord. Its Harald. Hes seen a ship.Yestheres a strange ship coming.

Peer jumped up beside Bjørn, noticing with pride how firm and solid the jetty was. The two of them had  been building it for almost a month now, in between their other work, and in Peers opinion it made the tiny beach at Trollsvik look like a proper harbour. It was a stout plank walkway between a double row of posts. Bjørns new faering, or fishing boat, bobbed beside it.

He joined Bjørn at the unfinished end, where the last few planks waited to be nailed down. It was late afternoon, the tide flowing in. Out where the shining fjord met the pale spring sky he saw a large, reddish sail, square-on, and the thin line of an upthrust prow like the neck of a snail. A big ship running into Trollsvik before the wind.

Who is it? he blurted.

Bjørn didnt take his eyes off the ship. I dont know. Dont know the sail. Could be raiders. Best not take chances. Run for help, Peer. Tell everyone you can.

A lonely little village like Trollsvik could expect no mercy from a shipful of Viking raiders if they took the place by surprise. The best thing was to meet them with a show of force. Peer turned without argument. Then he saw a scatter of people hurrying over the dunes. Look, Haralds raised the alarm already. Here he comes, with Snorri and Einar

Hey, Harald! Bjørn bawled at the top of his voice. Whose ship is that?

A bandy-legged man with straggling grey hair raised an arm in reply as he puffed across the shingle and climbed painfully on to the jetty. No idea, he wheezed, bending double to catch his breath. I was cleaning my netslooked up and saw it. Shouted at you and ran for the others.You dont know it, either?

Not me, said Bjørn. Peer looked at the shipalready much closerthen back at the little crowd. Most of the men had snatched up some kind of weapon. Snorri One-Eye carried a pitchfork, and old Thorkell came hobbling along with a hoe, using the handle as a walking stick. Einar had a harpoon. Snorris fierce, grey-haired wife Gerd came limping after him over the stones, clutching a wicked-looking knife. Even Einars two little boys had begun piling up big round stones to throw at the visitors. Peer wondered if he should join them.Then he realised he was holding a weapon already. His hammer.

He hefted it. It was long-handled and heavy. The dull iron head had one flat end for banging big nails in. The other end tapered to a sharp wedge. When he swung it, it seemed to pull his hand after it. As if it wanted to strike.

Could I really hit anyone with this? He imagined it smashing into someones head, and sucked a wincing breath.

The neighbours were arguing. No need to fear! yelled Gerd, lowering her knife. See the dragonhead? Thats Thorolfs ship, that is, the old Long Serpent that Ralf Eiriksson sailed on.

It never is! Snorri turned on his wife. Thorolfs been gone two years now, went off to Vinland.

So what? Gerd was undaunted. He can come back, cant he?

Fool of a woman, Snorri shouted. Thats not his ship, I say!

How dyou know? Gerd shrilled.

Because this ones as broad in the beam as you are, thats whythe Long Serpent was narrower

That isnt the Long Serpent, said Peer. I should know. My father helped to build her.

This ship looks like a trader, Einar said. Built for cargo, not war.

Thats all very well, Einar. Plenty of traders turn into raiders when it suits themdoesnt mean her crew wont fight.

What do you think, Bjørn? asked Peer in a low voice.

Bjørn gave him an odd glance, half-humorous, half-sympathetic. I dont know, Peer. Lets just put on a good show and hope theyre friendly.

Peer stood unhappily clutching his hammer. The ship was so close now that he could see the sea-stains on the ochre-red sail. The hull was painted in faded red and black stripes. A man stood in the bows, just behind the upward swoop of its tall dragon-neck.

We could be fighting in a few minutes. A gull shrieked, swooping low overhead and its keen cry made him jump. Odd to think that the gull might soon be swinging and circling over a battle, and that its shrieks might be joined by the screams of wounded or dying men and women. I might die And with a jump of his heart he thought of his best friend Hilde, safe for the moment at her fathers farm on Troll Fell. What if he never saw her again? And what would happen to her if these men were dangerous?

There was a flurry of activity on board. The yard swung and tipped, spilling wind. Down came the sail in vast folds. Oars came out to guide the ship in. Behind Peer and Bjørn, the villagers bunched like sheep.

The man in the bows leaned out, cupped a hand round his mouth and yelled, Bjørn!

Bjørn threw his head up. Arnë! he shouted back. Is that you?

Arnë, Bjørns brother! The villagers broke into relieved, lively chatter. Peer unclenched stiff fingers from the haft of his hammer. He wouldnt have to use it as a weapon after all. And a good thing, too, said a secret little voice at the back of his head, because you know you couldnt have hit anyone.

The thought bothered him. Was it true? Would he be no good in a fight? The word coward brushed across his mind. Then, with a shrug that was half a shudder, he dismissed the idea. It didnt matter now.

The ships called Water Snake, Arnë shouted across the narrowing gap of water. Gunnar Ingolfssons the skipper. Ive brought him here to meet Ralf Eiriksson.

Whos this Gunnar? Why does he want Ralf? Peer wondered aloud, as the ship closed on the jetty.

Gunnar Ingolfsson. Gunnar Bjørn snapped his fingers. Hes the man Thorolf took on as a partner, a couple of years ago. Got a name as a sea rover, a bit of a Viking. Thorolf and he sailed off to Vinland together in two ships. So whats he doing here, and whys Arnë with him?

Peer shrugged. He wasnt curious about Arnë.

Vinland? Vinland? muttered Einar. Wheres that?

Dont you remember? Snorri said helpfully. A few years back, Ralf and Thorolf got blown off course and found a new land all covered in forests

The land beyond the sunset, Peer said eagerly.

I knew that, Einar huffed, but I thought they called it Woodland.

They did! Snorri waved a triumphant finger. But other ships went there and found vines. Vines, Vinland, see? Its all the same coast. This Gunnar must be making a second trip. Ive heard you can bring back a fortune in timber and furs and grapes. Ive got half a mind to go myself.

Ho, yes, scoffed Einar. And how would you know what a grape looks like? Have you ever seen one?

Arnës a wild one, Bjørn said to Peer. Whats he done with his fishing boat? Sold it, I suppose, to join this trip. Well, hes crazy, thats all.

He always wanted to go a-Viking, Peer pointed out.

I know. Bjørn grinned suddenly. Thats why I say hes crazy!

Peer nodded. And thats why Hilde likes him, he thought, as a black-edged cloud slipped over the sun. The hills and the shore and the flashing water lost their colours. The jetty he had taken such pride in suddenly  seemed a rough-and-ready thing of no interest. He wished he could do something exciting or brave.

How was it that Arnë always managed to do things that would impress Hilde? Of course, it helped that he was tall, strong and good-looking. And seven years older than Peergirls took older men more seriously. If hes sailing off to Vinland, I wont get a word in this evening, then. Shell be talking to Arnë all night.

The big ship came nudging up to the jetty. Seven or eight men were busy on board, stowing the yard fore and aft, lifting the oars in, collecting their gear. Arnë threw a rope up to Bjørn. Nice new jetty, he called, laughing. Did you build it specially for us? Its good, thisll be easier for Astrid.

Astrid?

The skippers wife.

Everyone stared. Peer got a glimpse of a girl in a blue cloak, huddled under an awning which had been rigged up behind the mast. Arnë climbed on to the jetty and wrung Bjørns hand. He clapped Peer on the shoulder and said, Fancy a voyage to Vinland? before turning to offer a helping hand to the girl. She was finding it difficult, clutching some kind of pouch or bag. A giant of a fellow with a shock of almost white fair hair tried to boost her up from the ship.

Peer watched scornfully. Hilde wouldnt need helping out of a boat. Shed just kilt up her dress and jump out, laughing!

Hilde, Hilde! She teased Peer, bossed him about, and drove him crazy. Last spring, hed made the mistake of impulsively kissing her, and shed laughed at him. He hadnt dared to do it since, except in dreams.

We belong together, he thought. Shed been his best friend and ally for years, ever since hed come to Troll Fell as an orphan to work for his two brutal uncles at their dilapidated mill. Peer had helped to save Hildes young brother and sister from the trolls, and her family had taken him in and treated him like a son. Hilde was fond of him, Peer knew that. But she kept him at arms length.

One day, he swore to himself, one day when the time is right, Ill go to Hilde and ask heror perhaps Ill say

No, Ill tell her: We just belong together.

But would she agree?

Hey! You!

Lost in thought, Peer didnt notice the voice hailing him from the ship.

You thereBarelegs!

Peer! Einar jogged him in the ribs. The young lords talking to you.

What? Peer woke up. Had he heard what he thought hed heard?

He means you, Einar chortled, pointing. Anyone else around here with no breeches on?

Barelegs? Peer turned round and met the light, cold gaze of a boy his own agea youth of sixteen or so, wearing a dark chequered travelling cloak wrapped around his shoulders and pinned with a large silver brooch. Because the jetty was higher than the ship, his head was currently at about Peers waist level, but this disadvantage didnt seem to bother him. He tilted up a tanned face as smooth as a girls, but wider in the jaw, heavier across the brow. Loose golden hair fell about his shoulders and cascaded in a wind-whipped tangle halfway down his back. But his eyesthey reminded Peer of something. Einar once had a dog with eyes like that, odd milky blue eyeswolf eyes, hed called them. And the dog was treacherous; you couldnt get anywhere near it.

The boy snapped his fingers. Are you deaf? I told you to help my father up on to the jetty. Hes not well.

He took the elbow of a man standing beside him. This must be the skipper, the famous Gunnar Ingolfsson. He was a powerful figure, short-legged and barrel-chested, but he did look ill. His face was flushed and glistening. When he glanced up at Peer, his eyes were the same pale blue as his sons, but the rims were slack, and  the flesh under them was pouchy and stained. Impatiently, he stretched up his hand. Gold arm-rings slid back to his elbow.

Peer hesitated, but the boys rudeness didnt seem enough reason to ignore his father. He reached down. Gunnars grasp was cold, and slick with sweat. And then Peer saw with a shock that Gunnars other hand was gone. The left arm swung short; the wrist was a clumsily cobbled-together stump of puckered flesh with a weeping red core. One hand, look, only one hand the whisper ran through the crowd as Gunnar dragged on Peers arm, trod hard on the ships gunwale, and pulled himself on to the jetty with a grunt of effort. He let go of Peer without a word, and turned immediately to join his wife.

The boy sprang up after him. Thats better, Barelegs, he said to Peer.

My names not Barelegs, said Peer, his temper rising.

No? The boys eyebrows went up, and he glanced deliberately around at the villagers. Does he actually own a pair of breeches?

Einar snorted, Gerd giggled, and Einars eldest boy made things worse by shouting out, Yes, he does, and theyre over there!

There was a burst of laughter. Peer went red.

The boy smiled at Peer. Now why did you have to  take those trousers off in such a hurry? Were you caught short? Did our big ship scare you that much, Barelegs?

Peer struck out, completely forgetting the hammer in his hand. The boy twisted like a cat, there was a swirl of cloak and a rasping sound. Something flashed into the air. With a shout, Bjørn grabbed Peers arm, forcing it down. He wrenched the hammer away and hurled it on to the beach.

Peer bent over, rubbing his numbed fingers. Im s-sorry, he stammered to Bjørn. I lost myI wouldnt have hurt him

No, said Bjørn in a savage undertone, youd have been gutted. And he nodded at the boy, who stood watching Peer with dancing eyes, holding a long steel sword at a casual slant.

Peer gaped. Hed never actually seen a sword before. Nobody in the village was rich enough to have one. Subtle patterns seemed to play and move on the flat steel surface. The frighteningly sharp edges had been honed to fresh silver.

That could cut my arm off.

At the edges of vision he half-saw the crowd: Gerd disapproving, Harald worried; Einar and Snorri, their grins wearing off like old paint; the sailors from the ship  edging together, watchful, glancing at their leader, Gunnar; the tall girl, Gunnars wife, looking on with cool disdainful eyes, as if nothing surprised her.

Then the boy pushed the sword into its sheath. He tossed his hair back and said in a light, amused way, He started it.

And just who are you? demanded Bjørn before Peer could reply.

The boy waited for a second as if he expected Bjørn to add, young master, and Gunnar interrupted. Hes my son, Harald Gunnarsson, my first-born. His voice was gruff, thick with pride, and Peer saw, without surprise this time, that he too was wearing a sword. My young lion, eh, Harald? Affectionately he cuffed the boys head with his sound right hand. Ill get me other sons one day, perhaps, but none to equal this one. Look at him, pretty as a girl, no wonder they call him Harald Silkenhair. But dont be fooled. See this? He lifted his left arm to show the missing fist, and turned slowly around, grinning at the villagers. Seen it? All had a good look? His voice changed to a snarl. But the man who did it lost his head, and it was my boy here who took it off him.

There was scattered applause. A brave lad, to defend his father!

A fine young hero. And so handsome, too! Gerd clasped her red hands.

Bare is back without brother behind, old Thorkell quoted in pompous approval.

Well said, Grandad. Gunnar nodded. And a good son will guard your back as well as any brother. Quick with his sword, and quick with his tongue too; he can string you a verse together as fast as any of the kings skalds.

A little too quick with his tongue, perhaps, said Bjørn drily.

Gunnar hesitated. Then he burst out laughing, his red face darkening as he fought for breath. All right, he coughed, all right. We cant let the young dogs bark too loudly, can we? Haraldand youWhats your namePeer? No more quarrelling. Shake hands.

Yes, Father, said Harald, to an appreciative mutter from the villagers. He stepped forward, holding out his hand. Peer eyed him without taking it. His heart beat in his throat, and his mouth was sour with tension as he met Haralds bright gaze.

Harald grinned unpleasantly. Hey, come on, Barelegs. Cant you take a joke?

Peer nearly burst. He turned his back and shouldered his way along the jetty, leaving Bjørn and the others to  deal with the newcomers. Down on the shingle, he hastily pulled on his breeches while Einars little boys peeped at him round the posts of the jetty, giggling and whispering, Barelegs, Barelegs. He pretended not to hear, but it was the sort of name that stuck. He would never live it down.

Bjørn called to him, Arnës taking Gunnar up to Ralfs farm. Why dont you go with them? Itll be sunset soon, anyway.

No, said Peer gruffly Ill be along later. Ive work to finish here.

He watched them pick their way across the beach, heading for the path to the village. Gunnars young wife Astrid clung to his arm, mincing across the pebbles. Probably her shoes were too thin, Peer thought sourly. How would she ever make it up to the farm, a good two miles of rough track? But perhaps theyd borrow a pony.

He walked slowly back along the jetty, taking his time, unwilling to talk even to Bjørn.The tide was full. Water Snake had risen with it.

Against the sky the knob of the dragonhead stood black, like a club or a clenched fist. The angry wooden eyes bulged outwards as if likely to explode. The gaping jaws curved together like pincers. An undulating tongue  licked forwards between them, the damp wood splitting along the grain.

The ship was emptythe crew had all disappeared to the village. Peer glanced about. No one was looking. He quietly jumped on board.

The ship smelled of pinewood and fresh tar.The rope he clutched left a sticky line on his palm. There was decking fore and aft. The waist of the ship was an orderly clutter of crates and barrels: luggage and supplies. A white hen stuck its head out of a wicker crate and clucked gently.

Fancy a trip to Vinland, Peer?

He clambered across the cargo and up the curve of the ship into the stern, where he stood for a moment holding the tiller and gazing out westwards. The sun was low over the fjord, laying a bright track on the water: a road studded with glittering cobblestones. It stung his heart and dazzled his eyes.

And Harald Silkenhair, no older than Peer, had travelled that road. Harald had sailed across the world, proved himself in battles, been to places Peer would never see.

He thought of Thorolfs ship, his fathers ship, the Long Serpent, beached on the shores of Vinland far across the world, and felt a surge of longing. Life was a tangle that tied him to the shore. What would it be like to cut  free, shake off the land, and go gliding away into the very heart of the sun? He closed his eyes and tried to imagine he was out at sea.

What are you doing? Bjørn looked down at him from the jetty. Peer snatched his hand off the tiller, feeling every kind of fool for being discovered playing at sailing like some little boy.

Looking at the, oh, the workmanship. He made an effort. I dont think the dragonheads as fine as the one my father made. But its still good work.

Mm, said Bjørn. After a moment he said, And what do you make of Harald Troublemaker?

Their eyes met. Peer said, He just picked a fight with me. For no reason at all.

I know.

What was I supposed to do? Stand there and take it? Did you hear what he said to me?

Bjørn blew out a troubled breath. Peer, better to take an insult than a sword in your guts. You dont have to play Haralds games.

How can your brother sail with someone like that?

Bjørn shook his head. Arnë can be a bit of a fool sometimes.

Let me get off this boat. Peer climbed over the side  and on to the jetty, feeling Water Snake balance and adjust as his weight left her.

Dont play Haralds games, Bjørn repeated.

I wont. Half comforted, Peer straightened and stretched. Youre right, he added. What was the point of letting Harald get to him? Let him strut. Let Arnë have his evening with Hilde. Tomorrow theyd both sail away.
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