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        Freydis returned to her farm and livestock, which had not suffered from her absence. She made sure all her companions were well rewarded, since she wished to have her misdeeds concealed. She stayed on her farm after that.

        Not everyone was so close-mouthed that they could keep silent about these misdeeds or wickedness, and eventually word got out. In time, it reached the ears of Leif, her brother, who thought the story a terrible one.

      
        Leif then took three men from Freydis’s company and forced them all under torture to tell the truth about the events, and their accounts agreed in every detail.

        Saga of the Greenlanders, c. 13th century, translated by Keneva Kunz

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Freydis

        

      

    

    
      Summer, 997 AD

      As the goði of Greenland, my brother, Leif, is a respected man – a man who has always been revered. When he crooks a finger, men come running.

      Today his mood is foul; his eyes are wild, as though with fever. When he dismisses his men with a rumbled shout that shakes the longhouse beams, disturbing dust, I flick a glance at the open door. The little bairn inside me kicks as if to announce there is no moon daddy rising to protect us, no Red Raven here on Greenland shores.

      By the gods, I’ve had my fill of angry men.

      “I’ll ask one more time,” Leif barks. “What happened on Vinland shores?”

      “Your sister, Freydis, wanted to purchase the Icelanders’ ship to transport the trading goods from Vinland back to Greenland. The Icelanders reacted badly, and she insisted I avenge her honour,” Thorvard of Gardar, my so-called husband, says in an oily voice. “Am I now meant to pay the price for her misdeeds? She was the one who incited conflict between the Icelanders and Greenlanders. She was the one who insisted I axe them down.”

      “He lies,” I spit.

      “Slander has its consequences,” Leif says as he pushes back from his counting table.

      Thorvard’s thin lips slide into a tight grin. He lifts his chin, assuming victory. Outside, we hear a scream followed by the whizzing hiss of whips digging into flesh. I lower my head, feeling a tightness in my chest as I try to stop my hands from trembling. These men are being tortured to clear my name. Bludgeoned so they will talk.

      Leif draws himself up, squints as he glances out the open door. “I swear to you, I’ll whip your men until their bones break to get to the truth,” he thunder-rumbles. “If that doesn’t work, I’ll brand them with my fire irons until they speak. Listen to the three of them out there crying for mercy.”

      I slurp a breath. “Thorvard was the one to steal the Icelanders’ ship and drag me back to Greenland against my will. Why won’t you believe me?”

      “Enough, sister!”

      “He was the one who axed down your fighting men in their sleep! The men were too ill to sail. He killed them in a helpless state.”

      Leif’s eyes wander over to Thorvard as the hearth fire burps out sparks that fizzle-fall. “I should raise the gallows and hang you on the spot for not giving my people the opportunity to defend themselves.”

      Thorvard blinks. “Your sister is a hot-headed bitch who bedded a Skraeling man on Vinland shores,” he counters in a disdainful voice. “She now carries his troll in her womb.”

      Leif’s gaze falls across my pregnant bump. He clears his throat and waves his hand in an effort to banish Loki, the trickster god. “I shall wait to see if Freydis births a changeling or a bairn before I deal with her and give her the punishment she deserves.”

      “Thorvard is the wicked one! He is a crow feeder. He calls himself my husband, but I am only his trophy wife whom he likes to insult and abuse. When you break his men, you will learn the truth. I swear to you, brother, you will call me ‘innocent’ before this day is through.”

      “You are no innocent, Freydis,” Thorvard says with a stiff half-smile.

      Outside, another scream rends the air, shrill and sharp. In silence, Leif turns his back and wanders into the shadows of the longhouse and pours himself a horn of ale.

      “Do you not see your sister’s insolence?” Thorvard fish-flaps.

      Leif’s drinking horn is halfway to his lips. He pauses when he hears approaching feet, scowls when three bloodied men, who can barely stand, are pushed inside with raw slashes crisscrossing their backs.

      “Speak or lose your tongues,” Leif demands. He spiders forward.

      “Freydis did nothing wrong,” one of them blood-mumbles. His eye is black. His lip is fat. There is a laceration on his cheek, dripping blood.

      “Thorvard is the one to blame,” a second one lisps in breathy whispers. His nose is broken. He has lost a tooth. “He murdered the Icelanders and killed your Greenlanders and dragged several of the women outside and had them slaughtered.”

      The third man blinks wildly. Leif’s man prods him fiercely in the back with his knurled weapon. “Speak, you fool!” A harrowing whine slips out, wolf-wild and scared.

      Thorvard glares. “You cowards,” he spits. His face is pasty pale and full of malice. Panic shimmies through my bones.

      With the flick of his wrist, Leif clears the room so that only Thorvard and I remain. “Thorvard, this does not bode well for you,” he whispers in a solemn voice. “If you were tried at the Althing for killing my men, the clan would banish you to the north.”

      There are tingles in my breasts, bolts of pain shooting down my back. I cusp my belly and hold my breath. The baby twists. When I glance down, the fabric of my apron dress worm-wiggles over my hump of rippling flesh.

      “By law, it is your right to bring this case before the Althing,” Thorvard retorts in an angry voice, “but consider this: your sister is pregnant, and the child isn’t mine. I, too, could speak against her at the next Althing and accuse her of adultery. I could have her condemned to a life of exile. She and her bastard child would starve or freeze to death if they were banished to the northern lands.”

      The wind whistles through the door. My knees start shaking; my bones lock up. I study Thorvard: his greased-back hair, his well-manicured hands, his luscious furs.

      “You will lose face if you spread the rumour that I conceived a child with someone else. People will question your manhood. Already no one believes you can sire a child after all these years.”

      “The miscarriages were your fault,” Thorvard quips.

      There is a swell of grief that rumbles in, pounding at the rock wall around my heart. I try to summon my one last sword in a voice as calm as stagnant water. “Your relationship with Ivor, your overseer, could be disclosed.”

      Leif’s head shoots up. He shifts his gaze between the two of us. Then he says, “Accusing Freydis of being unfaithful would be your ruin, Thorvard. I would advise you to lay claim to the bairn for the sake of your own reputation.”

      Thorvard fingers the ornament hanging from his beard. His eyes are such a deep obsidian black that if one looks at him, one could lose oneself and fall into a panic.

      I glance into the rafters.

      Thorvard paces back and forth. “I’ll lay claim, but I won’t raise the child,” he finally says in a dragon whisper that dispels the wafting hearth-fire smoke.

      “I’ll keep the child,” I start to say. Thorvard cuts me off.

      “If it is a boy, the child will inherit my farm when he comes of age.”

      Leif cracks his knuckles with a bone-snap pop. “What will you do if it is a girl?”

      “If it is a girl, Freydis can have her, but when it comes time for this so-called döttir of ours to marry, I want to be the one to receive the bride price.”

      Leif sniffs. The room falls silent. “I won’t bring your case in front of the Althing if you agree to name the child as your own, but you must also agree to these terms: You must never speak ill of my sister. You must never attempt to banish her to the north, and you must never go near her from this day forth. What is more, you must give me all the trading goods you brought back from Vinland – the wine and grapes, the timber and all the pelts from both ships. I will allow you to keep your farm, but you must agree to separate from my sister and set her up on her own lands.”

      “This is robbery!” Thorvard snarls. He kicks over the water skins.

      “I also want a herd of sheep.”

      Thorvard’s jaw tightens; his face turns an ugly shade of red. “I will never agree to what you ask.”

      “You insult me, Thorvard. As the goði of Greenland, I could order your lover’s death. I could make Ivor sing as I pull his nails out one by one. I could set his muscled body on a pyre and watch him burn. Don’t you think it would be better for him to die with honour than to live with shame?”

      Thorvard pales. Leif’s face turns to stone. Thorvard’s body goes very still.

      “The bairn must be raised to think I am the faðir,” my troll of a husband mutters. “The child must never know the truth about what happened on Vinland shores.”

      “You will be faðir in name only,” I snarl like a wolverine.

      “The child must visit me every month at full moon,” he insists.

      “Neinn!”

      “Freydis, don’t be difficult,” Leif warns in a voice that tunnels low. “The child can visit on feast days. I’ll be the chaperone.”

      “I won’t have it.”

      “Thorvard, you must swear an oath,” Leif announces, ignoring me. I glare at him. Leif must think he has protected me from the wolf, Fenrir, the goddess, Hel, and the Midgard Serpent, Jörmungandr, all at once. He couldn’t be more wrong.

      I feel Loki’s presence in the room.
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      On the night of my döttir’s birth, there is a blood moon sparkle-dancing across the sea, spilling moonlight tears. My labour is long and difficult, but when she finally slips into this world, screaming loudly, I think my heart will burst. She is Achak’s child, with a full head of hair, raven-coloured, perfect in every way: cheeks round and full with nut-brown skin and tiny fists clenched up tightly in a ball, as though she is prepared to fight.

      I name her Anja Freydisdöttir.

      By the time she has five summers to her name, Anja can draw a heavy bow string, shoot an arrow straight, and track rabbits faster than the shepherd boys. I teach her how to skin her catches and cure the hides. Together, we honour the spirit of the animal like Achak taught.

      Her faðir, Achak, becomes a distant moon memory, a falling star that once careened across my sky. I never mention him. I swore an oath. To break it would be too dangerous.

      I wear moccasins on feast days when Anja visits Thorvard’s farm. She always returns with gifts from him, and he is generous. He gives her snow-bear pelts and narwhal tusks; soapstone bowls and silken fabrics dyed from madder root; seabirds’ eggs and fresh capelin to roast on an outdoor fire; seashell necklaces and precious stones. When I try to warn her that Thorvard is a wolf, she won’t listen. Thorvard has ensnared her, and she is mole blind.

      When Anja comes of age, Thorvard gives her a set of carved statues of the gods made from walrus tusks. It is her most treasured possession. She likes the one of Freya, goddess of love and beauty, best. When I refuse to place the statue on the longhouse beam above her bed-platform, she calls me “Freydis”. Not mother. Freydis. I am just grateful that this child of mine who stops up my breath – this döttir who has helped me find the softness I thought I’d lost – still chooses to live with me instead of Thorvard of Gardar.

      May the gods protect her.

      She is Raven’s döttir.

      She is my everything.
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          She must risk everything

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Meadowland Maggots

        

      

    

    
      Harpa, 1012 AD

      The smoke from the hearth fire snakes lazily into the rafters of the longhouse and tickles the blackened beams before cloaking the statue of Freya – the goddess of love, beauty and desire. She comes to collect fallen warriors to take them to live in Folkvangr, the grandest of her halls. The carved walrus-tusk figurine, shrouded in clouds of white, intrigues me with her hair gathered in a bun, swept back as if pulled too tightly, her eyes bulging and swollen and popping out of the ivory.

      Freydis glares at me, as if chastising me for being disrespectful, but she, too, has her weirdness. She always goes outside to stare up at the moon god, Máni, with his pox-marked, wan, white-pearl cheeks.

      I sometimes wonder if Freydis becomes a mara when she slips out of the longhouse after the stars come out. Such a terrifying wolf monster makes a body contort, a person’s teeth lengthen into points, one’s nails sharpen. If I knew Freydis was a mara, I could understand why she is always so irritable in the mornings.

      Freydis stirs the pot of seal fat before she plucks the wooden spoon out and points it at me as the steam wafts up:

      “Anja Freydisdöttir, where are you off to now?”

      I stand perfectly still, remembering what Faðir said, holding his words inside like a squirrel hiding nuts, worried that she will see what I am thinking. He knows Freydis keeps me stuck at home, sheltered. He thinks I am worked too hard.

      “Döttir, you must be back before the moon is on the rise.”

      Freydis’s voice, weighted down by worry, shatters the peacefulness in the longhouse. I taste the bitter tang of resentment, wishing I was back on Faðir’s farm. If only I had the courage to voice the words: I am not your döttir! I have never been. You raised me for a price after my real mother died in childbirth on Vinland shores. I am not as blind as you think. Faðir told me everything.

      “Don’t fret, I’ll be careful on my walk through the meadowlands,” I manage to say as I collect my quiver and bowstring from the wall hook and grab my herb basket off the bench.

      “Döttir, listen,” Freydis implores. “A herd of musk ox was spotted at the entrance to the fjord. Be on the lookout. Avoid travelling near the rocks.”

      Her warnings have become as predictable as the tides.

      “If you’re not back before I see the moon, I’ll send Seth out to look for you.”

      The shepherd boy will never find me. I know the hills too well.

      Freydis wipes her brow with her forearm, and a strand of her red hair falls into her eyes. “Take pity, Anja. I’ll fret otherwise,” she says as I pluck my mantle off the hook and slip outside.

      There is a smell of springtime freshness – of growing things, pungent and popping. I quickly climb the narrow path that winds through the hills up towards the cliffs that meet the sea. At the top of the bank, I spot the sheep far off in the distance, their white forms grazing near the fence separating our farm from Uncle’s. Beyond that, Uncle’s longhouse sits on a raised ridge that slopes down to a cold blue ocean where the white-tipped waves lick pans of ice.

      The wind picks up, moaning; the grasses rustle-hiss in the harsh breeze. Harpa, the first month of summer, is almost over and there are still patches of melting snow, dirt-streaked and icy, dotting the rolling hills.

      I make my way across the ridge and down the slope, picking my way over the rock lichens and mosses, looking for young, tender angelica stalks and listening to the wheeling sea birds and chirring insects sweeping through the meadowlands. Freydis’s image floats in fog before my eyes. Does she not realize that with almost fifteen summers to my name, I am a grown woman capable of defending myself? Does she not realize that I can hunt better than most men? She is always doubting me, unlike Faðir. He knows my worth. He would have me live with him if he and Ivor were not away so much arranging to trade their goods. I know he doesn’t want me left alone with his thralls and stable boys. I’ve tried to tell him that I know to be careful and guard my virginity to increase the value of my bride price and the morgen gifu.

      A patch of roseroot catches my eye. As I lean down to harvest the stalks, I find my peace as my fingers pluck out the plant and pinch off the yellow blooms. Roseroot is not angelica, and it will not help with digestion or a runny nose, but I want to bring some to Helga. She can place a clump beside her bed to ward off evil so that her little ones can sleep and her husband won’t lose more hair.

      I stand and shoulder my bag and lift my herb bundle. The sun is directly overhead, leaking light through puffs of clouds tendrilling apart like carded sheep fleece. When I glance up, a rabbit suddenly leaps across my path, startling me so that I almost drop my herbs. Without any conscious thought, my fingers pluck the air to catch them up as the rabbit hop-zips through swishing grasses, high and thick, and darts into a patch of tuckamore. Further up the hill, the sound of men’s voices drifts in my direction amidst the bug-swarm hum. I scan the slope, seeing only patches of loamy green grasses hidden between scattered rocks. At a higher elevation, there is a breath of movement. When two bobbing heads emerge from the bank of fog slithering between two big boulders, I draw in air. I know these two. Grimr and Loki are Corpse-Lodin’s sons, and their reputations stink like sloughs.

      They move like wolves in search of sheep, their guffaws cut short by a burst of foul language. A sudden surge of wind knifes through my mantle and whistles into nothingness. I’ve no desire to be caught out here alone with these two brutes. Faðir wouldn’t approve of it. Freydis would be beside herself.

      “Anja Freydisdöttir, we have need of ye,” Grimr calls. His voice screech-scratches like the swooping gulls.

      With my chin tucked low, I dodge behind a bush, but my mantle gets stuck in thistle weed. I rip it free and continue moving, trying not to swallow bugs as the panic bites sharp like a thousand ant stings.

      My senses sharpen. Just ahead at the base of the slope, the rolling surf kicks up spray as it slams into the seaside rocks and vomits out a foamy scum, yellowed at the edges. Tossing a look behind my back, I will my legs to pick up speed when I see the brothers coming for me at a run. Fear twists through me. The slope is steep; the rocks swirl around my feet. Without stopping, I take a running leap and jump over a low-lying shrub and narrowly miss taking a tumble before my feet half-skip, half-hop down the bank.

      Keep going, run! I tell myself as the slope becomes a lime-green blur, a smudge of mud and dirt and tiny pebbles underfoot. Someone is shouting. Voices echo down the slope. I hold my arms out, balancing with the basket as I careen down the hill, heels sliding on slick rocks that begin to roll. Behind me the brothers are quickly gaining speed.

      “Freydisdöttir, slow down!” the shorter of the two Corpse-Lodin brothers cries as I tumble onto a grassy stretch overlooking a windswept beach. He grunts and reaches for me and pulls me back, panting heavily as if no amount of air could be enough. With a sideways twist, I wriggle free.

      My thoughts ping as I toss a glance to my left where a bank drops off to a beach below where the water is crashing into shore. My ears are popping; my vision blurs.

      There is no time to think, no time to plan. Veering sideways, I propel myself over the bank and pull with me an avalanche of loose pebbles as my ankle twists. Instinctively, I toss the basket and try to brace myself against the fall, but my balance falters and I half-slip and land on the rocky beach, winded and shaken.

      I smell their dirty tunics even before I can fully lift my head. Both wear rough, shit-stained homespun wool trousers. Grimr, a boy not much younger than me, eyes me harshly as Loki leans down with his thick, tattooed arms and pulls me roughly to my feet. I wince. Grimr sneers as he rubs his hand underneath his pimply nose to remove a stream of snot.

      “Look, brother,” he says. He has pox marks covering half his face. “She is truly a wild one, like Freydis.”

      Loki smirks. “Wilder, by the looks of things.”

      Poxface hawks a gob of spit into a patch of nearby shoregrass. “By Odin’s beard, they say this one is cursed. Take care when you touch her, brother.”

      I feel my fists ball up. There is a knife stashed inside my boot. My bow and quiver hang heavily against my back. I reach for the knife.

      “Didn’t Freydis put a hex on Thorvard’s men and kill them in a fit of rage when she went a vyking to Vinland shores? If this one is her döttir, I’d be wary, brother.”

      “The wench was cleared of all wrongdoing, if you can recall,” Loki puffs.

      Poxface slops a breath. “Freydis’s brother is the goði of Greenland, and he protects her. We all know that, but I’ve heard tell that Freydis is a witch and that this girl, here, is not her child by birth.”

      “This is true, brother. Thorvard of Gardar took a Skraeling lover to his bed and sired this wench, but Freydis, Thorvard’s former wife, did not approve.”

      “I thought Freydis axed the Skraeling woman down in a fit of jealousy after she gave birth.”

      “She did,” Loki snorts, as if he knows it all. “That makes this one here a dead woman’s child.”

      “If you ask me, Thorvard should have fed the ravens with Freydis’s blood if she murdered his thralls and stole his newborn child.”

      A raw anger shoots through me, pulsing and humming. I want to scream at them and call them on their vicious lies. Freydis is many things, but she certainly is no murderer. Poxface eyes me quickly.

      “The Skraeling woman probably deserved to die,” Grimr continues. “Watch yerself, brother. If Freydis is a murderess, her so-called döttir might be just as bloodthirsty. Where there is a wolf mother, wolf teeth are near.”

      Loki cracks a tiny smile. I have the urge to fly at him and wring his throat until I see Poxface reaching for his hunting knife. My own weapons hang heavily from my back. What good are they against two of them?

      “Look at Anja’s hair, brother,” Poxface threatens gleefully. I feel my eyes grow wide, my legs become jellyfish. Poxface piddles phlegm through a crack in his front teeth. “Her hair is so black and thick and smooth, she must be half crow. If we sheared off her mane, we’d git new rope.”

      Loki shoots me a stained-tooth grin, and I step back. “I agree, brother, but that bitch-dog, Freydis, might yelp a bit.”

      Poxface looks half-crazed. “I don’t give a snow-bear’s turd what that she-wolf thinks.”

      I am careful to keep a deadpan face, but the anger threatens to geyser up. Poxface unexpectedly grabs my arm and pushes me in the direction of his brother.

      “I’ll thank you for taking your hands off me!”

      “The murderer’s döttir speaks,” Grimr pants excitedly as he leans in closely. He has halitosis of such stench that I snag a breath. “We’ll have to tell Faðir.”

      “Faðir wouldn’t give a rat’s arse. He’s always drunk.”

      “Then we’ll have our fill of her before he gets his turn,” Grimr gloats. “I’ll enjoy listening to her voice-box break.”

      “My uncle is Leif the Lucky,” I cry when I register what they are about to do. I try to struggle free, but Loki’s grip tightens. “My uncle is Leif Eiriksson! He is the goði of Greenland, the clan chieftain.”

      “Leif Eiriksson saved your mother from a life of misery in the north, but he can’t save you,” Loki says as he wraps his grimy hands around my neck and pushes me down into the sand.

      Panicked, I try to scream, but my throat is as dry as summer wind. When I catch a glimpse of Poxface unclasping his hooded cloak and throwing it quickly onto the mucky ground, I find my legs and begin to kick, realizing that my knife is gone.

      Poxface wears filthy trousers, calfskin shoes, and a tunic with a low-hanging belt from which is clasped a pouch of cracked leather, a sax, and a utility knife.

      “Untie your apron dress,” he orders. I flinch when I see his blotchy face, and a chilling scream slips out, pinging up and down the beach, floating up into the hills.

      Loki clasps me so tightly from behind that I am winded. The set of keys dangling from a chain around his thick, ropey neck begins clinking as he fumbles with his trousers. “Shut up!” he orders in a gravelly voice.

      Oh gods! I will be shamed and violated and left for dead!

      I kick with all my might, but my captors are too strong and quick. Grimr falls on top of me and knocks the wind right out of me. I feel the weight of him, heavier than a dead walrus, squashing me as his groping hands snake-slither here and there. Another scream rises in my throat, but his mucky, stinky hand finds my mouth, and he smothers me, and I gag against his stench and struggle to draw in air, wriggling and twitching and trying to shake him off. He is too strong. He crushes me.

      In a tangle of limbs, I lurch forward and drag up my shieldmaiden arm and poke my finger into Grimr’s eye. He yelps, pulls back. I struggle free, but Loki towers over me. My breath comes quickly as I claw for the quiver on my back.. When Loki slaps my cheek, I reel backwards and cry out in pain and touch my face, cupping my cheek protectively. Through stars, I see a hunting knife which Poxface uses to rip open my bodice and expose my breasts. He goes to touch them, and my hands fly up to swat him off, but he grabs my wrists, and I am helpless to stop him from throwing me harshly to the ground and fondling me. Bile rises in my throat, building like a massive wave.

      They turn me over and lift my skirts, and I taste the grit of sand between my teeth. Just as I am bracing myself for a backward mounting, there is a sudden shout from up the hill.

      “You boys are far from home,” Uncle calls down from his horse on the upper banks. He is dressed in black, wearing furs, and his image floats into my periphery as I scramble out from underneath and begin scampering back up the bank. “Best get ye home. I’ve just come from your faðir’s farm. He wasn’t there, but I’m sure he requires help to milk the cows. The villagers tell me you now have the biggest herd.”

      Behind me, I hear a faint, whispered laugh. My head jerks around.

      “We’ve the biggest herd because our old man is always stealing things from lesser men,” Loki chortles low so that only his brother and I can hear. His face is flushed.

      “He steals when he isn’t drunk,” Grimr mutters in reply. He grins at me, and I feel the grime of him still fondling me.

      “Come, niece,” Uncle yells.

      My ankle is throbbing, my cheek is sore. I feel blood trickling from my nose. With shaking hands, I try to claw my apron dress together against the chill as I continue staggering up the bank. As soon as I reach the top, Uncle extends his hand, and in one easy tug, he lifts me onto the back of his handsome steed. “Didn’t I warn you, niece, about the dangers of walking alone in the meadowlands?”

      Something in me shifts, all slimy, as I adjust my grip around Uncle’s waist and feel the gushing guilt spilling into me. Maybe I am too headstrong. Maybe I should not be wandering the hills alone.

      I am not even settled when Uncle suddenly kicks his horse and we lurch forward. “I’ll not speak of this again,” he mutters solemnly. “You are of marrying age, and Thorvard and I have been trying to find you an honourable match. As you know, it has been difficult because of Freydis’s reputation and the rumours about what happened on Vinland shores. You can’t change the destiny that was ordained for you by the Norns, but you can protect yourself from those who want to dishonour you. I will continue in my quest to find you a wealthy husband only if you do your part.” He cranks his neck and eyes me harshly, and when he registers my clammy brow and stricken look, his face softens. “By Odin’s eye, you wouldn’t want to be shackled to a shepherd boy for your entire life – some lean simpleton who likes to think himself a man. Neinn! You are an Eiriksdöttir. You deserve to marry well. You must tame this wild spirit of yours that is always trying to break free and do things on your own. One day you’ll find yourself in peril, and I won’t be there to rescue you.”

      The wind whips his hair into my face. Above our heads, the seagulls are screeching loudly as they dip low.

      “No one will pay the bride price we are asking if you become pregnant as an unmarried maiden,” Uncle continues in his sternest voice. A hard wind rises with a sudden force. “Hear me out, Anja Freydisdöttir: From this day forward, I don’t want you to walk alone in the meadowlands.”

      He must feel my body stiffen. “It is my only joy,” I mumble. “Even Freydis allows me to go into the hills on my own.”

      “Hush now, niece. I will discuss it further with Freydis. You will be with your mother soon enough.”

      “She is no mother to me,” I manage, gathering strength.

      Uncle spurs his horse. “Freydis has tried to give you a comfortable life here on Greenland shores,” he says, tossing the words over his shoulder. “It has not been easy for her, considering that Thorvard disadvantaged her. She has sacrificed much for you.”

      “She has sacrificed nothing,” I mumble into his back.

      “Quiet,” he says so harshly that his horse whinnies.

      I square my shoulders and sit taller in the saddle, but resentment leaves a sour taste, and I have the urge to spit. Uncle hasn’t been there when Freydis’s mood is foul. He has not had to hear her rants or hear the skunk piss she sprays at Faðir. I rarely see him because of her.

      Uncle tilts his shoulders forward, and I feel his muscles harden, his skin perspiring through his tunic beneath his furs. “You will need someone who will not be intimidated by you. No tepid man will have you, niece.”

      “I don’t want just any man to have me, Uncle. He must be brave.” The words come butterflying out, and I snag a breath, surprised by how quickly I can say what Uncle wants to hear. This talk of husbands is getting old. I will offer almost any sacrifice to the gods if I can hold onto my freedom just until the next Jul Blot comes.

      It is not long before the longhouse and the byre, the smokehouse, the smithy, and the storage sheds come into view. The familiarity of our farm threatens to compromise the firm control I’ve managed to maintain. The last thing I want is for Freydis to fret and fuss like she always does.

      “Your bodice is in a state,” Uncle says awkwardly when we finally stop and he is helping me slide off his placid horse. When he takes his own fur mantle and wraps it firmly around my shoulders for modesty, I feel my face flush hot.

      “Will you tell Freydis what happened?”

      “Neinn,” he says, but he is so annoyed, he can’t look at me. At the door to the longhouse, he stops and turns and forces me to enter first.

      In the great room, I am met with the enticing aroma of well-cooked stew. There is a man standing in front of the hearth fire with his back to us, talking in a loud, brusque voice. On the pinkie of his left hand, he wears a large lapis lazuli ring that speaks of wealth – perhaps the wealth of a merchant who comes from across the northern sea. Freydis is sitting stiffly on her dais, listening to him pontificate. When he grabs a breath, she quickly stands.

      “Come, Anja,” she chirps. “We have a guest.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Bloodshot Eyes, Blood-Orange Skies

        

      

    

    
      At the sight of his face and well-dressed form, I draw in air and force myself to step back into the shadows. Quickly, I grab Uncle’s arm. “What is Grimr and Loki’s faðir doing here?”

      Uncle’s face is inscrutable as he takes me by the elbow and steers me forth. “Corpse-Lodin must have business here. Stop fretting, niece.”

      Olafur Corpse-Lodin is an old man, seasoned by years of hardship but dressed in the finest furs. Around his neck he wears a string of beads with a runic brooch featuring a red glass gemstone. When he steps forth, he grasps Uncle’s wrist and forearm in greeting before sliding his gaze in my direction. Before forcing myself to bob my head, I study his thinning, long hair and his scraggly beard, peppered grey and covering a pointed chin.

      “Olafur is here to discuss the sale of sheep,” Freydis says dryly. “He claims to be desperate to purchase my best ram.”

      “Freydis has no intention of selling that ram,” Uncle says matter-of-factly. Corpse-Lodin lifts his eyebrows. “The beast in question established dominance on this farm a long time ago. It is not up for trade.”

      “I told your sister I’d pay twice what the beast is worth.”

      “Owning that animal would not serve you well at this time of year. The tupping usually occurs late in the summer around Tvímánuður.”

      “Isn’t that unusual? My sheep breed all year round,” Olafur says as he flicks a strand of his uncombed, matted hair over his balding spot. He has a bulbous nose marked by battle scars, and the bags under his slitted eyes are smudged purplish-black. He licks broken lips and strips my body with his eyes.

      “Come here, Anja,” Freydis says curtly, searching for the herb basket I should have in my possession. When I don’t move, her eyes sweep over me. “You came from collecting herbs in the meadowlands, did you not, döttir?”

      “I did,” I manage weakly. Beside me, Uncle bristles.

      “Anja took a fall. I found her at the bottom of a hill,” he says in his deep baritone. Freydis blanches and scurries forth. To avoid her, I quickly dodge behind the loom. I am aware that Corpse-Lodin is watching me, and I fumble with my furs, attempting to hide my torn bodice.

      “You should go clean up,” Uncle mutters as I snake-slip between two rows of posts running the length of the longhouse. I am almost at my bedchamber when Uncle’s voice stops me cold: “Anja, you’ll return for dinner and do your duty and help your mother serve the meal.”

      I slowly turn. Freydis blinks. Her face is flushed.

      “The maiden should join us now,” Corpse-Lodin says. He is studying me with his rheumy eyes.

      “Supper is a long way off,” Freydis declares in an unnatural voice that seems to come from far away.

      “Well then, mistress, I hope you’ll tap one of your kegs of wine. I hear tell that your Vinlandic wine is very good.”

      The mice scurrying in the walls catch my attention, and I push my way through the partition into my dark bedchamber. I can barely feel my breasts, numb from the groping, and my knees are scraped and bleeding. In the other room, Corpse-Lodin is guffawing like a donkey. The faces of his two sons skip across my thoughts like chucked stones skimming the surface of a lake. I can still smell their stink, still feel their groping fingers touching goosebumped flesh, still hear their chortles ringing in my ears like the salty waves of a churning sea, swishing and pounding into shore. When I look down, my hands are shaking, and I feel the cold creeping up my back.
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      Corpse-Lodin is drunk by the time dinner is served, but not too drunk to admire my clean hangerock. It was a gift from Faðir. The linen has been died blood red.

      “Did I tell you, Leif, that I recently purchased a thrall valued at twelve ore?” Corpse-Lodin sniffs.

      “Why did you pay so much?” Uncle asks. “No thrall of mine is worth five hundred yards of homespun cloth.”

      “I was in need of a new bed slave,” Corpse-Lodin says. He takes another gulp of wine and then reaches over me to grab a chunk of bread. I catch a glimpse of his rotten teeth and smell the stench of his sweat. When I pull back, Freydis tosses a look and frowns. “Thorvard advised me to go see his man, a merchant by the name of Kjaran who has a fine collection of bed slaves up for sale. I understand his women are shipped from Norway once a year.”

      “I’ve heard,” Uncle replies dryly. “Doesn’t Kjaran breed sheep as well? Perhaps you could obtain your ram from him? They say he barters fairly, for what it’s worth.”

      “I will approach the man,” Corpse-Lodin mumbles as he stuffs another piece of seal meat into his mouth. He glances up, slurps in the blubber, and starts chewing loudly. “Even though I talk of bed slaves, it’s a wife I seek.”

      “I’ve heard,” Leif says.

      Corpse-Lodin smears the seal grease off his lips and leans back and gropes his crotch. Then he turns and spits a string of seal fat on the floor. My stomach churns.

      “I stopped in at your farm,” Uncle says as he picks at his stew. “I wanted to offer my condolences. It’s always difficult to lose a wife, but you are fortunate that the illness didn’t spread to your kinsmen.”

      Freydis sits up taller in her chair: “May your wife enjoy an afterlife in the holy mountain of Helgafjell.”

      Corpse-Lodin nods. His eyes are bloodshot; he slurs his words.

      “Will you send raiding parties to plunder the northern regions during Sólmánuður and Heyannir again this year?” Uncle asks as he takes another bite of stew.

      “There is much profit in it,” Corpse-Lodin sighs. “I’m sure I’ll return with many pelts and ivory pieces and narwhal tusks. Every year, I sell the tusks for many times their weight in silver. Narwhal tusks are in great demand.”

      “For their magical powers?” Freydis asks.

      “For curing melancholia and neutralizing poison, as only one such as yourself would know.”

      Freydis’s hawk eyes turn cold. Uncle cautions her discreetly with his hand. In his drunken state, Corpse-Lodin pays no attention. “Perhaps I should fetch my own cup from my horse’s saddle bag,” he says as he spears another piece of meat. “’Tis made out of narwhal tusk to negate the effects of any poison slipped into my drink.”

      Uncle stops eating. “Despite the rumours being spread, my sister would never poison you.”

      “Good,” he says. “Tell her to pour more wine then.” He makes to stand but almost falls. Instinctively, I reach out to steady him. His breath has a strong, sweet, musty smell – the smell of belches, the smell of death.

      “Leave him be, Anja,” Freydis mutters sternly. She quickly stands and clears the trenchers, and I unstick myself from his elbows. Corpse-Lodin is so drunk, he sways unsteadily on his feet. When he manages to sit back down, another stinky burp slides out in a deep rumble.
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      We are still not rid of Corpse-Lodin by the time the bats come out and the midnight sun sinks into the western sky. When Corpse-Lodin leaves the longhouse to go and relieve himself, he leaves the door open and rays of golden light stream down from a marbly, blood-orange sky.

      “Leif, do you not think it’s time to take him home?” Freydis asks as I begin collecting the drinking horns. Her mouth is set in a grim line, and she looks fatigued with her badger eyes.

      “He’ll not be able to steer his horse.”

      “Then take him to your farm next door. You’re the goði! You must know how to deal with difficult men like him. I’ll not have Anja listening to that buffoon all night.”

      “We can’t afford to anger him.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s arse if I offend that piece of dung!”

      “Calm yourself, sister. I might want to strike a trading deal with him. Corpse-Lodin is a shrewd merchant when he is sober. I’ve heard he is quickly amassing wealth.”

      “His raiding is notorious,” Freydis snaps. “Magnus recently told me that he takes pleasure from counting up the women he rapes before he sets their longhouses on fire.”

      “Freydis, you exaggerate,” Uncle chastises. “Be reasonable. You’ve always had an eye out for trouble.”

      “I’m telling you, brother, it’s what I heard.”

      “I, myself, do not always believe what I hear. You, of all people, should know that. When you returned from Vinland, did I not listen to your tale? Was I not fair? Did I not support you? By the gods, Corpse-Lodin likes to drink and blister ears, but he has done nothing inappropriate.”

      The room is spinning. I slink onto the nearest stool. The weight of the day’s events is taking its toll. All I want is to be excused.

      “Anja is tired,” Freydis says as Corpse-Lodin stumbles back into the room and weaves his way over to the nearest bench. He is stooped over, old-man-like, backlit by the bloated, midnight sun.

      “I’ll stoke the fire before I retire,” I manage as I haul myself up. Uncle clears his throat.

      “You’ll stay with us until our guest has left.”

      “My leg is sore,” I plead in a voice that avalanches into a whine.

      “Let her be,” Freydis murmurs as I hobble in the direction of the kindling box which contains heaps of peat moss and some of the last remnants of Freydis’s Vinlandic wood. On the way, I stop to pick up an empty jug, but as I am lifting it, Corpse-Lodin reaches out and pulls me close.

      “I’ll take a horn of ale,” he says. He is a bibulous fool. I glance at him disgustedly. I cannot shake the smell of him off me: the piss and bile, the wine, his sweat.

      “Uncle, we are almost out of ale,” I sputter, trying to pull myself free of him.

      “Are you a gambling man, Corpse-Lodin?” Uncle asks, eyeing us. “Freydis will challenge you to a game of hnefatafl if you are up for it?”

      “Not now, surely?” Freydis says as she rises stiffly. She quickly comes towards me and takes the empty jug from my hands. In the process, she tugs me free. There is a soreness flaming down my back, a buzzing throb in my ankle and in my knee. I set my jaw, waiting for further instructions.

      “Let’s place a wager on the game,” Uncle says dryly. “Freydis will play for a stack of pelts from your looted stores. If she loses, you can take a thick-haired goat from her.”

      Freydis shoots a quiverful of ghost arrows into Uncle’s chest.

      “I’m in no state,” Corpse-Lodin mutters irritably. “Besides, if I play, Freydis would have to wager more than that to make the game worth my while.”

      “Just name your price,” Uncle says indifferently.

      “My price is always fair,” Corpse-Lodin grins licentiously as his eyes sweep across my chest. A shadow falls across Freydis’s face.

      “Hnefatafl would take too long, and it is growing late,” Freydis says in a voice as cold as the ocean waters after the ice melt.

      Corpse-Lodin wheezes in a wad of snot. “How is it that you learned how to play hnefatafl?” he lisps. “It’s such a game of strategy.”

      “Anja plays an even better game,” Uncle quickly says. “I can’t beat her. She seems to have a mind for it.”

      “Women shouldn’t play games that require them to conquer things,” Corpse-Lodin mumbles as he gestures for me to bring more wine.

      “To conquer kings is what you mean,” I stammer, and Uncle frowns. I feel a flush moving into my cheeks.

      Corpse-Lodin drops his elbow to his knees and lets his head fall into his hands. When he begins to rub his temple with his thumb, Uncle quickly pulls Freydis and me into the shadows where the moths are sleeping on the posts.

      “When Corpse-Lodin passes out, the two of you will have to help me drag him to his horse.”

      “Anja can barely walk,” Freydis breathes.

      Behind us, Corpse-Lodin is muttering and swearing as though speaking to shadow ghosts. Uncle turns. He looks perturbed.

      “Come, Corpse-Lodin, it’s time to leave,” he decrees.

      Freydis’s face is awash in eerie light cast by the glowing embers of a dying hearth fire. She blinks as Uncle marches up to Corpse-Lodin and hooks him by the elbow and hauls him up, swearing underneath his breath. I scramble up, knowing without being told that it is my job to clear a path.

      Just as I am moving past the hnefatafl board that sits illuminated in whale-oil lamp shadows, the light flickers, scattering gaming ghosts. It is almost as if the board whisper-shouts, as if unseen giants who are worthy opponents are shivering expectantly, waiting for me to overlook what is crucial. The king has a clear path forward unless he is blocked.

      I feel the urge to make the move and win the game in Loki style until I hear Uncle’s words jiggling around my head, almost as though he is taunting me:

      No tepid man will have you, niece.

      Behind me, Freydis swears. I snag a breath and make the move.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Bone Dealings

        

      

    

    
      In the coming weeks, the weather suddenly turns warmer. Freydis and I work side-by-side planting herbs and shearing sheep, but she is tight-lipped and irritable. I can’t begin to guess what ails her, so I leave her be. Her burdens are not mine to carry.

      On the day Uncle sends his messenger to fetch me, the goats are birthing kids. The messenger is a boy-man-child, all legs and arms. His voice is high and scratchy, about to break. When Freydis sees him, she glances at my mud-splattered apron dress.

      “The goði said he has an important message for Anja Freydisdöttir. He needs her to attend alone.”

      Freydis closes her eyes. “Leave then,” she says to me. Her hands are shaking; her face looks grey.

      “You’ll be hard pressed to manage the goats without me,” is all I say.

      “Go,” she breathes. “Your uncle doesn’t like to be delayed.”

      I follow the messenger across the newly tilled fields, feeling the faintest tremor in my chest, an excitement building in my bones. I can’t stop thinking about why Uncle wouldn’t come for me, himself. He knows what we go through at this time of year.

      As soon as I arrive in his counting chamber, Uncle sits back and inspects me. His arms are crossed, he tilts his head, his face is as hard as iron ore. There is a tiny spider crawling across his boot. “Thorvard is asking for you.”

      Something eases in my gut. I can scarcely speak. I swallow carefully, fingering the fabric of my apron dress. “You know how much I long to see Faðir, but the goats are birthing, Uncle, and as you know, a first-timer’s udder doesn’t always bulge and it’s sometimes difficult to tell when the delivery is getting close. Freydis will need my help if she is to make any profit from the sale of the kids this year.”

      “Freydis’s overseer can help. Magnus is competent.”

      “Freydis will want to know why I’ve been summoned. Spring is such a busy time, and this is not a feast day.”

      Uncle laces his fingers together and studies me in silence, and I try not to breathe. “You know how Thorvard gets when he hasn’t seen you for a while. Freydis always disapproves of your visits to Thorvard’s farm so I’ve told her I will accompany you.”

      “Is this about my betrothal?” I ask, tasting defiance in my tone. I have no desire to be married off. Having a husband would only keep me in the women’s room, and I like the freedom to wander into the meadowlands and collect my herbs.

      Uncle stands. “Thorvard is expecting us,” is all he says. “I’ve asked my thrall to bring the horses round.”

      Outside, Seth is calling for the sheep. Quickly, I collect myself. Uncle goes to retrieve his sword and gather up a sack he’s packed. When he returns, he brings me a basket for collecting herbs.

      Uncle’s men are waiting for us by the gate. There are questions forming in my head, itching more fiercely than mosquito welts, but I bite my tongue. I am pleased that Faðir finally called for me. The last time I saw him was at the end of the harvest season during the feast of Winter Nights when the veil between the worlds was thin. Faðir hallowed the last sheaf in the field and then relinquished his land to the ghosts and trolls for the winter months. His great deeds were toasted, and he had his skalds tell tales of old, including the saga of his voyage to Vinland across the northern sea. On that night, we honoured the ancestors and Hela, the goddess of the dead, and Mordgud, the guardian of the underworld, and Nidhogg, the corpse-eating dragon, and Hlin, the goddess of grief.

      Then the snows came and the route between our farm and his was blocked, so I was forced to miss celebrating the Jul and the Feast of Ostara with him. For many months, I have been cooped inside a smoky longhouse with Freydis and her thralls, listening to the howling wind and missing Faðir, missing the life that could have been if Freydis hadn’t rejected him. He says he tried to love her, that he was a good husband and a good provider. All he ever wanted was to keep our family together, but Freydis stole me away from him. She gained a farm in payment for the care of me after my real mother died, because he had no one else who could look after me. When I think of it, my stomach sours.

      “I am anxious to see Faðir,” I mutter into Uncle’s back. He doesn’t turn.

      We ride hard, turning our backs from the sea to follow a path that leads through lush meadowlands full of hardy plants: broad-leaf fireweed, bog blueberry, heather and mosses in a wealth of colours that spread across the stony soil and sandy riverbeds. I can’t seem to settle even when Uncle lets me stop to collect a bundle of mayweed flowers which will be useful for mixing a digestive to combat flatulence. Later, when I am forced to leave behind a clump of comfrey because the long, hairy, deep-green leaves, tucked along the ridges of a riverbank, are too hard to reach, my mood turns sour.

      That night we camp at the mouth of a river that splits into a slow-flowing channel with muddy banks. The men are jovial as they sit around the outdoor fire, but I am tired. After pinching off the mayweed flowers and setting the stalks to boil, I still can’t fall asleep.

      “When morning comes and you are weary, all will be as burdensome as ever,” Uncle says. “Your mother will manage the birthing fine.” He sits down beside me as the outdoor fire sizzle-spits.

      “The overpowering odour from Anja’s herbs will help drive the bugs away tonight,” a man by the name of Hrut announces as he swats away the mosquito swarms.

      “That concoction is sure to cleanse any body of venom and pestilence,” Arild pipes up. He is the youngest of Uncle’s men – a strapping brute, tall and broad-shouldered with plates for hands. He is standing in the firelight brushing his fine horse, a black stallion with a diamond-shaped splash of white on its nose.

      When the men aren’t looking, Uncle leans in closely. “Watch yourself around that one.” He flicks his chin in Arild’s direction. “He is known for deflowering maidens, and I won’t let that happen on my watch.”

      I am struck by the way Uncle sets his jaw and looks at me with the midnight sun haloing him golden. Arild is handsome, but he is no threat. Uncle doesn’t realize that Freydis has trained me to defend myself. Still, I barely sleep that night surrounded by Uncle’s wolf pack, these men whose farts and burps give off such stench that even the mosquitoes disappear.

      Arild is already up when I rise at dawn to make the porridge. He steals a glance and tosses a half-smile, and I busy myself with the water flasks. “Thorvard of Gardar gifted me with a horse last year,” he sputters, almost shyly. “Your Faðir is a generous man. I did nothing to earn the prize. Truly, I am well-favoured by your family.”

      I lower my eyes and say nothing. There is a coolness in the springtime air.

      “I would hope that your goodly mother thinks highly of me as well,” Arild continues. I glance at Uncle who is just getting up.

      “I should go,” I manage nervously.

      “Your Faðir’s horse means the world to me,” Arild says. I nod, feeling the heat spreading in my cheeks. “I will be a great breeder one day, a man deemed worthy enough to take a high-born maiden for a wife. I could give a woman the freedom she desires.” His eyes meet mine.

      When it comes time to serving the gruel, I give Arild extra, and he looks at me as if we share a secret, as if our brief exchange meant something more than what was said.

      That day, I can’t seem to dismiss Arild from my thoughts as we pass through clumps of blooming, spiky, yellow-flowered gorse on the way to Faðir’s farm. Arild rides ahead on his horse with his head held high and an axe swinging from his belt. For a moment, I wonder what it would take to care for such a man and then I give my head a shake. I want more white-water rapids before I settle down and claim a life of oblivion.

      When, at last, we enter Faðir’s yard, we are greeted by a group of thralls who are working over a cauldron cleaning debris from sheep’s wool, newly shorn. The steam from the soupy broth puffs up into their sweat-soaked faces as they heave heavy sticks of woollen fibres in and out of dirty water. Beside them, the wool carders are seated on the ground, chatting as they brush and clean the fibres. When Uncle calls out greetings, Faðir’s clansmen stop their work and come to welcome us to Gardar.

      In the quickly gathering crowd, Uncle is the centre of attention. He smiles and nods, listening with his goði’s ear. I wait and wait, letting frustration fatten and impatience shimmy through my bones. When Ivor, Faðir’s trusted overseer, finishes telling Uncle all the news and finally acknowledges me with a nod, I grab Uncle’s arm.

      “Will you come in to see Faðir with me? I am hesitant to go inside alone. Faðir doesn’t like it when I appear unannounced.”

      “You’re being foolish, Anja,” Uncle replies, but he seems to be weighing what he should do. When he glances up, he meets Ivor’s stare straight on. “It seems strange that Thorvard isn’t here.”

      Ivor looks around, frowning as if he is trying to remember where he saw Faðir last.

      Without another word, Uncle guides me towards the open door of the longhouse where it is dark, and inside some orb-weaver’s web is dangling from the top of the lintel, half-destroyed. I am so excited that my mouth tastes of linen, my armpits stink.

      The great room is dimly lit by a hearth fire that runs between two rows of benches ending at an elaborately carved dais which has been covered over in rare, sought-after pelts. On either side of the dais, two pillars rise into the rafters. Faðir is sitting on the dais. In the dim light, his scarred face looks stern as he pulls on his braided beard and toys with the beard ring holding the hairs in place.

      There is a woman who is kneeling and whimpering at Faðir’s feet – a thrall who is poorly dressed in a garment of coarse, undyed fabric with no ornamentation. Faðir yanks violently on the fetters around her neck. As I beetle closer, I notice a vicious welt on her cheek that marks the beginning of a nasty bruise. Clearly, she is a thrall of the lowest status.

      “Greetings, my good brother!” Faðir calls upon seeing us. “I owe you thanks for bringing Anja to my farm. I hope the path was clear of ice and snow. Spring is certainly late this year.” He flashes the warmest smile, and my heartbeat quickens and tears well up.

      Faðir is oblivious to his snivelling thrall. He turns to Uncle: “You arrive in a timely fashion to advise me on how to deal with this mewling piece of property who beseeches me to have pity on her useless son.”

      Uncle eyes the thrall. “’Tis within your right
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