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Pro Christo Domino

And

In Memoriam

Henry Morrison

A prince among agents and a prince among men.


And so we say farewell,

My lass from a far land

And I.

I to take a well-trod road,

She, the un-trod sky.

Lay down the sword

My father gave, take up the Word

That cuts more finely.

Where dragons play and fishes fly

And fig trees bear sweet fruit,

Pluck Wisdom’s words from ancient lines;

Sweet grapes from tangled vines,

So long a road.

My lady flies on sunlit wings

And I

My earthbound psalter sing.

Between my Master and my love.

from The Saga of Floki Magnusson

circa 900 (?) AD

 

He shall drink from the stream by the wayside

and therefore he shall lift up his head.

Kethuvim
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Chapter One

The mast!

Gil woke to a sound he remembered too well: a splintering crack, louder than the thunderclaps rending the sky overhead. Exhausted from his long watch, he had just closed his eyes … the night was still black, the rain drenching, the relentless gale shrieking in the shrouds….

“Warrior, awaken!”

“The mast!” Gil shouted, his voice muffled by a soft darkness veiling his face.

“You dream, Warrior. The mast is sound. No wind blows. Look up.”

Gil pawed at the darkness and his hands clutched a tangle of damp black hair. Janetta stirred in her sleep beside him. Softly stroking the hair aside, Gil sat up in his sleeping bag and peered around in the strange dim light.

The few faint stars told him it was midnight, but above the masthead, the sky was dawn green. The rough pine mast swayed gently; the gaff-rigged sail, peaceful as a dove’s wing. All around, low-lying fog shrouded the calm sea. From somewhere beyond, an odd, distant rumble rivalled the snores of the sleeping knight, Palamedes.

“Surf?” Gil murmured, squinting into the mist.

“No, Warrior.” Floki lounged against the rail, his hand light on the tiller. “Nor does it sound of it. Your mind is yet in that other place.”

“I’ve dreamt of it every night,” said Gil.

… alone at the helm, racing up the wild Canadian coast, spray-drenched, the little catboat bold as a longship beneath his hand … and then out of the darkness, the rogue sea: one, two, three crests meeting, merging, building a wave taller than the mast, blacker than the night, and solid as a wall when they hit …

… pitched from his bench, the tiller flung from his hands, green water churning over him, he saw the bow go under … then the deadly swish of the jibing boom, the crack like a felled tree, and it was over. The catboat wallowed in cross seas, her mast a shattered stump, sail and rigging dragging astern ….

And at his side, soft laughter. “Earl Broadaxe? Call for oars.”

Gil closed his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t believe you laughed,” he said.

“Of course I laugh. My earl on his arse in the bilge.” He cuffed Gil’s head, laughing more. “Besides, what harm is done? We see a new shore, fell a sturdy tree, and hew a fine new mast. And feast on the deer your lady brings down in the forest.”

He smiled up at the mast, and briefly at Janetta, snuggled in her sleeping bag. “You think too much, Gil Broadaxe. When a man sleeps in the arms of a beautiful woman, he should dream not of ships, but of love.”

“Tell me about it,” Gil muttered under his breath. He crawled out of the sleeping bag, stood, stretched, and winced. Picking his way around his still sleeping companions, he settled beside the Northman at the helm, stiff as an old warrior by the longhouse fire.

They had slept aboard since leaving their last landfall, five days before. Now, far beyond the sight of any shore, they followed a course Floki read in the stars and the sea, the shoals of fish and the passage of birds, aligning all to the map he carried only in his mind.

Five days of steady sailing and five nights of open sea, rolling deck boards, a rough tenting of tarpaulin the only shelter, and sleep, snatched between watches, tormented by dreams.

He had indeed dreamt of ships, and in the timeless, placeless illogic of dreams, the thousand years between his two worlds became one sea on which past and present sailed.

One moment he was aboard the South Bay Cat, Jack of the Beach, setting out from the Connecticut shore, and the next, on a stolen longship, fleeing the Frankish fortress of Mont Tombe.

Then he was helming Silver Dragon to Norway, with Ivan and Brian and Dave playing King’s Table below the steersman’s bench. Arrows set to string, Floki and Gudrun faced each other; their dueling ground the Lookout Rocks of Greene Mountain Falls.

Chieftains argued in his childhood bedroom, and in the longhouse beyond, Bergljot danced, white headdress flying, the blood-stained Irish battle axe cradled in her arms.

And then he was Cat, fleeing Jocelyn Guidbairn through the muinntir of Camelot, with Janetta, in jeans and tee-shirt, and cat-ear headband, at his side. Then, riding Lionheart on the tournament ground in Francia, with all the knights of the melee on black chargers, with flashing blue eyes.

Once more he helmed the fishing skiff to the Holy Isle, and above the roaring of the rousts heard Janetta calling his name. But the mast had broken, the tide-race had him, the sea closing over his head. And he was Hamund of Gauk’s Isle, sinking forever into the night.

He woke, shouting and sweating and afraid to sleep again, but the worst dream, the dream of utter exhaustion, came then. He was yet in Merlin’s Tower amid the flames and they had never crossed the Underwater Bridge to Tir nan Og. He was dead, ash and bones, and all this impossible journey a creation of his dying mind, dreamed in his final breath.

“Warrior, you make so sorrowful a face in your sleep, I think to throw sea water over you, to cheer you!”

“Throw it,” Gil said grimly. “I’d be glad.”

The sound came again, a loud crack followed by another roar. Gil peered into the low mist veiling the still grey sea. The light strengthened overhead, the sky turning blue. The sea fog thinned and he thought he glimpsed shadows beyond. Again, his mind returned to Mont Tombe.

Then the mist suddenly parted, shredding like torn cloth, and before him lay a wall of white. “Snow?” he murmured uncertainly. The air was mild and sweet as spring.

“Ice.”

Gil stared at the glistening wall. “Is it Iceland?”

Floki smiled. “Well, you might wish it. No. Nor is it Tir nan Og. This is the land that lies between.”

“Greenland,” said Gil, stunned that they had sailed so far, and had yet so far to sail.

“So it is named on your map of the square world,” Floki agreed. He let the tiller go to mime the shape of a globe with his hands.

Gil grinned. “You’re not going to let me off about that, are you?”

“No. I do not,” Floki grinned cheerfully. “Warrior,” he said then, “do you recall the Ab of Candida Casa? Who plays with his skiff beneath my dragon’s wing?”

Gil nodded, his eyes yet on the wall of ice. “You said you’d make a Northman of him.”

“Yes. I do not yet succeed. But that great seaman sails here, with his brethren, in boats of hide, scarce the length of this. He tells me of it. How these fine rivers of ice come down from the mountains. And, in the summer, like Northmen’s wives, they send their children to sea!

“I wish, also, to see this. So, I take us northward, that I might.” He adjusted the tiller slightly and returned his placid gaze to the ice.

“Great,” Gil said sourly. “The scenic route.”

Floki laughed. “Look! Look upon it, Gil Broadaxe! When you are white-haired, and teetering on the steersman’s bench, while some lad not yet born helms your ship, you remember this!”

Gil thought suddenly of Rob, hobbling down the Connecticut pier, too lame and stiff to climb into his beloved Jack of the Beach. And so, he gave her to me. He glanced down at Janetta smiling in her sleep, tried and failed to imagine a time when they, too, would be old, and said only “Right.” But he looked dutifully up at the frozen white ramparts, lit now by the first rays of the dawn sun.

He was aware, then, of a new sound; not the rumble of floating ice at the foot of the wall, but a groaning coming from within the wall itself. The ice seemed to tilt toward them, like a ship rolling over a sea, and the groaning grew louder. “Ah, Floki,” he muttered, “Is that supposed to happen…?”

The sound came a third time, a thunderous crack, echoing from the hidden cliffs beyond, and a mighty roar that woke Palamedes from his own rumbling. He sat up, joyfully searching the sky. “A Beast?” he cried hopefully, but Gil’s eyes were fixed, horrified, on a great slab of the ice, breaking free, hanging at an impossible angle, then plunging forward toward the sea.

“Turn her!” he shouted, as the ice disappeared in a fountain of spray. But Floki had already swung the tiller, bringing the catboat’s bow around to face the onslaught of displaced water.

Gil flung himself over Janetta, holding her tight as green sea swept over them, flooding the cockpit, snatching at loose oars, plucking at clothing, drenching his salt sticky hair.

Then it was gone, leaving their little vessel bobbing gently in the same calm, grey sea. Beside them, the great slab of ice settled like a newly launched ship. At the helm, Floki struggled to tighten the sheet, so hard was he laughing.

“Now?” Gil shouted, wiping wet hair from his eyes. “This is funny, too?” He still held Janetta in his arms, both of them sitting in water up to their waists.

“Ah, Warrior,” Floki cried gleefully. “Look! The child of the ice. Good sailing, little Viking!” he called to the fledgling iceberg. “A fine voyage south!” Then he swung the tiller, heading southward, also, and nodded to the half-filled cockpit. “Earl Broadaxe? Bail.”
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The fishing trawler loomed out of the fog, the ghost of a ship, but for the rumble of her engines and the angry voices of her crew.

“I’m sorry!” Gil shouted across the scant twenty feet of water between them.

“Where are your lights? We almost run you down!” The man at the trawler’s rail wore a thick blond beard and spoke with an oddly familiar accent.

“I’m sorry,” Gil said again.

He had known the trawler was out there; heard the throb of her engines from far off and seen her running lights. But the fog deadened sound and confused vision; he’d been sure he was far enough out to pass safely unnoticed.

They were, as always, sailing well offshore, far enough that on clear days the heights of the cliffs and mountains inland dwarfed even the larger harbor towns, and the pure white of the ice cap glinted in the distance beyond. But, when curious about the alien landscape, unlike any he had known in either of his worlds, Gil attempted to bring them closer, Floki forbade it.

“Lest they fear we are raiding,” he smiled slightly. “We would not trouble their sleep.”

Janetta giggled, looking up at their small sail. “Surely we are not that frightening?”

“Ah, perhaps not, Wildcat,” Floki agreed, “But only because they do not know who we are. Now, had Earl Broadaxe brought the pennant from Silver Dragon’s mast, then they would tremble by their hearths.”

“Sure of it,” said Gil, with his own small smile. But he kept obediently to Floki’s off-shore course, only occasionally glimpsing buildings and vehicles in the distance.

Avoiding land was one thing. Harder by far was avoiding the sea-traffic in the busy shipping lanes along the coast; the fishing trawlers, oil tankers and freighters whose rumbling engines and faint lights were the only sign of their presence in the night of the fog. And whose size was all the more intimidating when seen in clear light.

“Polled cattle,” Floki dismissed the freighters and trawlers for their lack of masts. But the great tankers still baffled him. “A ship as long as the Spear Isle, bearing fuel for other ships’ bellies? And above,” he nodded to the catboat’s well set sail, “The wind blows free for every man.”

“Sometimes it doesn’t blow,” Gil reminded him. And, indeed, they had been long days becalmed on this summer journey.

“That is why men have oars and strong backs.” Floki looked out again over the sea where every change of color, or height of wave, or line of foam seemed to tell him something.

They had left all sight of land behind now, sailing as far south of their course as they had to the north. When Gil protested it, Floki laughed and bade him turn the bow eastward. “You see?” he looked up at the luffing sail as they lost all way. “It is like the tide race of the Holy Isle. The sea here runs faster toward us, than we can sail against it, even on this fine wind. But out there,” he waved a hand lightly as Gil returned to his course, “where the gulls gather and the fish feed, the tide turns and we ride it home.”

But before they reached that place, the fog, which had so often accompanied them, swept in again, obscuring it, and obscuring the trawler now blocking his way.
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“American?” The blond bearded man peered at Gil through wisps of mist.

“Sort of,” Gil agreed.

Two other trawler men joined the first and they spoke together, glancing at Jack of the Beach’s masthead, where indeed no golden pennant flew. Nor, Gil was uncomfortably aware, any flag at all. His own eyes flicked to the trawler’s ensign: red, with a cross of blue and white.

“You sail from Godthaab?” one of the newcomers called. Gil shook his head.

“Holsteinborg?” the second man asked.

Gil shrugged and the three began talking among themselves, not in English, but in another language, again familiar, but beyond his understanding.

“I would speak with them,” Floki stepped quietly to his side. “They will know these waters.”

Gil thought suddenly of a day on their voyage to Rome; Floki and the Danish Viking, Halfdan, poring over a map of the Roman Sea, drawn in the dust of a Moorish courtyard. One seaman to another. “Sure,” he said. But when Floki addressed the trawler’s crew, he spoke not in English, but in Norse.

The three men looked puzzled and then muttered together, with quick glances across the water.

“Talk in English,” Gil whispered. “They don’t understand you.”

“They understand me,” Floki smiled patiently.

The blond bearded man leaned over the rail toward them and called, “Icelander?”

Floki smiled again but said nothing.

“Iceland?” Another man reverted to his accented English. “You sail to Iceland? You are insane. You never make it.”

Floki smiled and nodded blankly.

“He says we’re crazy to try,” Gil whispered.

“I hear his words. It is better if he thinks I do not.” He smiled his innocent smile and said in English, “How many days?” He waved a hand lightly to the east.

“Iceland? In that?”

“No. In that.” Floki pointed to their trawler.

The blond man shrugged, shook his head and held up four fingers very slowly, as if explaining to a child. “Four?” Then he added a fifth with another shrug, “Five? But not in that!” he protested.

A second man stepped forward then. He was small and dark, older and thoughtful. “Throw us your bowline,” he called gently. “We tow you into Godthaab.” He waved a curt hand in the direction of the unseen Greenlandic port.

Floki smiled cheerfully and gave a brief nod of his head. “I thank you for your courtesy,” he said then, in English clearer, indeed, than their own. “But there is no need.” He looked up at the catboat’s slender, rough pine mast. “I have not polled my ox.”


[image: ]



“I bet they’re still trying to work that out,” Gil said. He laughed and stretched lazily, his hand easy on the tiller. It was many days later, days of good sailing, and often as not, summer warmth.

They were all as weathered and sun-tanned as on the Roman Sea. Palamedes broad face, now an even deeper brown, bore white squint lines from peering up at the sky. Floki’s pale hair was almost white from sun and salt. “Ivan’s cousins?” he said, his eyes, as always, on the surrounding sea.

Palamedes, lying on his back, his feet on the rail, the better to watch sky dragons, sat up. “Cousins? Cousins of the man of the small boats?”

Gil smiled, “Floki thinks they were from Norway.”

“They hear my words and I hear theirs, Warrior. They are Northmen. Northmen of Tir nan Og. For all their polled cattle,” he added disdainfully.

“They look like Northmen,” Janetta said. “The fair one, like Erling. And the dark, kind one, he is as Earl Hakon.”

Floki laughed. “And just as cautious. And,” he added gently, “just as kind.” He looked out again at the sea; his attention fixed suddenly on a small patch of disturbed water, far ahead. Gil glanced quickly, but his own gaze drifted from the sea to Janetta.

She had washed her jeans and her sparkly cat tee-shirt and even her beloved cat-ears headband and sunbathed now in the underwear his mother had bought her, while her clothes dried. It was, he had to admit very pretty underwear, though there wasn’t very much of it, and he stole glances when he could, wistfully aware that, once they were home, she would disappear beneath layers of linen and wool.

Except at the shielings. He thought dreamily of their summer days tending cattle on the high pastures of Hrolf’s Isle, and sleeping beneath star-filled skies, or within the rough shelters with their sailcloth roofs. Up there, all kinds of rules somehow vanished ….

“Eyes on the sea, helmsman,” Floki reminded him.

“I’m looking at it,” Gil said wearily. They were in the middle of the North Atlantic, on the clearest day of the entire voyage, with neither land nor ship on any horizon. “Oh, look, there’s some water. And there’s some more,” he waved an irritated hand. “And, wait for it, lots of water over there, too.”

“Try straight ahead.”

Free hand balled into a fist, Gil shifted his gaze over the bow and froze. A small, low grey island lay directly ahead, smooth and wet as a boulder in the river. Not very big, but big enough to wreck a catboat. “Where’d that come from?”

“The bottom of the sea.”

Gil stared at the glistening grey surface. Ripples surrounded it, giving an alarming impression of movement.

“It is a whale, Warrior,” Floki said then. His name is Leviathan. He will now swallow us, as in Aidan’s story, and in three days, spit us out on the shore of Hrolf’s Isle.”

Janetta gasped. She clung to the rail, peering out into the sun glare. Palamedes rose and knelt on the bench beside her, honorably ignoring her state of undress. “Will he do that, Earl Floki?” she asked in a small voice.

“Ah, at last. A thing that arouses fear even in the wildcat,” he laughed. “No. He will not. But I advise your beloved not to steer over his back, lest we tickle him and he loses patience with us.”

“I wasn’t about to,” Gil assured him, having already adjusted his course to give the sunning creature a wide berth.

The bow lifted as the light southerly filled the sail, and then he saw the thing on the horizon, dead ahead. Not a whale, nor even an island, only a fishing trawler like the one they had met in the fog. But its white wheelhouse pointed impossibly downward and its black hull hung, equally impossibly above, as floating in mid-air, it plied its own sea, upside down.

“Floki ….” Gil half rose, staring beyond their mast. His fingers loosened their grip on the tiller; the tip of the boom lifting as the wind came behind it.

“Keep your course, helmsman.”

“But what …?”

Palamedes and Janetta also peered ahead into the sun haze, the whale forsaken for this new marvel.

“Your course.”

“Yes, Floki.” Gil adjusted the tiller.

“I thank you.” Floki nodded, looking out to the strange sight on the horizon. “Ah, Warrior,” he said then. “We have sailed all of your square world, and now we are beneath it, where men hang from their feet and ships from their keels.”

“Uh, huh,” Gil said quietly. He beckoned Janetta and handed her the tiller. With her small hand holding perfectly to their downwind course, he stood, crossed the small cockpit, caught the Northman around the waist, and wrestled him halfway over the rail. Laughing too hard to defend himself, Floki protested, “But, Warrior, should I swim, I only join my brethren of the sea and go to play with our new friend!”

“Who would have more sense than to swallow you,” Gil muttered. Reluctantly releasing his grip and returning his gaze to the horizon, he said, “It’s a mirage. I learned about them at school.”

Floki smiled happily, sprawled yet on the starboard bench. “Now, two things you learn at school! Aidan will be pleased.” Gil gave him a sour look, regretting already not throwing him in the sea.

Palamedes nodded thoughtfully, his eyes yet on the inverted ship. “Once, on a day of summer sun, as the tide rose on the great strand of Mont Tombe, I see this. A giant knight, riding the sky, his charger’s back to the shining stand, hooves pounding the air above. And then, drawing closer, the vision vanished and only an ordinary man approached on horseback, down the flooded strand.”

And, as they watched, the trawler in the sky rippled and paled, and it, too, vanished, leaving behind an ordinary ship, rising above the horizon in the ordinary way.

“Earl Broadaxe?” Floki asked innocently.

“Yes?”

“How does it work?”

Gil gritted his teeth and said nothing.

“Ah,” Palamedes mourned. “Had we only Ivan’s wondrous book! Then we could learn!”

“The what?” said Gil.

“The book of the small warriors!” Palamedes eyes were dreamy, remembering.

“Oh! Ivan’s iPad.” Gil grinned wryly.

“And had we this wondrous thing,” Floki reminded Palamedes, “You would have wearied it playing the game of the small warriors, until it slept and was no use to anyone.”

“But, Sir!” Palamedes protested, “Surely you wearied it far more, searching day and night for maps of islands to which you would never sail!”

“And how are you to know where I might sail? Were I free of knights and chalices and imaginary kings!”

Palamedes face darkened in a rare look of outrage. “My friend, the noble Arthur ….”

“Does not exist!” Floki raised both hands in the air in frustration.

“Enough!” Gil said sharply. “Just save this for home, okay?” They both turned to him; Palamedes startled and Floki dangerously quiet. “I think I’m the captain of this ship?” Gil said then.

Palamedes lowered his great head like a guilty child. Floki’s cold grey eyes met Gil’s with their look of wintry sunlight. Their battle look. And then his fury dissolved in laughter. “You are, Earl Broadaxe. And I am an idiot to challenge you. Forgive me. You may throw me in the sea and I promise not to even attempt to swim.

“But first,” he turned to Palamedes, “I must apologize to my noble friend. I am sorry,” he said humbly. “And if any man exists, yet, in our world, that man is Arthur of Camelot.”

Palamedes beamed his broad white smile and embraced Floki in his great arms. Gil nodded, relieved. “Shall I steer for the island, now?” said Janetta.

Gil whirled, expecting another whale, and saw, instead, land. Or what would be land if it rested in the sea, rather than hung above it, the green of its lowlands toward the sky, the white of early mountain snow, beneath. “Steer for it,” he smiled. “We’re almost home.”

The mirage had long vanished and dusk was falling when they saw true land at last. For hours they had sailed on in trust, encountering nothing but fish and birds. But then, as the first stars appeared over the masthead, a dim, ragged silhouette rose up on the horizon, snowy summits pink in the fading light. “Iceland,” said Gil.

On a strengthening wind, they sailed on through the night, their passage lit by stars and flickering curtains of aurora. Toward dawn, when Floki took the helm, Gil woke Janetta that she might see. “Odin’s Maidens dance,” he whispered.

She kissed him sleepily and murmured, “They hang their shields on the stars.” She was wearing her freshly washed cat-ears and they sparkled in the starlight as she climbed from her sleeping bag to sit beside him.

There was land all around them, now, and they were close enough to see the lights of scattered houses on darkened islands and headlands and watch the bright paths of cars creep along coastal roads. The running lights of ships and the blinking red and green of aircraft all converged on the urban glow straight ahead.

In the beam of their one small flashlight, Gil peered at the Iceland guidebook Brian Gross had given him before they left. “I think that’s Reykjavik,” he said.

“It is,” said Floki, more certain of the map in his mind than the one in Gil’s book. “We do not go there; but there,” he waved toward the dark promontory off their port bow, “where few will see.”

Gil grinned. A Viking was a Viking, even in Tir nan Og. Floki brought the catboat about and, setting their new course toward a small dark cove, beckoned Gil to the helm for the honor of landfall.

Gil set his hand to the tiller, less honored than relieved. They had made it. And, if the calendar he had marked off on a page of his guidebook was correct, with five days to spare. Five days before Saint Matthew’s Feast, the equinox, when the door of time stood open.

For now, he thought with relish, five days of dry land beneath his feet, fresh water, a fire to cook on, and even, if they found a store, real food. Grateful as he was to Rob for his cache of camp meals, he’d seen more cold spaghetti and meatballs than he ever wanted to see again.

The aurora faded into daylight. Beaches and sand bluffs grew out of the darkness, and beyond, hills. Seaward to port, a steep conical mountain rose imposingly against the sky. Floki went forward, retrieved his sword from their tarpaulin wrapped weapons store in the bow, and sat quietly polishing the blade.

“Planning on taking Iceland?” Gil asked.

Floki ran his fingers down the steel and smiled to himself. “Not this trip.” He returned the weapon to its scabbard and raised his eyes to the approaching shore. “A man long away from his hearth,” he said, “keeps a ready sword.”

Gil nodded. So intent had he been on the dangers of this world, he had almost forgotten those of the world to which they would return.

A flight of geese swept overhead, their calls welcoming the dawn. He thought suddenly of Danni, on the day she first flew as her wild goose Other, her joyous disobedience and the reckless plunge into the Wandering Pool of Cille Aidan that swept her from that world into this. Then, the months of fearful waiting, and at last, her bold, triumphant return: “Aidan, I flew to Heaven!”

Not Heaven. But here. He watched the geese wheel over the sea, forming a ragged vee, and thought of her flying wing and wing with the wild birds high above the same seas he had sailed. And from here, she crossed to home ….

Eagerness for that place filled him and his fingers brushed the outline of the small white stone in the pocket of his jeans. Five days, the Crossing, and then the low green islands, the wild Northlands seas. The Wandering Pool and the Great Stones, and Einar’s Holm, but a day’s sail from Hrolf’s Isle.

He pictured the longhouse, and the boy-monk Ciarnan, who he’d named his heir, rising from the earl’s High Seat to welcome them. Danni running from the Nunnery beside Aidan’s church, arms outstretched to her beloved. Percy with his shaggy black goats. Ismail helming Sea Raven, with Rachel at his side. The beautiful ship, Silver Dragon, awaiting him in her noust below the hall….

For a moment, the picture was as solid and real as the wood of the tiller beneath his hand. But then it faded, like another mirage, crowded out by memories of the Golden Knight’s vengeance: Cille Aidan fire blackened and deserted, Einar’s Holm a roofless ruin. Too easily he imagined the longhouse of Hrolf’s Isle, where Floki had danced the dance of Alba and Niall had played the High-King’s harp, charred and abandoned, its roof timbers fallen, its stones stained with the blood of his friends.

But had any even survived the flight from Camelot? His father, Lance’lot? Guinevere and the Grey Sisters? Fergus, Ragnar, Erling, and all the island boys who had followed him to war? Had they reached the safety of the ships, or were all lost, cut down and crow ravaged in the Forest of Caledon …?

He fixed his eyes on the stretch of sandy shore between two grass-grown bluffs and shut away the thought that the four on the little catboat, Jack of the Beach, were all that remained of his Northlands earldom.

A sandbar rippled the sea to port, and Gil called to Floki to raise the centerboard. Trusting the catboat’s shallow draft, he loosened the sheet, spilled the wind, and let momentum carry them to within yards of the shore. Bow line over his shoulder, Palamedes leapt down into the sea and drew the little craft up onto their final strand.

By sunrise, they had hauled her safely above the tideline, lowered the mast, spread the spare sail as an awning and lit a driftwood fire. Gil climbed the sand bluffs and, searching the horizon inland, saw only a line of fence posts marking a road, and a solitary distant roof. Pleased, he looked down at his small Viking camp.

Janetta was returning from a freshwater stream with two filled canvas buckets. Floki was grilling freshly caught fish. And Palamedes was joyously watching a jetliner rumble into the sky from the airport across the water. “Behold!” he cried, “the sky-dragon rises from its nest!”

But Gil was looking the other way, his attention drawn to a familiar snuffling snort. From behind the bluff, an animal appeared, a small, furry buff horse with dark brown mane and tail. It shook its shaggy head, looked once over its cross-marked shoulder, and then back at Gil.

He stared, astonished. “Lionheart?”


Chapter Two

The pony shied and half-reared. In the inner place where horses heard him, Gil said, It’s okay. It shook its head again and again looked over its shoulder. A boy appeared, climbing up from the hollow behind the dunes, a bridle in one hand, an apple in the other. Oblivious of Gil, he stared down at the strand, his attention fixed on the campsite, and the tarpaulin shrouded sailboat on the shore.

The pony snorted and the boy half turned; wind-ruffled, white-blond hair falling over startled pale blue eyes. A Hrolf’s Isle boy. For a split second Gil’s mind reeled. How? How? Was the whole of Iceland some kind of Crossing?

Then the boy dropped the bridle, and, ignoring the pony nudging him for its apple, he took a small oblong from his pocket and held it up. The camera flash lit the smile on his young face. Gil laughed out loud. Not home yet.

Both boy and pony whirled to face him. A white star on the animal’s forehead assured him it was not, after all, Lionheart, but a 21st century mirror image. An equine mirage. Gil laughed again and the pony flattened its ears. The boy smiled, however, and pointing down at the strand, spoke in a language just beyond Gil’s understanding. When Gil hesitated, he asked his question again, slowly, repeating two words that jumped out, taking meaning. Batr. Boat. And then skip. Ship.

Smiling, Gil nodded and answered, slowly also, in Hrolf’s Isle Norse. “Yes. It’s my sailboat. My ship.”

The boy squinted uncertainly and scratched his head. They stared at each other and then, in desperation, Gil said, “Do you speak English?”

“Hey!” The boy’s bright smile returned. “American! Cool!” He grinned and burst into a flood of his own, faintly American sounding, English. “Where have you sailed from? When did you come? Are they your friends …?”

A shout from beyond the dunes cut him off. “That’s my father,” he said, hanging his head in disappointment as a big man in jeans and a fleece jacket appeared, climbing the bluff. “I have to go.” The man shouted something else and the boy said, “The tourists are waiting.”

He looked longingly down at the beach. “Are you going away soon?” When Gil shook his head, he smiled again. “If I come back when the ponies are saddled, can I see your sailboat?”

The big man joined them. Pushing the pony aside and giving his son a sour look, he extended a hand to Gil. “Jon Einarsson,” he announced with a small formal bow. Gil shook hands and gave his own name. Jon Einarsson shrugged toward the boy. “My son.”

The boy grinned again and said, “Egil Jonsson,” and thrust out his own hand. As Gil shook it, the big man shrugged again.

“I am sorry he troubles you,” he said, his English less assured than his son’s. “He talks!” he waved fingers in the air. “He talks!”

The boy reddened and lowered his head. Gil said, “It’s fine. He’s not bothering me.”

But the man grunted something in his own language, and Egil turned to the pony, the apple extended in one hand, the bridle held behind his back in the other. With a quick look over his shoulder, he said, “If I come back, will you take me sailing?”

“Egil!” his father’s shout startled the wary pony and it shied back out of the boy’s reach.

“If it’s okay with your father,” Gil said clearly. “Sure, I’ll take you sailing.”

Egil sighed hopelessly, but Jon Einarsson only shrugged. “I warn you, he is clumsy. Breaks things.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Gil said, thinking wryly of the catboat’s rough pine mast.

“Cool!” Egil said. His bright smile returning, he renewed his advance on the pony, catching a hank of its mane. Snorting, it sat back on its haunches, forelegs braced, rolled an eye and bared its teeth. Egil sighed again.

Gil smiled grimly. A thousand years and nothing changes. He stepped forward, grabbed the beast’s shaggy forelock, and drew its head down close to his own. You. Behave. Then he took the bridle and slipped it over the startled animal’s head.

“Hey, cool!” Egil’s eyes were aglow with admiration. Jon Einarsson nodded approval.

“You like horses?”

“Not one little bit,” said Gil.

Jon Einarsson nodded again, less certainly. Then he swung his son up onto the pony’s furry back and with a puzzled glance at Gil, led the animal away.

It was mid-morning when Egil returned. The sun had risen, warm and bright. They had eaten their breakfast of grilled fish and stale rye crackers, and while the others dozed in the shelter of the beached hull, Gil sat with his guidebook trying to work out how much Icelandic money he would get for what remained of their American dollars.

Ivan had thrust a great wad into his hands before they sailed, but they had used a lot, buying food in Maine and in Canada. Even in the far north, they found a rickety store by an equally rickety pier. He counted the bills uneasily and then counted them again. There wasn’t much left. Just as well they never set foot on Greenland.

Forehead wrinkling, he studied his guidebook again. Floki rose, stretched lazily, and joined him. “Gil Broadaxe, the merchant, counting his gold.”

“Gold would be easy,” Gil muttered. “It’s the same in any country.”

Floki picked up a ten dollar bill and held it up to the sun. “But if this vellum is, as Ivan says, a pledge of gold from your chieftain, does his pledge end when you leave his shore?”

Gil scratched his head, his mind on his book. “They have their own chieftain here.”

“Who has his own gold?”

Gil nodded.

“And if these chieftains do not keep their pledges?” Floki waved the bill disdainfully in the air.

Gil sighed and looked up. “Then we use it to light the fire! Can’t do that with gold, can you?” He found his place in the book again. “Floki, go away. I’m trying to think.” But he heard a metallic clang, then, and a cry of greeting.

Palamedes sat up. “A man-made horse approaches!” Janetta, too, sat up to watch, as, skidding down the sand bluff on a fat-tired mountain bike, Egil Jonsson rode into their camp, shouting happily in two languages at once.

Sliding to a halt, he jumped from the bike, squatted down beside Gil and Floki, and swung a rucksack from his shoulders. “My mother sends you breakfast!” he announced happily. He drew a plastic box from the rucksack and opened it with a flourish. “Cinnamon snails!” He held up a small, curled, sweet-smelling bun. “I told her you were starving because you’d sailed from America.” He shrugged. “She didn’t believe me, but she gave me these anyhow.”

Gil passed the box around and devoured two of the buns himself. Licking his fingers, he said, “Well we were starving!”

Egil watched him seriously. “Did you sail from America?” he said.

Gil glanced at Floki who gave a small nod. “Yes,” he said. “We did.” Egil studied the beached catboat for a long while.

“My great, great, great, great, great, GREAT, great and a lot more greats, grandfather sailed here from Norway. He was a Viking,” he said.

“I think,” Floki said with a smile, “He had a bigger ship.”

Egil grinned hopefully at Gil, “Will you take me sailing, now?” he said.

Gil looked back to the unfinished sums scribbled in a margin of the guidebook, and then out to the sea, sparkling in autumn sun. It was calm, a good day. “Tell you what,” he said then. “I’ll make you a deal.”

“Cool! I like deals. What do you want? More cinnamon snails?”

Gil laughed. “I could eat them all day, but no.”

Egil pounced on his guidebook. “You want to go sightseeing?” He held the book up and then set it aside. “This is old. There’s a newer one. But anyhow, you don’t need it. I’ll be your tour guide. Glaciers? Hot springs? Lava fields? I am so better than this book!”

Gil laughed again. “I’m sure you are! But no,” he took up the book again and opened it to a map. “If you just show me the way to the nearest store, and the nearest bank, I’ll take you sailing.”

Egil accepted the book again, smiling happily. “Okay.” He pointed to a line on the map. “That’s our road.” He stood then, and waved inland, and Gil remembered the row of fence posts he had seen. “And that’s the store, there.” He made an ‘x’ by a small square with Gil’s ballpoint. Gil studied the map, working out the distance. “And the bank?”

Egil shrugged. “Reykjavik? But there’s a cash machine at the store. You can use a card.” When Gil said nothing, he added helpfully, “Amex?” Gil shook his head. “MasterCard?”

Gil held up his wad of dollars. “Just this.”

Egil looked startled, but, undaunted, pulled his phone from his pocket. “Right. I change money for you. How much? All of it? Hey, good rate today!” He counted the bills with sure little hands. To Gil’s surprised smile, he said, “My father takes dollars when the tourists get maxxed out.” He jumped up. “I bring you kronor now, and we change.”

Gil nodded and then got up as well. “No. Wait. Take the money. Buy the things we need at the store. And bring us what’s left, okay?”

The boy looked solemn. “You sure you trust me? It’s a lot of money.”

Gil handed him the wad of dollars. “I trust you enough to sail with you,” he smiled.

He watched the boy ride away with their shopping list, peddling expertly up the bluff. Floki stepped quietly to his side. “There is something I would know,” he said solemnly.

Gil grinned, “What do we do if he doesn’t come back?”

Floki shook his head. “No. He is clever and he is honest. But I would know this: what is this ‘maxxed out’?”

Gil laughed aloud. “A dragon,” he said.
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It felt strange being out on the water again, just himself and Janetta and the wide-eyed Icelandic boy. The journey behind them, and the journey ahead slipped away and they were just three young people, pleasure sailing, like others whose small crafts they glimpsed in the distance along the shore.

Their campsite had seemed remote in the darkness of their approach, and the dawn quiet of their arrival, but now, in full daylight, he saw scattered buildings, a tractor in a field, and cars and buses on the coastal road.

He set out on an easterly course, rounding a low headland. Beyond, lay a bay sheltered by the curved arms of enclosing sandbars. Like Hrafn’s Ayre, Gil thought, on the sea road to Deer Bay. But no longships lay behind, no merchant knarrs rested on the leeward strands; only the bright sails of small dinghies flitting over the quiet waters, and a fleet of kayaks.

A small marina stood at the head of the bay, with docks fronting two brightly painted wooden houses. An open motor cruiser chugged out from one dock, its deck lined with waterproof clad, binocular festooned figures.

Egil waved and shouted as it passed them and the engine slowed and idled. The man at the wheel called his name, his voice rising with surprise. Egil answered in a flood of Icelandic and the man saluted Gil with a grin, revved his engine and pulled away.

“You know him?” Gil said.

“He’s my uncle,” Egil said happily. “He takes tourists out to see birds and seals. Sometimes he takes me.” He paused, watching the departing cruiser. “But it’s not a real ship. No sails.”

“A polled ox,” Gil said with a smile.

Egil settled into their camp like a stray cat at a hearth, arriving each morning when his stable chores were done, and staying until summoned by his father’s shout. He did their shopping, joined Floki and Palamedes fishing, baked bannocks with Janetta on the hot stones of the fire, and lay on his stomach beside Gil, the guidebook open between them, pointing out the best tourist sights.

“Gulfoss!” It’s a huge waterfall. Really cool. And there’s Thingveillir. In the old days, it was a court and the lawspeaker judged if people should live or be executed!” His eyes shone gleefully.

Gil leaned over the boy’s fair head, studying the map. “I have a friend who saw a geyser. I want to see it, too.” A friend who flew between two worlds ….

Egil seized the book with two hands, flipped pages, and held up a picture of tourists gathered by an enormous plume of water and steam. “Geysir! Ours is the first geysir. All the geysers in the world are named after our Geysir!” he smiled proudly. Then he said, “Only this isn’t it.” He tapped the picture with a grubby fingernail. “That’s Strokkur. Actually,” he confided, “Geysir is boring. Sits there, doing nothing. But Strokkur! Strokkur is great. It’s really close by, and every six minutes, boom!” He smiled cheerfully, “Everyone thinks it’s Geysir, anyhow.”

Six minutes, Gil thought. Get that wrong and they might as well have burned in Merlin’s Tower. “How can we get there?” he said.

“Easy. There’s a tour bus from Reykjavik, takes you right there.”

Gil looked across the water to the distant town. “And to Reykjavik?”

Egil shrugged. “No problem. Someone’s always going to Reykjavik. My father will take you. Or my mother. Or one of the ride leaders. Easy.”

“Easy,” Gil smiled. He looked again at the sea, “Wind’s getting up. Soon as you’re back from the store, we’ll sail.”

Before the boy left, Gil carefully divided their money, checking the price of the bus tour in his book, and setting aside enough to cover it. The rest he gave to Egil to spend on peanut butter and white bread, oranges and chocolate; treasures of Tir nan Og, soon to be left behind.

There was a fair chop on the water when they set out. Janetta lowered the centerboard, Gil tightened the sheet, and the catboat frisked across the sea like a kitten. “So fast!” Egil’s eyes were wide, his lips parted in amazement.

Gil smiled. “Want to try her?” He beckoned the boy to the helm.

“Me?” Egil whispered. And yet, his small hand closed on the tiller with confidence and he adjusted the sheet with the same surety with which he’d counted dollars.

“You’ve done this before,” Gil said, surprised.

His gaze on the sea before the bow, the boy shrugged. “Sometimes, when my uncle isn’t busy, he lets me use one of the dinghies,” he said. “I’m saving up for one of my own.” He brought the catboat about expertly and set out on a new tack.

“Like her?” Gil said.

Eyes squeezed shut, Egil nodded fiercely, then looked out again over the sparkling sea.

Watching him, Gil was suddenly far away in time and place, setting out across the fierce waters of the Pentland Firth on the longship Silver Dragon, with a boyish Floki Magnusson at the helm, Danni hanging infatuated on his arm, and himself, seeing the white-flecked tide race before him, knowing here was where he was meant to be.

The boy was so competent that when they again entered the bay that sheltered his uncle’s marina, Gil left him in charge. Threading his way between dinghies and kayaks, Egil brought the catboat right up to the dock. Gil smiled. “You’re a good seaman.”

Egil looked up. “When I’m eighteen, I’m going to sail around the world,” he said calmly. “But first,” he added, “I’ll get my dinghy. To practice.”

“Sounds sensible,” Gil agreed.

“My uncle says I can keep it here.” He stood, waving happily, as the man they had seen on the tourist boat came out of the nearest house, followed by a red-cheeked woman with hair almost as white-blond as Egil’s. Taking the bowline from Janetta, Egil’s uncle moored them neatly alongside the dock.

“Njal Polsson,” he held out a friendly hand as Gil stepped ashore. “My wife, Katrin,” he drew the smiling woman forward. “And you have met my nephew?” he added. “Or did he hijack you?”

“We fought our best, but he was too strong for us.”

“He let me sail her!” Egil jumped onto the dock. “She’s called Jack of the Beach. She’s a South Bay Cat. And she’s really old, too!”

“Well, she was safe enough in your hands,” Njal Polsson smiled fondly. “Kids.” He turned to Gil, “I have four daughters. Do they want boats?” He waved to the neat row of moored dinghies. “No. They want ponies. And that one,” he nodded toward Egil, “Katrin’s brother’s son? Sixteen Icelandic horses to ride, and he wants to sail.”

If they’re all like that first one, Gil thought, who can blame him?

Njal Polsson walked from one end of the moored catboat to the other, and on Gil’s invitation climbed down into the cockpit. “This is very fine,” he said, his hand stroking the carefully tended woodwork. But the mast?”

“I broke it,” Gil said. “Sailing too fast down the wind.”

“Ah, buried her head?” Njal’s eyes crinkled, and with sun weathered hands he made a too-vivid simulation of their foundering. “But where?”

“Off the coast of Canada.”

He drew back. “It is true? What I hear from Jon? You sail from America?”

Gil nodded.

“Now he will want to sail back with you!” Katrin said. “I leave before I argue.” Brushing her hands together in dismissal, she strode off to the house.

“And the mast?” Njal Polsson’s eyes widened, “You build this?”

“Not me,” Gil paused. “I have someone with me who’s a really good seaman. Really good.”

“He is no better than you.” Janetta’s sparkly cat ears bobbed as she nodded fierce support of her man.

Gil’s heart filled with pride, which his wiser head slapped down. “Uh, actually ….” he began. But Katrin returned then with a tray piled with spicy sausages and soft rolls and offered them around with a motherly smile.

When they left the marina, Gil took the helm, again, while Egil waved to his aunt and uncle on the dock. Once they had passed beyond the sheltering sandbars, the boy sat down on the bench beside Gil, his smile fading wistfully. “I wish you weren’t going away,” he said.

“I have to get home.”

“Why?”

Gil paused. “I have things to do.”

“A job?” Egil said. “You could work here. You could stay here and work for my uncle. You could take tourists sailing,” he added eagerly.

Gil shook his head. “College,” he lied desperately. “I have to start college.” Egil slumped on the bench, small and defeated.

Gil brought the catboat around and set out seaward on a new tack. “Egil Jonsson,” he said, after a long, thoughtful pause. “I’ll make you a deal.”
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The next day, when they returned to the marina, Egil took the catboat to the same mooring, and with the confidence of an earl on his home strand, led Gil and Janetta up to his uncle’s house.

Inside, they sat at a long pine table, with Njal and Katrin and Egil’s four wide-eyed young cousins. Katrin set out cups of coffee and an enormous plate of cinnamon buns. The smallest child climbed up on Janetta’s lap. Egil did the talking, tripping over his tongue in both his languages in his eagerness.

Njal sat in silence until his nephew ran out of words and then turned solemnly to Gil. “You sure about this? He’s a smart kid, but he’s just ten.”

“He’s not a kid when his hand is on the tiller,” Gil said.

Njal laughed. “True,” he nodded. “True. Well she’s as safe here until you get back as in a boatyard in Reykjavik,” he said.

Or abandoned on an empty strand, Gil thought, amazed and guilty that in the haste of their flight he had accepted Rob’s offer with no real thought of the little craft’s final fate. But he nodded in agreement with Njal Polsson as if some sensible plan had been already in place. Njal turned to his nephew. “It’s fine with me,” he said, “If your father agrees.”

Egil looked worried then, but Katrin patted his arm, and with a firm smile and a tilt of her chin, she said, “My little brother will do as he’s told.”

Egil threw his arms around her, and cried happily, “I’ll be here all the time. I’ll help Uncle haul her when the ice comes. I’ll scrape her and paint her!” His small cousins cheered, and still cheering, followed him back to his ship.
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Once more at their campsite, Gil watched the boy pedaling joyously away up the sand bluff, then bent to shroud the beached catboat for the last time. He felt a sorrow, like when he parted from Lionheart in Caledon. “At least you never bit me.” He patted the tarpaulin covered hull.

“Yes? And would that be likely?”

Gil whirled. Floki faced him, a quizzical eyebrow raised, and more alarmingly, a sword in his hand. “Wanting your earldom back?” Gil grinned.

“No. But I could name one or two who would. Shall we see if we remember how to defend it?”

Sword belt at his waist, Palamedes stood waiting at the water’s edge. Janetta held Gil’s weapons ready: sword and scabbard, and the twin bladed Irish battle-axe. When he took them from her, she stepped back a safe distance and crouched low as the combatants faced each other on the smooth-washed strand.

“Gil and Sir Palamedes,” she called with the authority of a marshal on the tournament field. Setting the battle-axe aside, Gil drew his sword and faced the Saracen knight, startled as always that a man so cheerful natured could be so fierce in battle.

Heavy brows low, dark eyes intent, Palamedes loomed big and powerful against the fading sky. Seeking the only advantage he could find, Gil circled until the last light was behind him, then leapt forward, ducking beneath the knight’s longer arm, sword upraised. Steel clashed on steel, ringing loud in the twilight. Hand and forearm tingling, Gil stumbled.

“Sir Palamedes,” Janetta called, ruling the Saracen victor.

Gil spun and dove forward, light-footed; feinted back, and ran forward again, sword slashing down. Quick on his feet as his noble warhorse, Doombearer, but still not as quick as Gil, Palamedes retreated. “Gil!” Janetta ruled.

Two more clashes fell to Palamedes’ longer sword arm. Then Gil, slipping lithely close swung a swift sharp blow that shredded the knight’s shirtsleeve, splashing bright blood on the sand. “Sorry!” Gil shouted.

“Gil!” Janetta cried happily.

“It is tournament,” Palamedes smiled. But, though, like tournament, it was only practice; with razor-edged steel and no chainmail, it was dangerous play.

“Gil and Earl Floki,” Janetta called.

Floki, waiting at the water’s edge, bowed slightly. Resignedly, Gil went to meet him. Like a lamb to the slaughter, he thought grimly. Though Gil neared him in height now, Floki was still taller, his arm still longer. And he, too, was young. The few years between them gave Gil no advantage. Nor would surprise: Floki had taught him everything he knew. With a weary sigh, Gil charged and was disarmed at once. Janetta called, “Earl Floki.”

Gil charged again, was disarmed again. Charged and feinted left, was met by three swift swipes of Floki’s sword that backed him into the sea. “Earl Floki,” Jannetta called. Gil charged again, ducked low beneath Floki’s sword arm, felt a swift blow behind his knee and found himself lying on his back on the sand. “Earl Floki,” Janetta called firmly.

“No kidding,” Gil muttered climbing to his feet. She met his eyes, her own brutally honest; too much was at stake for a lover’s loyalty. Gil nodded and then stood with lowered blade while his breathing quieted.

The dusk had deepened, stars appearing. The wind had fallen away. Both strand and sea were empty. But for a distant sky-dragon disturbing the silence, they might well have been home on Hrolf’s Isle. Or Einar’s Holm. Or Hy. Floki stood watching him, shadowy as a ghost. Fear and anger defeat a man, Warrior. Not strength nor swiftness. Battles are lost within our hearts.

Then, suddenly, Gil was on another strand, where beyond a monastic vallum he had crossed swords with a furious Floki Magnusson, and won. Smiling slightly, he stood unmoving. Late flying geese passed overhead. A sea bird squawked and the sky darkened more. “Warrior?” Floki said quizzically. Gil said nothing. “Warrior, do you sleep?”

Gil shrugged, and then very deliberately threw his sword down on the sand and turned away. Behind him he heard Floki’s soft laughter. “Warrior, if you wish to anger me, you have succeeded. But I, too, remember Candida Casa. That will not work twice.”

Gil shrugged again, but he did not turn. His gaze fell on the Irish battle-axe, lying where he’d left it on the strand, and with two swift strides he reached it. Catching up the long haft with strong young hands, he spun and charged back at the Northman, swinging the blade in a deadly shining circle as he ran.

“Wise man,” Floki smiled. Then he, too, ran forward, straight at the flashing blade. Furious, Gil swung harder and realized an instant too late that his opponent had misjudged. The momentum of the axe beyond his control, he cried out, “Stop!” and shut his eyes.

But the terrible crunch of steel on bone never came. Instead, something slammed into his shins, bringing him down with a yelp of astonished pain. The axe thudded harmlessly into the sand. “Earl Floki,” Janetta called.

Gil sat up slowly. Floki sprawled full length on the sand by his feet, laughing delightedly. Gil gave him an icy look. “That was too close,” he said quietly. “If I’d turned the blade, I’d have killed you.”

The Northman sat up, still laughing, and shrugged. “But you do not.”

“One day,” Gil said solemnly, “you’re going to make a mistake. Even Floki Magnusson makes mistakes.”

“Yes. I make many. But not this day.” He smiled. “I watch your eyes. You do not turn the blade.” He stood, sheathed his sword and then nodded to Gil’s lying yet in the sand. “I think you may need that yet,” he said with another smile.

No thanks. I’ll just use my fists. Gil took a sullen step closer but was stopped in his tracks by a loud equine snort. And I thought I got rid of YOU!

On top of the sand bluff, the pony was silhouetted against the dim sky; on its back, a small boyish outline hunched against the stars. “Egil?” Gil called softly.

“My father says it’s okay.” The boy’s voice sounded thin and uncertain.

“Great!” Gil said. “That’s great.” He waited, expecting Egil to join them on the strand where Palamedes was already stirring up the fire and Janetta was kneading dough. But instead, he reined the pony around toward home. “Egil?” There was no answer. “Were you watching us?”

“I’m sorry. I just came to tell you. And I heard the sounds.”

“It’s okay ….“ Gil began.

“We only play,” Floki said gently. “Come. Come see.” He unbuckled his sword belt and held it out to the boy. Warily, Egil dismounted and led the pony down the sand bluff. “Here. You hold it,” Floki handed him the sword belt. Startled by the weight, the boy stepped back.

“Is it real?”

Floki smiled. “You tell me.” He sat down cross-legged on the sand beside Palamedes’ driftwood fire. The boy sat beside him and slowly turned the silver enchased scabbard in his hands.

“It’s really beautiful.” Very carefully, he withdrew the sword, examining it in the firelight, stroking the shining blade.

“It’s sharp,” Gil warned.

“He knows that.” Floki took the sword, rested the pommel in his hand, and closed his long, brown fingers around it. “Like this,” he showed the boy. “Now you.” He returned it to Egil who copied the action exactly.

Floki stood, helped Egil up, and rested his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “It has balance. Find the balance.” His fear forgotten, Egil swung the sword in a tentative arc. He turned and looked up into the Northman’s eyes.

“Why …?”

“It’s like a game,” Gil said quickly. “We dress up. Re-enact battles.” He grinned awkwardly, wishing Ivan was here.

“That’s like acting,” Egil said. “You looked real.”

“We’re good actors!” Gil laughed.

The boy’s smile was a long time coming.

They led the pony up the bluff together; Egil munching on a freshly baked bannock; Gil pushing the animal’s eager nose aside. Not yours. It wrinkled up its lips, showing big, blunt teeth. Gil pushed it harder. Amateur. The ponies where I come from would eat you for breakfast.

From the top of the bluff, land and sea stretched into darkness. A scattering of lights marked homes and farms; one, no doubt, Egil’s. Across the water, small planes came in to land like sea birds seeking their nests. “You’d better go,” Gil said. “It’s nearly dark.”

“The pony knows the way.” Egil stood quietly looking down on the shore where the others gathered around the fire; Janetta and Palamedes playing King’s Table with stones and shells, and Floki carving a small piece of driftwood. Again, Gil felt they could be on any strand at home.

“She called him ‘Earl,’” said Egil. Gil turned quickly. In the flickering fire glow, the boy’s face was thoughtful and calm. He pointed to the shadowy figures by the campfire. “Janetta called Floki ‘Earl Floki.’ And she called the big man ‘Sir.’ As if he was a knight. It’s like you’re in a movie. Only, you’re not.”

Gil met his wide-eyed gaze. “No. We’re not.”

“You’re not going back to college in America at all, are you?” Egil said. Gil shook his head. “You’re going somewhere else.”

“We’re going somewhere else,” Gil agreed.

The boy nodded and then mounted his pony and turned it homeward. At the edge of the darkness, he looked back and smiled. “Good luck!”

When he reached the campfire, again, Gil sat down beside Floki on the sand, and, returning his gaze to the darkened bluff, said, “He’s sort of guessed the truth.”

Intent yet on his carving, Floki said only, “He is young. He sees far.”

“What?” Gil shook his head uncertainly.

Floki flicked a loose wood chip aside and then rested his knife on his knee and looked out to sea. “When we grow old,” he said, “And think we know all there is to be known, we see no further than the end of our nose. But when we are young and know little, we see further than the stars in the sky. Here.” He handed Gil the piece of carved wood, “Give him this.”

Gil took it in both hands, peering at it in the firelight. The sea had smoothed it and Floki’s knife had smoothed it further. On it he had carved three lines of runes. Tracing the markings with his finger, Gil struggled to read the Norse.

“Do I read it for you?”

“No,” Gil said sharply. “I can.” He paused and read out,

To Egil Jonsson

Gil Lake of Tir nan Og

Gifts this ship

“If any asks,” Floki said. “He is to show it.”

Gil smiled. “Like my passport in Deer Bay.” He traced the lines again, remembering. “At least you didn’t call me an idiot, this time.”

“Ah, I forget. Here.” He reached for the carving. “I add that.”

Laughing, Gil held it tight. “But do you think they can read it?” he said.

“Have they no scholars?” said Floki.
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The last sight Gil had of Egil Jonsson was through the rear window of his uncle’s SUV as they drove away from the marina: Jack of the Beach moored contentedly behind him, Floki’s driftwood deed of ownership clutched tightly in his hand.

Njal Polsson ran his window down and shouted back at his nephew, “Don’t you go taking
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