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PROLOGUE

THE WOOD THAT REMAINS
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Dubhlinn, Wexford, and the waters between the islands — 810–820

— ❖ —

In the year 810, the Liffey rose over the shingle without asking who had left and who had stayed.

Bran held the tally board across his knees and carved with the point of his knife. He no longer looked up at every sack lowered from the ship. He did not need to. The men called out the weight, he cut the line, and Muirenn checked only the things that sounded wrong.

— Three sacks of iron, a man said.

Bran cut a notch.

— Four, Einar said.

Bran stopped. The fourth sack had caught against the hull. The rope tightened and slackened with the water. Bjarne stood with one foot on deck and the other on the shingle, holding the knot so it would not slip. When the sack reached the shore, he struck it with his palm and listened to the metal inside.

— Four, he confirmed.

Bran cut another line. He did not smile. Neither did Einar.

Beneath the shelter’s eaves, Muirenn lifted a piece of silver between two fingers. Her hair held more white than it had years ago, but her hand remained steady. She placed the metal on the pan and added two small weights. The balance settled slightly askew.

— An ounce too much, she said.

The merchant who had brought the silver opened his mouth. Muirenn did not look at him.

She drew a knife, shaved off a thin sliver, and pushed it back towards him. The man took it without another word.

Cynewulf stood close to the door and translated only when he had to. After seventeen years, Einar understood enough words that he no longer waited for every sentence to pass through him. Deep lines had formed beside the Saxon’s mouth, and ink still clung around his fingernails. He wore no monk’s robe. He had not worn one for years. But he had kept the habit of studying men before he answered, as if every question hid another beneath it.

Behind the merchant with the silver waited a second man, younger, in a Frankish tunic too fine for that shore and boots he had dirtied deliberately before stepping out of his boat. He carried a narrow chest under one arm, light enough not to hold tools and closed too carefully to contain bread. He placed it on the table without greeting anyone.

Cynewulf looked up before Muirenn touched the latch.

— He says he comes from the west, the Saxon said. With sewing needles and small blades.

— He says more than that, Muirenn replied.

Cynewulf listened again. The man spoke more slowly, with the care of someone examining every word after letting it go.

— He says the needles are for sailcloth. The blades are for men who work wood. And he wants salt, not silver.

Bran did not look at the chest. He cut a short notch along the edge of the tally board, then another at a distance Einar recognised: the mark for something that had to be checked before it could be accepted.

Muirenn opened the chest. Inside lay two rolls of waxed cloth and, beneath them, narrow blades packed in straw. She picked one up, held it to the light, and ran her thumbnail along the edge. The iron was good. Too good for a man who had come down to a small shore merely to trade a few blades for salt.

— Who told you this was wanted here? Cynewulf asked in the man’s tongue.

The man answered without hesitation.

— A captain from the islands, the Saxon translated. He will not give the name.

Muirenn set the blade back in the chest.

— Then he receives salt for half. He receives the rest when the captain comes and speaks his name.

The man smiled as if insulted. He did not protest. That made him more interesting.

Einar watched his hands as he closed the chest. Clean fingers. Nails cut short. No rope marks, no oar-calluses. He was not the man who had brought the goods. He was the man sent to see who asked questions and how quickly they asked them.

After he left, Bran drew his knife along the edge of the tally board and shaved off a thin splinter.

— Are you writing him down? Einar asked.

— I am writing that he came, Bran said. I keep the name in my head until I learn whether it deserves wood.

— And if he never returns?

Bran looked towards the water where the narrow boat was moving away without haste.

— Then he came for something else.

Dagr came up from the water and stopped beside Einar.

— The ebb will hold only a little while, he said.

— Long enough?

Dagr looked at the ship, the sacks, and the men still unloading.

— Long enough, if we do not fall in love with iron.

Einar looked towards the shore. The low huts had not disappeared. Some had better beams, reinforced doors, and patched roofs. Two new boats had been hauled higher than the others. Someone had dug a short ditch near the northern shelters, but water had filled half of it and turned it into a muddy wound. It was not a town.

It was no longer the place where he had first arrived either.

Bran beckoned him over.

— It came before you did, he said.

He held out a narrow piece of wood. It had been broken, not cut. An oblique notch marked one edge, with two short lines near the end.

Einar turned it between his fingers.

— From the north?

— From the islands, Bran said. The boat did not come in. The man left this and went away.

Muirenn looked up from the balance.

Cynewulf did not translate. There was no need.

Einar recognised the break. Not the wood. Not the notches. The way the piece had been snapped, leaving the grain to split unevenly so that only its matching half could confirm the message.

He had seen the same thing in the fjord, long before Halvar sailed for Lindisfarne.

Signy kept pieces like that in a small chest beneath folded cloth. She did not show them to the children. She did not explain where they came from. When someone asked, she said only that a good road should not be known by too many people at once.

— What does it say? Dagr asked.

Einar studied the two notches.

— A cove remains open. For small ships. Not for men who come with too many weapons.

— And the slanted line?

Einar ran a finger across it.

— That I do not know.

Bran wiped his knife on the edge of his tunic.

— Then you ask when you get there.

Einar slipped the wood beneath his tunic.

— I am not going there now.

— No?

— Not north.

Dagr waited.

— Towards the black rivers, Einar said.

On the shore, Muirenn moved silver from one pan to the other. Cynewulf watched the water. Bran cut a new line into the board.

That evening, the wind changed the water before it changed the sky. The Liffey climbed a little higher over the shingle, and two boats hauled too low had to be dragged farther up. The men worked until dark without lighting many torches. On that shore, light sometimes said more than you wanted it to say.

Cynewulf sat beneath the eaves with his two damp books wrapped in waxed cloth. Einar found him carefully wiping a trace of mould from the edge of a page. He did not ask why a man who no longer wore a monk’s robe still kept pages that could die in a single bad winter. He knew him well enough to understand the answer.

— The slanted line, Einar said.

Cynewulf did not look up.

— Bran told you he does not know.

— Bran knows more than he says.

— That does not mean he knows everything.

Einar took out the broken wood and laid it beside the book. The Saxon studied the torn grain, the two notches, and the oblique cut. He did not touch it at once.

— In my country, he said at last, men who send signs in wood usually try to say a few things without leaving room for questions. Here it seems someone wants the opposite. He wants to force you to ask at the far end of the road.

— A trap?

Cynewulf lifted his eyes.

— Perhaps a test. Perhaps a trap. Sometimes they are the same thing until you choose how to enter.

Einar ran his finger over the broken edge. He remembered Signy’s small chest beneath the folded cloth and the way she closed her palm over the lid when the children came too close. His mother had never used large words for roads. She said only who could travel them, how much they were allowed to learn, and what had to be forgotten after the return.

— If I go north, he asked, what do I leave here?

Cynewulf wrapped the book again.

— That is the right question.

— I did not ask you for another question.

— Neither did the wood give you an answer.

Bran approached without a sound and took the broken piece. He weighed it in his palm, though the wood carried no weight that mattered.

— The black rivers, he said. If you enter before they know who you are, you find roads. If you enter after they know, you find men who tell you what you want to hear.

— And the north?

Bran returned the wood to Einar’s hand.

— The north remains where it is. Men who send signs know how to wait. Men who hold rivers do not.

— ❖ —

In the years that followed, Muirenn’s balance remained beneath the eaves until a cough brought her down. Cynewulf left for Wexford with two damp books and his habit of writing on skin. He sent signs for three years. Then the signs stopped. Bran kept the tally boards, the gaps, and the broken wood that had come from the islands.

— ❖ —

Bran disappeared in the spring of 817.

His shelter had not been disturbed. Muirenn’s balance still hung beneath the eaves. The tally boards lay on the table, ordered by length. His knife was gone.

And one piece of wood was missing.

The broken half that had come from the islands. They found no blood.

They found no drag marks. No boat was missing from the Liffey.

A fisherman said he had seen a small light on the water before dawn. Another said he had seen nothing. A child found a length of new rope in the mud, cut cleanly, but no one could say who had owned it.

Dagr turned the rope over in his hand.

— He did not leave by land, he said.

— We do not know, Einar replied.

— He did not leave alone.

Einar looked at the tally boards left on the table.

Some he could read. Others he could not. Bran had kept enough in his head never to leave everything in wood.

— Do we look for him? Bjarne asked.

Einar looked towards the water.

— Yes.

They searched. At Wexford. Among the islands. Along two rivers. Through men who owed Bran favours and through men Bran had never told he considered indebted.

The first trace led them to Wexford, where an old net-mender swore he had seen a man with Bran’s walk climbing into a boat without a sail. He did not swear by the gods. He swore by his own eyes and by the fact that the man had not paid for the rope taken from the shore. Dagr listened, then asked him to show the knot the stranger had used. The old man tied it wrongly twice and only got it right on the third attempt.

— He did not see him, Dagr said after they left.

— Why would he lie?

— Because someone told him a small lie was worth more than silence.

The second trace sent them towards a low island, a day’s rowing from the coast. There they found a boat hauled between stones, without man, blood, or goods. The wood was wet, but the bow-rope had been changed recently. Bjarne turned it in his hand and showed them the lightly burned end.

— Someone wanted it not to fray, he said.

— Or not to leave fibres, Einar replied.

There were old footprints on the beach and a single fresh boot-mark. It led towards the cliff, stopped beside a stone, and vanished. Beyond the stone there was no path. Only deep water and waves striking the island wall.

Dagr did not search for more than an hour.

— If Bran was here, he left in another boat. If he was not, someone wants us away from the place where we should be asking.

— And where should we ask?

Dagr looked at the water.

— Not on the island where they left the boat.

They slept little that night, with the ship hauled into a cove Dagr did not like and a man awake beside every oar. Before dawn, Einar heard wood touch stone. He came out with his sword in hand and found a splinter caught beneath the bow-rope. Three notches. Not Bran’s. Almost the same.

Someone had seen them arrive. Someone had come close enough to leave the sign. Someone had not wanted to speak.

Einar kept the splinter. Not because he believed it was an answer. Because he understood that his questions had begun to move men he could not see.

On the return, Dagr did not tell him they should stop. He said something harder.

— At every shore where you ask about Bran, more men learn you are looking for him. At some point, you will not be the only man searching.

Einar looked at the empty place beside the table.

— Then we ask less often.

— And listen more.

They found only rumours. A man with a narrow tally board seen in a western cove.

An older Northman boarding an unmarked ship.

A woman who had paid with salt for a name she would not speak aloud.

After a year, Einar stopped asking at every shore. Not because he believed Bran was dead.

Because a man who did not wish to be found became harder to help with every question asked in public. He kept the tally boards.

He kept the balance. He kept the empty place beside the table.

— ❖ —

He met Rónna at Wexford on a day when the rain could not decide whether to fall.

She stood beneath a low roof and listened to two men quarrelling in different tongues. One wanted to pay in hides. The other wanted silver. Neither understood enough of the other’s speech to know they were both refusing the same thing.

Rónna let them speak until their voices rose.

Then she lifted a single weight from the table and placed it on the pan.

— This is what is missing, she said in Norse.

The first man fell silent. He turned towards the second and repeated the words in Irish.

The second man fell silent too.

The trade ended without need for anything else.

Einar watched her longer than he should have. Rónna noticed.

— Did you come for goods or for translations? she asked.

— For a man.

— Then you arrived late. Men leave before they are sought.

Einar placed a splinter of wood on the table. Not the half from the islands. A piece from one of Bran’s tally boards, with three notches few men knew. Rónna did not touch it.

— Where did you see the mark? Einar asked.

— You did not ask whether I had seen it.

— I did not need to.

Rónna looked towards the water.

— A man wore it at his belt two winters ago. He did not come into Wexford. He sent a boy for salt and left before the tide turned.

— Alone?

— No.

— With whom?

Rónna raised her eyes to him.

— That costs more than a splinter.

— What do you want?

— To see the Liffey when you return.

— You have been there.

— Not with you.

Einar studied her. Rónna did not smile.

— A shore does not show the same face to every man, she said.

— And why do you want to see what it shows me?

— Because missing men leave gaps. And gaps are the only places where you can see who hurries to step inside.

Einar picked up the splinter.

— We leave on the first ebb.

— No, Rónna said.

— No?

— The second. On the first, the men watching you will expect you to leave.

Rónna lifted the weight from the pan and returned it to the box. She did not seem hurried, although outside the ebb was already drawing the water out from between the stones.

— There is more, she said.

— What?

— Two men came into Wexford after you. One asked about your ship. The other asked nothing and bought bread for the road.

— Do you know them?

— I do not need to. A man who asks questions may have been sent to be seen. The man who buys bread is the one who follows you.

Einar looked towards the gap between the shelters. Dagr stood beside the ship and made no sign. Bjarne moved a sack without haste. If they had noticed strangers, they gave nothing away.

— At the first ebb, an empty boat leaves, Rónna said. Two men aboard, with your old cloak beside the mast. It goes north for half an hour and slips behind the cliff. If anyone follows, Dagr will know. We leave at the second ebb towards the south, then turn after dark.

Einar looked at her.

— You decided quickly.

— I had time while you were watching the balance.

— And if no one follows the boat?

— Then we have lost half an hour and learned that the men of Wexford have more patience than I thought.

— And if they follow?

Rónna drew her small sack close to her chest.

— Then you have bought a name without spending silver.

The empty boat left on the first ebb with Bjarne and one other man. Einar’s old cloak remained visible beside the mast, fastened so that the wind lifted its edge from time to time. Less than a quarter of an hour after it vanished behind the cliff, a small craft pushed away from the opposite end of the shore.

Dagr saw it.

He did not smile. He merely shifted his hand on the steering oar.

When Bjarne returned, he brought one thing: a strip of grey cloth torn from a thorn, marked with a smear of resin and a red thread stitched along the edge.

Rónna studied it for a long moment.

— From the islands, she said.

— From Bran?

— From someone who wants you to know the road towards Bran is not empty.

Einar looked towards the water. Dagr, waiting beside the ship, saw them lingering and made no sign.

At the second ebb, Rónna climbed aboard with a small sack and did not ask where she would sleep.

— ❖ —

In 820, the Liffey emerged from the mist before dawn.

Dagr held the steering oar. Bjarne had checked the knots twice. Gunnar Ulfsson stood beside the mast with his arms folded, looking at the shore as if it were something to be used or broken. He had come from the north with two men and a reputation too large for short words. He pulled well at the oar. He paid his share. Too many men listened when he said nothing.

Einar had kept him close precisely because he did not yet have a reason strong enough to hold him at a distance. Rónna stood at the bow.

— Do you recognise it? she asked.

— The water, yes.

— The shore?

Einar saw new structures, more stakes, and a long hall he had not left there. He did not see Bran’s shelter.

He did not see Muirenn’s balance beneath the eaves. He saw no one waiting.

— The shore must be questioned again, he said.

The ship entered the mud slowly.

Wood touched earth with a soft sound.

Einar jumped first.

⚜︎ ⚜︎ ⚜︎
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CHAPTER I

BLACK WATER
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The banks of the Liffey, seasonal Dubhlinn — 820

— ❖ —

The ship touched the shore with a soft sound — old wood against old mud. Einar was the first to jump. The water rose to his knees and closed around his legs with the same cold he remembered from ten years before.

The Liffey had not changed. The shore had.

In 810 he had left behind low huts, two shelters with reinforced doors, Muirenn’s balance beneath the eaves, and Bran carving marks into wood. Now he saw more roofs, more boats, and a long hall no one had raised for a single winter. Smoke rose from places he did not know. More mud had gathered between the stakes. Men walked faster and looked around less.

Einar hauled the ship in by the rope. Bjarne stepped into the water beside him without asking for room. Gunnar gripped the line higher up and pulled too hard, as if the shore had to be forced to receive them. Two men followed at once. Not because he had ordered them. Because they were used to watching where he put his hands.

Rónna came ashore last, skirts lifted, eyes moving over the shingle, the shelters, and the men who had not come to meet them. She was not afraid of the water. She was measuring who had noticed their arrival and who pretended not to have noticed.

— It is larger than you made it sound, she said in Irish.

— It was smaller when I left, Einar replied.

He had not said he knew the place. Not well enough. A shore from which he had been absent for ten winters had to be questioned again. Bran had vanished. Muirenn was beneath the earth. Cynewulf no longer sent word. And the men who had raised the long hall owed him nothing merely because he had once stood there.

Einar let go of the rope and studied the place with the attention of a man comparing, not admiring. Ships: six in sight, perhaps others beyond the bend. Structures: more than he had left. Visible guard: none.

The dead man lay twenty paces north, on the shore, half in the water.

Einar saw him after he had finished counting the ships. The body was not hidden — it was simply there, like a forgotten object. A middle-aged man in northern clothes, no weapon visible. Face down. The water moved the skirts of his cloak with every small shift of the river.

No one on the shore was looking at him.

Einar walked towards the corpse without haste. Rónna, watching him from the corner of her eye, followed half a step behind.

The man had been dead for at least a day, perhaps two. There was no visible wound on his back or neck. Drowned, perhaps. Or helped to drown.

Einar bent and rolled the body with his foot, lightly, without touching it with his hand. A northern face. A beard left untended for several weeks. Nothing at the throat. Calluses across the palms, the kind made by oars or heavy loads. Not a warrior. A sailor, perhaps, or a man accustomed to unloading sacks on a shore. Einar straightened.

— No reaction, Rónna said in Irish, too softly for anyone else to hear. Not one man has looked at you since you walked towards him.

— I saw.

— That means they know he is there and have decided to do nothing.

— Or they were told to do nothing.

A boy passed them carrying two empty baskets and moved his gaze towards the water only after he had gone beyond the body. The movement was small. Almost a flinch. Rónna noticed and went after him without asking leave.

Einar remained beside the corpse. He did not touch the throat. The body had been in the water long enough for the cold and stiffness to say what needed to be known. He turned one palm upward. The skin below the fingers had been lightly cut by rope or the edge of a plank. A darker mark remained around the wrist, too regular for a fall into the river.

— Bound, said Bjarne, who had come up beside him.

— Perhaps.

Bjarne bent slightly and studied the mark without touching it.

— Bound, then untied.

Einar looked towards the shore. A man who only wanted to be rid of a body threw it farther out, where the current would take it. This one had been left close to the landing stakes, visible enough for any ship coming in and near enough to the men of the place that their indifference became part of the message.

— For us? Bjarne asked.

— Perhaps for anyone who comes in without knowing the rules.

Rónna returned after a few minutes. The boy was no longer with her.

— He took the baskets to the second storehouse, she said. A woman sits there with a net to mend. She is not mending anything. Since we came ashore, she has moved the same knot three times and closed no hole.

— The dead man?

— The boy did not look until he had passed him. That is learned. Someone has told everyone what not to see.

Einar looked again at the corpse.

— Then we find out who gives the lessons.

Rónna watched the body for a moment.

— Northmen or Irishmen who left him there?

— I do not know yet. But someone here chose to leave the dead where he could be seen. That is not neglect.

They returned to the ship without hurrying. Einar felt several eyes on them — not threatening, more appraising, the kind of attention a place gives you when it wants to know who you are before deciding whether you are useful or dangerous.

The largest structure on the shore was a long oak hall, blackened by weather, its door open. Two men sat outside on a bench. They did not look towards the newcomers, but Einar knew they were watching.

He walked straight to them.

— We need a place to tie the ship, and we want to know what the shore charges, he said in Norse.

One of the men, the older one, with a wind-scored face and a white scar on his chin, raised his eyes.

— This is not a king’s quay. There is no written price.

A short pause. The man weighed Einar with his gaze — not his body, but his eyes, the way he stood, what he wore at his belt, what was missing.

— From the north. The Thorstein line.

Nothing changed in the man’s face, but something shifted slightly in the way he held his cup — a movement so small another man would not have seen it. Einar did.

— Thorstein is dead, the man said.

The man took a swallow from the cup and did not answer at once.

— I do not set the share for tying a ship here, he said at last. Eyvind does.

— Where do I find Eyvind?

— A man who looks for him finds him. A man who does not is better off staying by his ship.

Einar nodded — neither gratitude nor challenge. Recognition of an unwritten rule. He turned back towards his men.

By noon, the corpse had been moved. Someone had lifted it without haste, without ceremony. Einar saw that it had been removed, not buried — there was no sign of freshly turned earth.

Rónna caught up with him as he crossed the shore for the second time.

— The woman by the second storehouse. The one with the net this morning. She followed me twice.

— She wants to know what we are.

— She wants to know what we want, Rónna corrected. The difference matters.

— For now, men with one ship and no word of welcome. That is the least dangerous thing anyone can be on this shore.

Einar carried the thought with him as he walked.

— I asked an old woman at the edge of the camp, Rónna said. She told me the dead man belonged to a Dane passing through. That he had disputed something with someone who worked for Eyvind. That the dispute had ended. Her voice sounded as if she were explaining the price of fish at market.

— Meaning his death had been settled.

— Settled, Rónna confirmed. Whether it was acceptable no longer matters once it is settled.

Rónna did not leave at once. She scraped mud from the edge of her boot with a chip of wood and looked towards the second storehouse.

— Bran’s table has not disappeared entirely, she said.

Einar turned towards her.

— Where?

— A plank was reused in the rear wall. I saw three cuts beneath the pitch. Whoever raised the storehouse did not know what they meant or did not care.

They walked together to the end of the shore without approaching the main door directly. The storehouse had a new wall only on the water side. At the rear, the timber was mixed: old planks, salvaged beams, pieces cut from other shelters. Rónna showed him a narrow board fixed too low to be noticed by a hurried man.

Beneath the pitch, three cuts could be seen: one long, two short.

Einar ran a finger across them.

They were not Bran’s marks for weight. They were his marks for routes. A place seen but not verified. A place that could be used once and only by men who knew exactly which ebb to enter on.

— Why would anyone leave the plank here? Rónna asked.

— Perhaps he did not see the marks.

— Or he saw them and wanted you to see them too.

From inside came the scrape of a chest dragged across the floor. Someone stopped on the other side of the wall. The wood held one breath, then another.

Rónna did not move.

Einar withdrew his hand from the cuts and walked towards the water as if he had found nothing. Rónna followed without looking back.

Halfway across the shore, the storehouse door opened. The woman with the net came out and remained in the threshold, dead knots hanging between her fingers.

— Did you question her? Einar said quietly.

— No.

— Why?

— Because she heard enough without being asked.

That evening, a fresh scratch appeared across the reused plank. Thin. Slanting. Someone had drawn a blade over the pitch and opened the old mark so it could no longer be mistaken for chance.

The footsteps were not alarming — too careful for a drunk, too slow for an emergency. Someone who knew where he was going and did not want to be heard by everyone, but was not hiding completely either. The steps of a man who worked at night from habit, not from immediate need.

Einar remained still and listened.

The steps went north, towards the structure with new walls he had seen at the far end of the shore. A door opened — no creak, well oiled — and closed. Silence. He did not move.

The fires on the shore had burned low. They had not gone out completely — someone had fed them. A man who woke in the night to tend fires on a shore like this was not a man sleeping badly. He was a man who did not sleep at all, or slept with half his attention always awake.

A weak light appeared at the narrow high window — not torchlight, too steady. An oil lamp. It vanished after a few minutes. The window remained dark. The footsteps did not return.

The man in the structure with new walls had stayed inside or gone out another way.

Einar turned his face to the sky. The Irish autumn sky was a dark grey without stars — thick cloud that allowed nothing through.

Farther along the shore, a dog barked once and stopped.

No body. No drag marks. No sign that anyone had come in the night and taken something from the shore. The shingle was evenly wet, as shingle is after the ebb, with no visible disturbance.

Einar stood on the shore and studied the place. Bjarne came beside him.

— Clean, he said.

— Yes.

— Fast.

— Yes.

— At night?

— At night.

Bjarne said nothing more. He went back towards the ship.

Einar remained a few moments longer. The place where the corpse had lain no longer looked different from the rest of the shore — wet shingle, a few shells, a length of old rope carried in by the current. Nothing to say anything had happened there.

The empty place where Bran had kept his table troubled him more than the dead man. A corpse left in the water said someone wanted to be seen. A vanished table said someone else had learned to work without leaving anything behind. Einar looked towards the eaves where Muirenn’s balance had once hung. The wood was new. The hook was gone.

He did not ask who had removed it. Questions asked too quickly said more about the questioner than about the answer.

Einar walked to the structure with new walls and knocked three times.

Short. Without urgency. The way a man knocks when he knows the person beyond the door already knows he is there.

Rónna opened. She had changed her wet cloak for a plain woollen dress and tied her hair at the nape. She did not seem surprised to see him. That made him stop for half a breath.

— You chose the right door, she said in Norse.

— Or the only door meant to be found.

Rónna stepped aside without confirming it. Einar entered.

— Eyvind comes when he comes, she said. Not when he is called.

— The dead man is gone from the shore.

— I know.

— Who moved him?

Rónna looked at the cup Einar had not lifted to his mouth.

— The right question is not who lifted him. The right question is who could give the order without being seen.

— And the answer?

— You will hear it when he walks in.

Eyvind entered through the rear door without a sound.

Tall — almost a head above Einar, who was not short. Hair cut close, nearly white. A bony face, fine lines around the eyes that came not from age alone but from years of staring into sun or wind. A plain wool tunic. A long knife at his belt.

He did not say good morning. He did not ask about the voyage. He went to the worktable, took the tally board with marks, and turned it face down. Then he faced Einar. He studied him for several seconds.

— You slept on the ship.

— Yes.

— Why not in the room at the back?

— I did not know it was there.

That was not true. Einar had seen the door the evening before. Eyvind knew it was not true. Both men knew the other knew.

Eyvind sat on the bench beside the table.

— Thorstein. The son.

— Yes.

— Your father died many years ago.

— Enough that the number no longer matters.

A pause.

— Why have you come now?

Einar looked at the oak chest on the floor.

— Because now I have something to bring.

Eyvind followed his gaze.

— The ledger, he said.

— The ledger.

— Rónna told me.

Einar turned towards Rónna. She stood near the shelf and looked at neither of them.

— When?

Einar looked again at the oak chest. It had not been Eyvind on the shore at night. It had been Rónna. Or both of them.

— The ledger is on the ship, Einar said.

— You want me to see it?

— Not yet. Tell me first what is in it.

Einar told him. Routes from Innishmore, passages through the Hebrides marked for season and current, a note about a small island off the Northumbrian shore that local sailors avoided without saying why. A few notes on landing places and the men who decided who could enter.

Eyvind listened without interrupting.

When Einar finished, Eyvind did not answer at once. He looked towards the narrow window.

— The island off the Northumbrian shore, he said.

— Yes.

— Why do they avoid it?

— I did not learn. I wrote that they avoid it and marked the approach.

— Have you been there?

— No.

Eyvind looked again at Einar.

— The Hebrides routes. The seasonal cuts.

— Three paths. Marked separately.

— Which is best in late autumn?

— None is good in late autumn. The middle one is the least bad if the wind holds from the west.

Eyvind rose.

— Bring the ledger.

It was not a request. It was not an order. It was the statement of a man who had decided the conversation had gone far enough. Einar rose as well.

— The ledger comes if something is put on the table from the other side.

Outside, Gunnar waited beside the ship with the patience of a man unused to waiting. When Einar returned from Eyvind, he found him watching the men who passed along the shore and sorting them without words: who pulled well, who stopped at another man’s fire, who wore his knife too openly.

— What does the place cost? Gunnar asked.

— We do not know yet.

— Then it costs more than it says.

Bjarne lifted the firewood Ketil had brought and set it near the bow. Dagr untied the old rope, stripped away the swollen fibres, and began to twist it again.

— The place costs whatever we have to pay to leave it whole, Einar said.

Gunnar looked towards the long hall.

— Or whatever we must take so we do not pay next time.

Einar let the sentence hang between them. Gunnar had not come to the Liffey only for a place beside the fire. He liked finding the hollow in an order and stepping into it before the others knew it existed.

— Until we know who gives the orders, no one takes anything in our name, Einar said.

Gunnar lifted his chin slightly.

— And if someone offers?

— First ask what he wants back.

— Is that what you are doing with Eyvind?

Einar looked towards the chest where he kept the ledger.

— Exactly.

That afternoon, two men from the shore brought a new rope and offered to leave it beside the ship until departure. They asked for no silver at once. They said they would talk after seeing whether the rope held.

Gunnar was the first to reach for it.

Einar stopped him.

— The question, he said.

Gunnar looked at the men.

— What do you want in return?

One of them smiled.

— Only to know the Thorstein men remember who helped them when they entered the Liffey.

Gunnar turned towards Einar.

— Too cheap.

— Yes.

Dagr took the rope, drew it through his palm, and brought the fibres close to his nose. They smelled of fresh pitch. Too fresh.

— We keep it separate, he said. And we do not tie the ship with it until I pull it apart strand by strand.

The men from the shore did not protest. They left satisfied that they had seen enough.

Before dark, Dagr found a section in the middle of the rope soaked with fat and salt. Under the first hard pull, the fibres would have slid against one another and the knot would have loosened.

Gunnar looked at the rope taken apart.

— Now do we know who?

— No, Einar said. We only know someone wants to learn how quickly we learn.

Eyvind stopped. He did not turn at once.

When he did, there was no surprise in his face. No anger. Only the attention a man gives another who has said something unexpected, waiting to see whether anything useful follows or whether he has spent everything.

— What do you want?

Einar told him. Access to the shore without a tax for a time. Information about what was lacking and what people bought. And a man who could speak with the local kings. Eyvind listened.

— Is that all?

— For now.

Eyvind turned towards the window.

— Go back to your ship. Bring the ledger at noon.

Einar looked at his back.

— We talk at noon.

Towards evening, the man with the scar on his chin came to the ship.

Not alone — he had with him a boy Einar had not seen that morning. The boy carried a bundle of firewood and set it beside the bow without being asked. He requested nothing. He stepped aside.

The scarred man stood with his arms at his sides, palms visible — the same gesture he had used the previous morning, when he had stopped Einar on the shore.

He spoke Norse better than he had seemed to.

— Eyvind sends the wood. An evening fire is hard to find on the shore.

— Not thanks. Practice.

Einar studied him.

— What is your name?

— Ketil.

Ketil looked towards the water.

— For long enough.

— That is not a question for this shore.

Einar accepted it.

— The dead man from yesterday, he said.

Ketil did not move.

— What of him?

— Who brought him?

Ketil looked at Einar with the gaze a man gives when he has heard something unexpected and is deciding whether it deserves an answer.

— He came alone, he said at last.

— By sea?

— By sea.

— Alone on the sea, with a ship?

— His boat was at the southern end. Small. For one man or two.

Ketil shrugged.

— It was not there.

Einar looked towards the southern end of the shore.

The boat was gone. Or it could not be seen from where he stood.

— Who was the man?

— A Dane carrying a message.

— For whom?

Ketil looked at the firewood the boy had brought.

— That is no longer your question.

He walked north with the boy behind him and did not look back.

The wood had not come from kindness. Ketil had left it beside the bow without asking for thanks.

The fire could burn that night. And at noon, the ledger would reach Eyvind’s table. Bjarne came beside him.

— Ketil.

— I saw him on the coast two years ago. In Orkney. He worked for a Danish merchant.

Einar turned towards him. Bjarne shrugged.

If Ketil had worked for a Dane in Orkney and now worked for Eyvind on the Liffey, then either he had changed masters or he had not.

And if he had not, the dead man on the shore and the message he had carried took on another meaning.

Rónna walked down to the place where the body had lain. The water had left a darker stripe across the shingle and two threads of wool caught between the stones. The woman with the net still worked beneath the low awning a few paces away, but her hands no longer repeated the earlier knot. They tightened it, loosened it, tightened it again — too slowly for a task meant to be finished.

— She is not looking at us, Einar said.

— Exactly, Rónna replied.

A child passed carrying two empty buckets and stopped beside the woman. He did not speak. She only handed him the end of the net, and the boy held it while her fingers remade the knot. After a few moments, the child walked towards the storehouse, without the buckets and without looking back.

Rónna followed his path until he disappeared between the shelters.

— Eyvind does not need to stand beside every stake, she said. One man sees the ship. Another sees the corpse. Another sees who asks about the corpse. By noon, someone already knows what you noticed and what you chose to leave alone.

— The woman works for him?

— Perhaps. Or for the man who buys her bread when Eyvind is not looking. Here, men do not always belong to the one whose news they carry.

Einar knelt and picked up one of the wool threads. It was grey, rough, and wet. It did not say who had killed the Dane. It only said the corpse had been left visible long enough for newcomers to see it and removed quickly enough that they could not ask too much.

Bjarne came beside them and looked towards the empty place.

— You take him from the shore and men forget?

— No, Rónna said. You take him away when you are sure they understood.

Einar let the thread fall. The corpse was gone, but the question remained, cleaner than the shingle washed by water: who decided what had to be seen and when it could be taken from before men’s eyes?

Rónna rose and walked towards the ship. Halfway there, she stopped beside the boy with the buckets, who had returned with water. She asked him something in Irish. The child answered while staring at the ground and tightened his hands on the handles.

— What did he say? Einar asked after the boy left.

— That three men lifted the dead man. Two Northmen and one who spoke like the inland people. He did not see their faces. But he saw where they stopped afterward.

— Where?

Rónna looked towards the long hall, then towards the smaller fire at the edge of the shelters.

— Not in the same place. That matters more than their names. One went into Eyvind’s hall. One went to drink. The third vanished along the road towards the river.

Einar watched the three directions without turning his head too far. The corpse had been one story while it lay on the shingle. Once lifted, the story split among men who did not share the same master and perhaps not the same interest.

— The shore does not have one voice, he said.

— No. That is why it is harder to hold than a ship.

Gunnar, who had been listening from beside the mast, said:

— Do we leave tomorrow?

— We stay, Einar said.

— How long?

— As long as we must.

Before dark, Dagr called him to the bow. One of the old ropes had swollen with water and shed short fibres into his palm. Dagr twisted it once and let it drop to the planks.

— It will hold one departure, he said. Perhaps two, if we do not pull hard.

— We are not leaving yet.

Dagr lifted the rope and laid it to dry beside the mast.

— Then we learn what it costs to stay.

The corpse had vanished from the shingle. His boat had vanished too. Ketil had come with wood, not answers. And Eyvind had already seen enough to ask for the ledger without raising his voice.

Einar watched the black water and understood that the shore did not want to stop him. It wanted to learn how much it could take from him before he learned to bite back.
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CHAPTER II

EYVIND’S TALLY BOARDS
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Eyvind did not speak at once. He had sat at the worktable and placed the ledger in front of him. He had not opened it. Both palms rested flat above it, as if he were testing the warmth of the wood, or its weight, or something that could not be seen from outside.

Einar stood against the opposite wall and hurried nothing.

Rónna was not in the room. She had left before Einar entered with the ledger — a brief departure without explanation, her small cloth bag tucked beneath one arm. Einar had not asked where she was going. It was not the moment.

The room smelled as it had that morning — hides, salt, something closed in. Outside, the Liffey shore sounded faintly through the walls: steps on shingle, a distant voice, something metal struck twice and then stilled. Eyvind opened the ledger.

His finger moved slowly across the cuts on the first face — not reading, feeling. The gesture of a craftsman or sailor, a man who knew timber not by sight but by touch.

He stopped at a deeper notch.

— Innishmore.

— Yes.

— The depth at the entrance.

— Checked myself in the spring of 817. One man and a small boat.

— One man does not check a depth. He guesses it.

— I used a sounding line with a stone. Ten drops. The difference was never more than half a fathom.

Eyvind studied the cut.

— Why did you enter there in spring?

— A storm drove us in. I did not choose the bay.

— I marked everything that had not been marked before.

Eyvind looked up. He studied Einar for several seconds — not with suspicion, more with the attention a man gives something unexpected while deciding whether it is useful or only chance.

He lowered his eyes to the ledger again.

Perhaps five minutes passed while Eyvind read and Einar remained standing without speaking.

Einar was not looking for comfort. He wanted to learn what kind of man stood before him. A man who could read a ledger for five minutes without comment, without haste, without seeking approval from the man who brought it, understood the value of the thing on his own.

At one point Eyvind tilted his head slightly. One note had caught his attention more than the rest. Einar could not see which; the angle was wrong.

— The middle route through the Hebrides, Eyvind said without lifting his eyes.

— Three variations. Different cuts for the season.

— The one with two upright notches.

— Good in early autumn. The current holds from the northwest and pushes the hull without a fight. Leave in the morning and you reach it before the ebb.

— And if you do not leave in the morning?

— You wait until the next day. The afternoon ebb on that route stops you more than the wind helps you.

Eyvind closed the ledger. He set it on the table — not towards Einar, not towards himself. In the middle.

— The routes are good, he said.

— I knew part of the Innishmore routes and part of the Hebrides routes. I did not know the depths. I did not know the note about the avoided island.

Eyvind rose from the table.

— And the ledger stays here for now.

He had not asked permission. He had not explained why. He simply left it there and stood.

Einar looked at the ledger on the table.

— What does for now mean?

— It means I check it with my people over the next few days. If the depths are right, we discuss what you ask for.

— You have people on Innishmore?

— I have people in many places.

— And if the depths are wrong?

Eyvind stopped beside the rear door.

— If the depths are wrong, we have nothing more to discuss.

— The depths are right.

— I know you believe that.

He disappeared.

— There was one of my father’s debts in it.

Rónna turned towards him.

— The page is partly visible. The sum cannot be read, but the debt exists. Eyvind saw it while he read.

— No.

Einar looked towards the narrow window.

— Which means he will use it when he thinks the time is right.

— Or let it fall away.

Einar looked back at the ledger. The wood remained on the table, in the middle, exactly where Eyvind had left it. A piece of property without a declared owner, close enough to both men that each knew how quickly the other could reach for it.

— My father did not write debts without reason, he
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