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CHAPTER ONE

THE SKRAELINGS

North America, 1009

“Don’t go too far, or the Skraelings will get you,” Freydis told her children.

The fair-haired girl, Irpa, glared at her mother. “I’ve never seen a Skraeling. You’re lying.”
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Her brother, Skirnir, looked at her, wide-eyed. “You can’t call Mother a liar, Irpa – she’ll be angry.”
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Freydis shrugged. “I don’t have to get angry. One day, Irpa will be snatched by the Skraelings and they’ll eat her. And as they roast her over the fire, Irpa will remember what I told her. Then she’ll be sorry. But of course, it will be too late, won’t it, Irpa?”

The girl’s scowl was as dark as the forest beside the village. “I have never seen a Skraeling,” she said, stubbornly.

“That’s because they hide so well,” Skirnir said. “They dress themselves in branches so you can’t see them in the woods. But if you walk past a bush, suddenly they will hop out and get you.”

“Hop?”

“Yes, Skraelings only have one leg. Everybody knows that.” Skirnir said.

“I didn’t know that,” Irpa said. “If they only have one leg, then I’ll run away. I’m the fastest runner in the village. Even the boys can’t beat me.”
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Freydis slowly stirred her pot of soup and shook her head. “The Skraelings have bows and arrows. They are better than our Viking bows, and twice as deadly. You might run faster than a Skraeling, but you can’t run faster than a Skraeling arrow.”

“You can’t run faster than a Skraeling arrow,” Skirnir repeated. He turned to his mother. “Tell Irpa what happened to Thorvald Ericson, Mother. Tell her.”

The woman wiped sweat from her brow and walked out of the hut into the warm afternoon air. Her children followed her. Hunters were bringing a dead moose. “The village will eat well tonight,” Freydis said.

“It’s better than eating squirrels. I’m sick of eating squirrels,” Irpa said.

“Tell us the story,” Skirnir said impatiently.

The three sat on the grass and bent their heads forward. “It started with Eric the Red, of course,” the woman said. “The great Viking warrior was sent away from Norway. Banished.”
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“He killed a man,” Skirnir added.

“He killed several men,” Freydis said. “He killed Torgest in an argument about a shovel. Then he killed Valthjof in a row about some slaves. Anyway, Eric the Red set off in boats with sheep and cattle and about a hundred friends and family. They sailed west, on past Iceland until they came to Greenland. And that’s where they settled.”
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“Were there Skraelings in Greenland?” Skirnir asked.

“Oh, yes. But they were friendly ones... with two legs,” Freydis explained.

“So why did we leave Greenland and come here?” Irpa asked.

Freydis sighed. “Greenland isn’t very green – Eric just called it Greenland so other Vikings would sail from Iceland to settle there. Eric’s son, Leif, set sail to find some really green land and he came here to Vinland.” The woman looked over the fields. “Here the grass grows, even in winter, for our cattle. There is wood to build houses and boats. There are wild animals and berries and nuts in the forests. It is perfect.”
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“Except for the Skraelings,” Skirnir said.

“There are no Skraelings,” Irpa repeated.

“Don’t forget what happened to Thorvald,” said her mother.

“What did happen to Thorvald?” Irpa said.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ARROWS

“Thorvald’s brother, Leif, arrived here and met the natives,” Freydis continued. “They made a lot of frightful screams, so Leif called them Skraelings... screechers. But they didn’t attack the Vikings that year.”
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“But they did attack,” Skirnir said. “Tell us what happened when they attacked, Mother.”

“It was three years later, and Thorvald had arrived in Vinland. Early one morning, a Viking saw a Skraeling watching them. The Skraeling was covered in bear fat to keep out the cold, and he shone in the sun. The Vikings shouted at him and he ran away…”
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“On one leg?” Irpa scoffed.

Her mother ignored her. “The Vikings ran after him and they came across nine Skraelings. They were camped out at the edge of a lake. They were sleeping.

“Thorvald decided to attack the natives before they could pick up their weapons. Eight were killed. But the ninth escaped and ran for help.”
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“Why did Thorvald attack them?” Irpa asked.

“Because he was a fool,” Freydis sighed. “The Vikings and the Skraelings could have lived in peace. But now Thorvald had started a war. And of course he was the first to die in the war.”

“The Skraelings shot him, didn’t they, Mother?” Skirnir said.

“They did. They shot him in the guts with an arrow. His friends carried him back to camp and fed him porridge and onions.”
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“Porridge and onions?” Irpa laughed. “That’s foul. Why did they do that?”

“The porridge went into his guts, of course. They pulled out the arrow and what do you think they could smell?”

“Onions,” Skirnir said. “That meant the arrow had gone through his gut. There was no hope for him.”

“Thorvald said, ‘This is a rich country we have found, though I will not enjoy it.’ He died a few hours later,” Freydis said.

“Who won the war?” Irpa asked.

Her mother shook her head. “It’s still going on.”

“I haven’t seen any Skraelings,” Irpa argued.

“We’ve only been here a few months,” her mother told her. “But some of our hunters say they’ve seen shadows in the trees – eyes watching – bodies covered in bear fat shining in the distance.”

Skirnir shuddered. “The first time you see a Skraeling could be your last, little Irpa. One day, you’ll wander too far from the village and they’ll get you.”

“Go into the fields and weed the corn,” Freydis said. “You’ll be safe in the fields. Just stay out of the woods.”

“Go in the woods,” Skirnir hissed. “Go on. I dare you.”

“Skirnir!” the woman said sharply. “Don’t tease your sister. Now go and help her weed the crops.”
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“Aw, Mother! I want to practise fighting with the men. I want to be a warrior, not a weeder.”

“You will be a warrior with a slapped ear if you don’t start weeding. Now!”

Skirnir ran.


CHAPTER THREE

THE VISITORS

The Skraelings came that night.

The Vikings woke to find a band of twenty native warriors standing on the hilltop above the village. They were armed with bows, but the bowstrings were left slack. The natives were not planning to attack.
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Skirnir and Irpa ran to the edge of the village where the Viking men were gathered, stirred from their sleep by the watchman.

Most of the men carried swords and shields. Karlsefni, the Viking chief, looked up the hill silently.
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“Skraelings!” Skirnir squeaked at his sister. “You said there were no Skraelings. See? There they are.”

“They have two legs,” Irpa said.

“Yes – they’re two-legged Skraelings.”

Irpa sneered. “So are two-legged ones more dangerous than the one-legged ones?”

“Probably,” Skirnir said. “They can kick you without falling over.”

“Be quiet,” Karlsefni said.

“Yes, be quiet,” Skirnir told Irpa.

“I was speaking to you, Skirnir,” the Viking leader growled.

“Sorry, Karlsefni,” the boy muttered.

Karlsefni stroked his thick, yellow-grey beard. He watched as the natives on the hill placed their bows on the ground. “Put your weapons down,” the Viking chief said.

“Are you mad?” one of the men argued. “They could be carrying knives. When they get close they could cut our throats!”

“They are carrying furs... see?” Karlsefni said. “They’ve come to trade.”
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The natives walked steadily down the hill towards the Vikings. One of the natives held out a bearskin to Karlsefni. The Viking looked at it and threw it around his shoulder. “It will be good in winter,” he said. “What do you want in return?”

The native shook his head. He did not understand. He stepped past Karlsefni and walked around the wooden huts where the women and children were looking out of the doors. The native picked up some red woollen cloth and wrapped it around his head. He smiled. He pointed to the bearskin and he pointed to the cloth.
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“Swap?” Karlsefni guessed.

“Sop,” the native nodded.

For the next half hour, the natives wandered through the village offering furs for clay pots, iron knives, silver brooches and buckles, leather pails full of milk and cheeses wrapped in cloth.

“Sop!” they said and the Vikings were usually happy to take the rich furs.

At last the natives had no more furs and they turned to walk back up the hill carrying their traded goods.

And that was when it all went wrong.
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