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PROLOGUE

THE WATCHTOWER'S EYE
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Mouth of the Guadalquivir, 860 AD

— ❖ —

Stone held warmth better than the body did.

The watchman had known this since childhood, since the first time they had carried him up the narrow steps with a waterskin too large for his shoulder and fear hidden under his tongue. By day, the sun entered stone as iron enters fire. At night, when the air cooled over sand and the coarse grass beside the water, the walls gave it back slowly, without mercy, like the laboured breathing of a large animal. Whoever slept pressed against them woke drenched in sweat, as though he had slept beside a beast.

He did not sleep.

Three nights now, he had not slept properly.

Below, the sea was not black the way northern merchants described it in their stories. It lay broad and oily, full of grey and greenish streaks, with a pale light caught on the small crests of the waves. Far out, where the river's mouths were lost in darkness, the water no longer sounded like sea. It sounded like something entering beneath the earth. There, ships could seem to vanish and yet be close. There, the sand swallowed tracks, the reed swallowed voices, and the narrow channels let men approach without belonging to the place.

The watchman spat over the parapet.

Not in contempt. For the taste of salt left between his teeth.

On the tower platform stood three clay vessels, a blackened bronze tray, some bundles of dried grass, oil, folded rags, and a boy who had not yet learned to wait without moving. The boy had sharp knees, too long a neck, and hands too quick. He stretched his fingers toward the oil vessel, then withdrew them, then stretched them again, as though only the touching could make the night pass faster.

— No.

The boy froze.

The watchman did not turn toward him. There was no need.

— Not yet.

The boy took his hand away from the vessel. There was the scrape of skin on stone as he folded it into his lap.

Below, on the road that came from the low fields, a horse blew through its nose. The animal could not be seen. It was felt only through sound — the brief clack of iron on stone, the sharp smell carried on the wind. Riders waited beneath the tower, without torches. The men below knew how to be silent. They were not parade soldiers. They were men who had received enough orders to no longer believe that courage meant noise.

The watchman pressed his palm to the warm stone.

Under his fingers, the wall felt alive.

Beyond the beach, between two patches of darkness, something moved.

It was not a wave.

A wave held no rhythm. A wave did not stop when it reached the shadow of the reeds. A wave did not leave behind a thin, straight line — too quiet for water.

The watchman narrowed his eyes.

The boy felt it before he understood.

— What is it?

The watchman raised two fingers.

Silence.

The shadow moved again. Small. Low. No sail. A boat, perhaps two. The men inside it rowed carefully, not raising the blades too high. They were not fishermen. Fishermen were not afraid of water like that. Fishermen cursed when they struck the shallow bottom of the channel. Fishermen had dogs, baskets, voices, children asleep on the canvas. Those shadows had nothing extra. Only men, wood, and fear held between the teeth.

Northmen.

He could not see them well, but he knew them.

Not by their hair. Not by their skin. Night took all colours and made them ash. He knew them by the way the boat did not trust the bank. By the way they were not looking for a good place to draw in nets, but for a good place to hide their return. By the way they circled the lights without drawing near. By the way the water seemed to belong to them until the moment the river began to change their course.

The watchman ran his tongue over his cracked lip.

His father had died beside this river, long before the boy beside him was born. Not in a great battle. Not under the eyes of an emir. Not in song. He had been found two days later, his face swollen with water, a foreign strap still clenched in his dead fist. In those days the sea-men had come all the way to the city, and so much had burned that children had learned the name of fear before the names of prayer. Afterwards, towers had been raised, gates reinforced, roads and men counted. Afterwards, fire had ceased to be only fire. It had become a voice.

And a voice was not lit for every shadow.

The boy swallowed.

— Now?

The watchman did not answer.

He looked further, toward the place where the reeds moved without wind. The boat had stopped. One of the men inside had risen slightly — too slightly to be seen by untrained eyes. The watchman saw him nonetheless. A line of shoulder. A gleam of metal. Then the man lowered himself again.

Closer to the beach, another shadow drew back into the water.

Not one of theirs.

There were two boats.

One was seeking the way in. The other was guarding the way out.

The watchman finally turned toward the boy. The boy's face was open, full of questions and of the sick desire to be useful. That could kill a man faster than sleep could.

— The small vessel, said the watchman.

The boy reached for the wrong one.

The watchman struck his fingers, short, without anger. The boy bit air but made no sound.

— That one calls horses. Not the city.

The boy took the other vessel.

The watchman laid two rags on the bronze tray and poured only what was needed over them. Too much oil made fire greedy. Too little made it a liar. Fire had its own measure. A large fire spoke of fear. A small fire spoke of eyes. A fire lit three times spoke of water. A fire held low, then raised, spoke of strangers without sail. A delayed fire could mean that the man who had lit it had been made to lie.

The boy held the vessel in both hands. The oil trembled inside it.

— Will they come this far?

— If they are foolish.

— And if they are not?

The watchman took the fire-striker.

— Then they will send others first.

He bent the spark over the rag.

The flame rose small, low, yellow at first, then blue at the edges. The watchman covered it with his palm in a way he had learned from a man who was missing two fingers. The light was not seen whole from the sea. It was seen only from the next tower, the one on the white rise, beyond the line of reeds. One beat. Two. Extinguished. Then again. Held. Lowered. Extinguished.

The boy was not breathing.

Far off, on the white rise, the darkness remained complete.

The watchman waited.

Waiting was the part children never understood. The fire was nothing without the silence between signals. In that silence, distances were measured, men were counted, decisions were made — whether a horse had to leave, whether a gate had to be closed, whether a merchant had to be stopped on the road or let through because he carried more news than goods. A flame lit too quickly could kill an innocent man. A flame lit too late could leave a city to wake beneath the axe.

On the water, the first boat began to withdraw.

The second did not.

The second had gone too deep into the reeds.

A faint sound came from below. Not a shout. Not yet. More like a torn breath. Then a blow on wood. Then nothing.

The boy stepped toward the edge of the tower.

— Stay.

— Have they caught someone?

— Perhaps.

— One of ours?

The watchman turned his head toward him.

The boy understood the wrong question and dropped his gaze.

— No.

Far off, on the white rise, a point of light appeared.

One.

Extinguished.

Two.

Held longer.

The watchman let the air out slowly.

The next tower had seen. Not the city. Not yet. First the horses. First the roads. First the man who knew how to arrive before fear did.

Below the tower, one of the riders whistled briefly. Another horse blew. Iron touched stone. Then the shadows had already broken from the wall, running toward the dry road, their torches still unlit.

The watchman watched the boat still caught in the reeds.

Now movements came faster. A paddle-blade struck the water too hard and threw a pale line across the dark. A man rose in the boat and fell back. Another stretched his arm toward the bank. No words were heard — only air. The northman did not want to shout. A shout would tell the camp that he was not coming back clean.

From the water came a small sound, almost ridiculous. Cracking wood.

The boy pressed his hand over his mouth.

The watchman thought of his father. Of the foreign strap in the dead fist. Of the walls raised after the fire. Of the gates counted. Of the men on horses. Of the roads guarded by men who did not sing.

— Shall I signal the city? the boy asked.

The watchman did not answer immediately.

He looked toward the sea, beyond the two boats, toward the heavier darkness where the great ships must be. He could not see them. That did not mean they were not there. Northmen without great ships were like wolves without winter — they could exist, but not for long.

In some hidden cove, perhaps, their timber lay drawn up on sand. Their men waited without fire. Perhaps they had charts stolen from merchants, scraps of speech bought on the upper coast, a local man bound beside them, a woman who knew how to be silent in more than one tongue. Perhaps they believed the night was theirs because the sea had been friendly.

The watchman straightened his back.

The night belonged to no one.

— Not yet.

The boy shook his head, uncomprehending.

— If the city does not know...

— The city knows when it needs to know.

The boy closed his mouth.

This was another part children never understood. Not all news went to the same gate. Some went to the horses. Some to the road guards. Some to the men who controlled the water. Some to those who wrote. Some to those who paid for silence. A great piece of news sent too early made small men flee. A small piece of news sent well made great men sit down.

On the reeds, a bird rose. A single white flash of wing in the night. Then another.

The caught boat moved toward open water, but not straight. It turned slightly, like a creature struck in the side. One man rowed alone on one side. Another held something low with both hands. The third did not move.

The watchman raised the fire-striker again.

— Now?

This time the boy asked more quietly.

The watchman laid another rag on the tray.

— Now for water.

The flame rose, died, rose again. Lower. Longer. A pause. One more beat of light, almost lazy. From the sea it would have seemed only a mistake — perhaps a careless man, perhaps a spark caught by the wind. From the next tower it was something else entirely.

Across the distance, the white rise answered.

Then, much further, a small light was born and died on a hilltop that a stranger would not have seen even in daylight had he passed beside it.

The boy saw it too now.

— How many are there?

The watchman wiped his palm on his tunic.

— Enough.

— As far as Ishbiliya?

— If need be.

— As far as Córdoba?

The watchman did not look at the boy.

That name should not be spoken on the tower as though it were a man who could be summoned by hand. It was too large for the night. Not because its walls were nearby — they were not. Not because the people there could see the sea directly — they could not. But some names kept the roads bound together, and roads carried a voice further than horses could.

— As far as the news is worth paying for, said the watchman.

The boy did not understand. That was well.

Below, the first northern boat disappeared toward the darkness seaward. It was going back. Not clean. Not whole. But going back. Those in the camp would receive something — fear in a man's eyes, blood on a paddle, a lie told because the truth seemed too large. They would look at their wet charts and believe they had seen the bank.

The second boat remained longer between the reeds and open water, then pulled free heavily. A body slipped over the side. The water took it without sound. Those who remained did not stop to lift it. That told the watchman more than anything else. Seafarers knew when a dead man became a stone tied around the living.

The riders could not be seen, but he felt them already on their roads. Their shadow running ahead of them on the paths. One toward the signal point, one toward a water crossing, another toward the unwalled village in the interior. Not for a great battle. Not yet. For eyes. For names. How many oars, how many shields, how many ships, how many men with hair bound at the nape and how many with good helmets. To learn whether the northmen had come hungry or paid. Hungry men ran differently from paid men.

The watchman leaned over the parapet.

On the far shore, where the darkness seemed deepest, a small spark appeared.

Not from their side.

The boy saw it and breathed in sharply.

— There.

The watchman did not move.

The spark appeared again. Too low. Too close to the ground. A fire badly hidden, or a light used by someone who did not know the place. Perhaps someone from the northern camp had raised a cloth too near the embers. Perhaps a man returning from the water had made a signal not knowing that the signal might be heard by people who did not know his name. Perhaps it was only wind.

The watchman did not believe in only.

— Shall I answer?

The boy's question trembled with eagerness and with fear.

The watchman looked at the spark. One beat. Two. Then he raised his hand slowly.

— No.

The boy remained with the vessel in the air.

— But they have lit.

— Not for us.

— Then for whom?

The watchman looked again toward the dark water, toward the place where the first boat was returning to its men, while the second struggled not to show that it had lost something. In his mind the roads settled without words. The tower on the white rise had seen. The horses had left. The water had been warned. If the northmen believed their light had gone unheard, they would use it again. If they believed it had been heard wrongly, they would learn. And if they learned too quickly, they would need to be fed another mistake.

He did not yet know the name of the man who led them. Did not know he wore silver on his forearm. Did not know that the death of an old man far away, in the north of water and ledgers, had reached this shore like a stone wrapped in leather. Did not know that in the hidden camp a man would press water-marked charts with his palm and believe he was seeing for the first time the way the South spoke.

The watchman knew only what he needed to know.

A foreign spark had lit below.

A fire of theirs could answer — late.

And sometimes a late answer was better than silence.

— Now, he said.

The boy moved too quickly. This time the watchman did not stop him. The vessel tilted, the oil touched the rag, the striker bit, and the flame leaped — small, unsteady, hidden between two stones. The watchman let it live shorter than an untrained eye would want and longer than a frightened man would dare.

Then he extinguished it.

On the far bank, the northern spark disappeared.

The watchman waited.

The boy trembled beside him.

Far off, on the white rise, another fire answered. Not immediately. Too late to be theirs. Late enough to seem someone else's.

The watchman felt the night tighten in his bones.

He did not smile.

Smiling was for men who believed they had won something.

He lowered his eyes toward the water, toward the shadows retreating, toward the place where a dead man had been given to the river before he had a name on the sand.

— Go below, he said to the boy. Tell them they have come.

The boy seized the empty vessel.

— How many?

The watchman looked at the darkness where the great ships had not yet shown themselves.

— Too few for a war.

Then he looked at the fires passing from one rise to the next, like a word spoken through teeth of stone.

— Enough for a lesson.

The boy disappeared down the tower steps, his soles striking the stone too fast.

The watchman remained alone with the vessels, the blackened tray, and the sea that was never empty.

Far off, where the northmen saw only night, the road had already answered.

⚜  ⚜  ⚜
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CHAPTER I

THE TONGUE OF TOWERS
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Coast of al-Andalus, 860 AD

— ❖ —

The wet chart was held to the canvas by a broken shield, a white stone, the blade of a knife, and Torfi's palm.

Water had entered the hide, the stitching, and the charcoal lines, making the roads swell and widen and lie. A thin thread of sand had caught on the edge of the canvas and spread across the name the local man had spoken once, with pressed lips, as though that name had cost him something. From the river came damp heat. Not the heat of fire, which burned and was done. The heat of earth that did not want the night to be night.

Torfi held the chart down with his left palm. Under his sleeve, the Silver Serpent weighed against his forearm.

He did not touch it for luck. He did not believe that metal could turn arrows, bring good wind, or make a man come home alive from the reeds. The silver was cold even here, under the southern sky, and that was precisely why he felt it. It was the weight of a name he could no longer send back across the sea. It was ledger, debt, old man dead far away, rules spoken without tears, and hands that had learned to count before they learned to tremble.

Around him, the camp did not sleep.

The ships had not all been drawn up in the same cove. Two lay low, hidden behind ridges of sand and reed, their sails down and their oars gathered under canvas. Another had been pushed further in, into a narrow inlet where the water smelled of warm mud and dead fish. The men had cursed under their breath when they moved her. Torfi had not answered. You do not put all your ships where a single eye can count them. You do not give all your names to a single man. You do not send men forward if you do not know what the return will cost.

He did not speak these rules.

He did them.

That was sometimes all that remained of the dead.

Two small boats had gone out before dawn.

One had not yet returned.

The first had come back changed.

It sat now on the sand, its prow dragged in too fast, too hard, leaving a deep gouge in the mud at the water's edge. One of the men inside kept his hands pressed under his armpits and was trying not to let it show that his palms were torn open. Another stood beside a barrel, head down, as though listening to the water inside. He was not drinking. That was what made him worse to look at. A man thirsty for water drinks. A man hiding a fever stares at water like an enemy that knows him.

Torfi had seen them.

He had said nothing yet.

Arne Skallagrimsson stood on the other side of the chart, thick arms crossed over his chest. Shadow cut his face in two. He had enough men under him that he could not wait without reckoning. Every day without plunder was a day the flour fell lower, the arrows grew damp, and men asked in silence whether the road had been Torfi's or only someone else's hunger.

— My men cannot eat charts, said Arne.

His voice was not stupidity. That would have been easier.

Arne did not demand attack because he loved death. He demanded it because he had men to pay and shame to hold at distance. Behind each of his shields was a mouth, a debt, a promise made on a colder shore. Torfi knew this, and that was exactly why he did not dismiss him with a short word.

— Nor can the dead, he answered.

Arne worked his jaw. He said nothing.

Dagr had lowered himself onto one knee at the edge of the chart, closer to the canvas than to the men. He had wetted two fingers in the water caught in a shell and run them over the edge of a mark that should have been a canal mouth. The water had gone under his nails. The man who read the sea smelled of rope, fish, and exhaustion. On the water, Dagr could say when a wave hid a shallow bottom, when the wind was lying, when a river mouth pulled a ship like a woman who does not want to be seen crying. Here he looked at the wet canvas and the ridges in the earth with a stillness that did not belong to him.

— The water shifts at the mouth, he said. In and out, dirty. But it is not the water that warns them.

— What warns them? asked Arne.

Dagr raised his eyes toward the darkness of the land.

— Their ground.

The men around him heard this and did not like it.

Torfi let them hear.

On the other side of the dead fire, Bjarne Bjarnesson sat with the butt of a blunted spear resting against his shoulder. He did not wear the name as an ornament. He wore it as a debt. Old Bjarne had left it behind him years before, along with a chipped spear and the bad habit of telling the truth when men wanted plunder. The younger man was not old, but he carried in his eyes the weariness of those raised by people who sweeten nothing.

— If they see us first, said Bjarne, we do not choose the fight. We only choose how much we lose before we get out of it.

Arne turned his head toward him.

— You talk like a man who has already lost.

— No, said Bjarne. Like one who wants to choose where he loses.

No one laughed this time either.

Torfi shifted his palm from the chart and picked up the white stone. Below the stone, the canvas had stuck to the wood of the broken shield. The shield had been brought from the returned boat and placed there because it had weight. Its rim was split, and the hide stretched over the wood had been cut by something thin and hot. Not a northern arrow. Not a spear. Different metal. A different hand.

— Tell it again, he said to the man from the boat.

The man with the torn palms was called Hrafn. Or that was what the others called him. He had dried blood at his wrists and sand stuck to his knees. When he leaned over the chart, a drop fell from his hair onto the mark for the river.

— We came in through the small channel. Where the reeds break toward the right.

Torfi placed a piece of wood on the chart.

— Here?

Hrafn glanced at Dagr.

Dagr did not help him.

— Further down.

Torfi moved the wood.

— Was the first tower there?

— I did not see it then.

— You saw it after.

— Yes.

— When?

The man swallowed.

— When it lit.

Arne spat in the sand.

— All towers light if you put fire in them.

Rónna touched the edge of the pouch she held in her lap before she raised her eyes.

— Not all fires answer.

Torfi did not look at her immediately. He let her enter the scene on her own terms, the way she always did. Rónna did not step into a conversation the way a man who needed to be seen did. First she touched something — hide, knot, canvas, stitching, the edge of a pouch, the corner of a chart, a smear of mud on a shoe. Only then did she ask the question. As though objects lied with more difficulty than people.

— What did you see before the fire? she asked.

Hrafn furrowed his brow.

— Reeds.

— After the reeds.

— Small water.

Rónna touched the pouch again. Her finger stopped on a seam done in thin yellow thread — not from their own people.

— After the small water.

Hrafn turned his head toward Torfi, not toward her. Many did that when they did not want to answer a woman. Torfi did not save him.

— A low light, said the man. Not large. Not like a camp fire. Like a mouth being covered.

— Then?

— Another light, higher.

— How long between them?

Hrafn shrugged.

Rónna took a strand of dried grass and broke it into three pieces. She placed them on the canvas, one beside the other, then left space between them — the width of a nail, of two nails, of a palm.

— Like this?

Hrafn looked at the pieces.

— The second came later.

Rónna moved the middle piece further away.

— Like this?

The man nodded.

Torfi noted that he was no longer trembling from fear. He was trembling from what he was remembering.

— Where was the second boat at that point? asked Torfi.

The silence came too quickly.

Hrafn drew his lip over his teeth.

— In the reeds.

— With whom?

— With Sten, Kari, and Rorik's boy.

— The boy has a name.

Hrafn closed his eyes for a moment.

— Ulf.

Torfi placed a second piece of wood beside the first. Then moved it higher, toward the channel.

— Who did not come back?

Hrafn did not answer.

There was no need.

In the camp, a young oarsman stood beside a water barrel and watched the chart without being summoned. He did not yet have his full beard. He held a cracked cup in his hand and held it with care, as though a cracked cup could still receive orders. His eyes moved from the damp chart to Hrafn's palms, from the canvas held down by the broken shield to the faint light from the land. He was no one yet. He was no man to be named. But he was watching. Torfi felt his gaze and left it there.

Men who see enough in one night sometimes become heavier than those who shout beside the fire.

— Bring him, said Torfi.

Two men pushed the local prisoner into the circle of the chart.

His hands were bound in front, not behind. Torfi did not want an animal that tripped and fell on the canvas. He wanted a man who could point with a finger and lie carefully. The local was short beside the northmen, but not weak. He had hard ankles, skin burned brown by sun, eyes that never settled on a single face too long. He looked at weapons, at water, at the way men stood near Torfi, at the distance between Arne and Bjarne, at Rónna's hand on the pouch, at the knife in the chart.

He was not a good river-guide for them.

He was a river-guide for himself.

Rónna said something to him in his language, with a broken accent, but enough to make him blink. The man answered quickly.

— He says he does not know the channel, she translated.

Dagr made a short sound.

— Every man near water knows the channels.

Rónna touched the rope at the prisoner's wrists. She did not pull it. She only felt the fibre between her fingers. Then she showed him with the tip of her knife the mark Hrafn had pointed to earlier.

The prisoner looked at the mark and spoke again.

— He says you cannot pass that way at night.

— That is not what I asked, said Torfi.

Rónna did not translate immediately. She studied the prisoner. Or more precisely, she studied the seam at the edge of his garment, where the cloth had been repaired with a lighter thread. She touches the thing first, then the man. She took hold of his clothing at the seam and lifted it slightly. From the hem fell a thin strand of dried reed.

The prisoner's eyes narrowed.

— He knows it, she said.

— The channel?

— The road to it.

Torfi placed the white stone beside the channel mark.

— Ask him how many fires before the horses.

Rónna spoke to him.

The man answered too quickly.

— Two, she translated.

Torfi looked at Hrafn.

Hrafn shook his head.

— I saw three.

The prisoner began to speak again, louder. Rónna let him finish, though several men reached for their knives.

— He says the third is not for horses.

— For what?

Rónna asked him.

This time the man did not answer quickly.

There was the edge of the truth.

Torfi felt it in the way the prisoner clenched his fingers on the rope. In the way he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. In the way he looked toward the water, not the land. A man who lies about land looks at land. A man who lies about an escape looks at water.

— For water, said Rónna at last.

Dagr tensed.

— For water, or for us on the water?

Rónna repeated the question.

The prisoner spat a short word.

She did not translate it.

Torfi looked at her.

— What did he say?

— That the water knows those who do not belong to it.

Arne snorted.

— Poetry from a bound man.

— No, said Dagr quietly. That is not poetry.

Torfi moved another piece of wood onto the chart. Three points. The first at the channel. The second on the white rise. The third nearer a line they had taken for dead water.

— That is not a city tower, he said.

Rónna touched the pouch.

— No.

— What is it?

She looked at the prisoner, then at the wet chart, then at the dark.

— An eye set beside the road.

Torfi did not speak what he understood.

If the signal went first to horses, then to water, then to men who held the roads, then the city might not yet know their names and still be closing their way back. They could fail to see the wall and yet already be seen by it. They could have ships but not the road home. They could have axes, but not the tongue of fire.

One of Arne's men cursed under his breath.

Torfi did not stop him.

From beside the water barrel came a faint sound. The young man with the cracked cup had spilled a little on the sand. He froze when he felt the eyes on him. He tried to gather the water with his palm — a poor, childish gesture. The sand took it immediately.

Dagr rose and went toward him.

— Leave it.

— I can —

— You cannot.

The young man kept his head down.

Dagr took the cracked cup from him and turned it over. On the side, the split was as wide as a finger. A cracked cup loses water even when the man holding it thinks he is keeping it straight. Dagr set it beside the broken shield on the chart.

— These will count too, he said. The cup. The shield. A small hole. Not only the swords.

Torfi watched Arne look at the cup. Then at his men. Then at the barrels.

Good.

Let him see.

A light appeared far off.

Everyone turned at almost the same moment.

Not on the white rise. Lower. Closer. Too low for a tower and too brief for a camp fire. It flickered once, then died.

— Ours? asked Bjarne.

No one answered.

One of the guards came from the edge of camp at a quick step but not running. He was holding his breath tight.

— Someone raised a cloth near the embers, he said. At the lower end. A man from the returned boat. He wanted to see his wound.

Arne turned sharply toward Hrafn.

Hrafn raised his ruined palms.

— Not me.

— Who?

The guard wet his lips.

— Svein.

— He lit fire? asked Torfi.

— Not fire. Only a small light.

Rónna did not look at the man. She looked toward the distance.

— For us, small.

Torfi felt the silence shift.

A sound could be faint to the man making it and loud enough for the one waiting to hear it. A light could seem dead to the camp and alive to a tower. A mistake could be punished at once, or saved, fed, and turned against the man who believed he had escaped.

On the white rise, the darkness stayed whole.

Torfi waited.

His men waited with him.

Their breath gathered around the chart like steam around a pot.

Then, much further off, so far that a hurried man would have said he had imagined it, a point kindled.

Late.

Too late.

Rónna closed the pouch.

Dagr whispered a curse.

Arne asked for no more plunder.

Torfi watched the light until it died. Then he placed the knife over the mark where their spark had appeared. He moved the white stone further, toward the rise where the late answer had come. He took the cracked cup and set it between them, as though a cup could become a tower on a chart.

— Why did it answer so late? asked Bjarne.

Torfi did not answer at once.

The local prisoner was watching too. For the first time, his fear was not only fear of the northmen. It was the fear of a man who sees how strangers begin to notice the edge of a door.

Torfi saw him.

That was the answer.

— Because it did not want to look like an answer, said Torfi.

Rónna looked at him briefly.

She did not approve. She did not smile. She did not need to.

Arne shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

— And how does that help us?

Torfi took a small piece of charred wood from the edge of the dead fire pit. He placed it on the chart, beside the channel.

— If they can make a light look like a mistake, so can we.

— Or we make them see what they want to see, said Rónna.

Her words did not sound like something made for men. They were spoken low, almost dirty, like something found under a stone. That made them heavier.

Bjarne looked toward the dark.

— A tongue you can read can be lied to.

— Only if you read it well, said Dagr.

Torfi ran his finger along the edge of the Silver Serpent, under his sleeve. The gesture was brief. No one saw it well. It was not for them.

Einar would have counted.

Not men first. Not gold. Not words. He would have counted what is lost when a man hurries. One dead man in the reeds. Two torn palms. A cracked cup. A wrong light. A chart that swells when water gets in. A prisoner who lies through what he does not say. A camp that wants plunder and does not yet see the price of the return.

Torfi did not have the old man's voice beside him.

He had only the weight.

And sometimes the weight was enough.

— We do not attack, he said.

The words fell heavy.

The men received them badly. Not with revolt. Worse. With clenched stomachs, with eyes shifting toward Arne, with hands that felt the axe-haft and had nothing to do with it. One day without attack could seem wise. Two could seem like fear. In a world where men lived by what they took, waiting had the taste of poverty.

Arne raised his chin.

— Until when?

— Until we know what their fire says without asking.

— And my men?

— Your men will have water, a watch, and a place in the next strike.

— Not gold.

— Not yet.

Arne moved closer to the chart. His shadow fell across the canvas, the stones, and the broken shield.

— A man who always promises not yet ends up not being followed.

Torfi raised his eyes to him.

— A man who attacks every open gate ends up hanging from it.

The words were not shouted.

That was exactly why they reached everyone.

Arne held his gaze for a long time. Long enough that a weaker man would have felt the need to fill the silence. Torfi did not fill it.

At last, Arne stepped back.

— I want men at the water.

— You will have them.

— And I want to know first when their fire opens a road for us.

— You will know when the road can be paid for.

Arne spat in the sand but did not leave.

It was enough for that night.

Torfi turned to the guard.

— All small fires out. Embers covered with sand. Whoever needs to see his wound sees it under canvas, not under sky.

The man nodded and ran.

— Do not run, said Bjarne.

The man slowed at once.

Bjarne Bjarnesson set the butt of his blunted spear in the sand.

— Fear makes noise even when it is silent.

Torfi looked at him a moment.

— Hold the lower edge of camp.

— With how many?

— As many as can stand still.

— Not the youngest, then.

Torfi permitted himself almost a smile. Almost.

— You choose.

Bjarne left without another word.

Rónna stayed beside the chart. The local prisoner was still there, with the rope before him, but now he stood differently. He was no longer only the bound man. He was the man who had seen a part of how Torfi tied things together. That made him more dangerous and more useful.

— What did you not translate? asked Torfi.

Rónna did not seem surprised.

She touched the pouch first. Then its knot. Then she answered.

— When he said the water knows those who do not belong to it, he said one more thing.

— What?

— That the water keeps those who do not learn quickly.

Torfi looked toward the place where the second boat should have appeared.

It was not there.

— Why did you stay silent?

— Because Arne would have heard an insult. You needed to hear a rule.

Torfi did not rebuke her.

On another night, in another place, he might have. Not here. Here language was a wall, and walls were touched with care before you looked for the gate.

— Ask him what signal would draw the water-men toward the wrong place.

Rónna looked at the prisoner.

— He will lie.

— I know.

— Then why?

Torfi moved the cracked cup on the chart, a little below the small channel. Then beside it he placed a dried fish bone left from yesterday's meal and a black shell.

— We ask him three times. With three different things.

Rónna touched the bone before she picked it up.

— That is not a question. It is a trap.

— And he has one for us.

She held his gaze longer this time. In the dark, her eyes had no softness. They had use.

— You are beginning to learn the South.

Torfi looked toward the light that had died far away.

— The South began before me.

Rónna translated for the prisoner.

The man listened, then answered with too many words.

She let him speak. She let him make his own way around the lie. When he finished, she did not translate everything. She took the fish bone and set it beside a point on the chart they had not used before.

— He says a low fire calls a small patrol.

— But?

Rónna touched the black shell.

— But he looked here when he said it.

Torfi moved the white stone.

— Is that where he sends the horses?

The prisoner understood enough from the movement to close his mouth.

Dagr leaned over the chart.

— If we send them there, does the channel stay open?

— We do not know, said Torfi.

— But we can find out.

— Not tonight.

Dagr closed his mouth.

That was the hard part. To see a tool and not use it at once. To feel how the men around you want to be freed through action and to ask them to stay in the dark. To know that every moment of waiting could save or lose a man you could not yet see. To leave the axe down when the hand called for it.

Torfi looked toward the barrels.

— Water is shared again.

Dagr raised his eyes.

— Less?

— More evenly.

— That means less for some.

— For those who spill, yes.

The young man with the cracked cup heard this and lowered his head.

Torfi saw him.

— You.

The boy startled.

— What is your name?

For a moment it seemed the name had left him.

— Ivar.

— You spilled water.

— Yes.

— You will stand beside Dagr until dawn. You will learn why a cracked cup kills more slowly than an arrow.

The boy nodded so fast he looked as though he had been struck.

— Yes.

It was not a heavy punishment. Nor was it mercy. It was the way a young man could stay alive long enough to become useful.

Arne watched and said nothing.

Torfi did not ask for his approval.

From the edge of camp came whispers. Small fires were being extinguished one by one. Sand was thrown on the embers. Canvas was drawn over wounds that needed to be seen. The men who until then had felt hidden began to understand that the night had been watching them all along.

The second boat did not return.

Not in that hour.

Not in the next.

In its place, the water brought a piece of struck timber, with a fresh notch and blood not well enough washed out by the salt.

Dagr lifted it from the edge of the wave and brought it to the chart.

No one asked where it was from.

Torfi placed it beside the small channel.

A piece of boat.

A missing man.

Three fires.

A prisoner who was not telling everything.

A wrong light that had received a late answer.

That was what they had.

It was not enough for an attack.

It was enough not to die stupidly.

Torfi rose slowly.

His legs had gone numb from crouching over the chart. When he stood, the Silver Serpent shifted under his sleeve and struck him lightly on the bone. Like a rebuke. Like a reminder. Like something cold that did not forgive haste.

— Change the watch, he said. Double toward land. Half toward water. No light without order. No boat alone. No man with the whole road inside his head.

Bjarne, from the edge of camp, heard this and raised the spear briefly.

Arne called two men and spoke to them low.

Dagr took Ivar from beside the barrel and showed him how to smell water without putting his mouth in it.

Rónna moved toward the prisoner and tightened the knot on his rope — not harder, only differently. A small promise. Or a question left for later.

Torfi remained alone beside the chart for a moment.

He looked toward the darkness of the land.

In the distance, a tower was no longer visible. Nor were the others. But that did not mean they were not there. Some things worked better when they did not shine.

He raised his palm and covered the last ember near the wet canvas. He held it there until the heat bit his skin. Then the sand swallowed it.

The camp entered darkness.

Much later, when the men had begun to believe the night had come to their side, a fire appeared on the white rise.

Not large.

Not clear.

Late.

Late enough to seem a mistake.

Torfi watched it without blinking.

It was not yet a threat.

It was a line of speech.

And for the first time, he no longer heard it as noise.

The towers spoke.

And a tongue that spoke could be learned.

And lied to.

Before dawn, the missing man from the second boat did not return. Nor did his body. Only a piece of rope, brought in by the water, its fibres cut cleanly — as though someone had had time to cut rather than only to tear. Torfi placed it beside the damp chart. No one asked what it meant.

The rope was the answer the water could give without words.

⚜  ⚜  ⚜

❦  ✠  ❦
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CHAPTER II

THE DEAD FIRE
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Northern camp on the coast of al-Andalus, 860 AD

— ❖ —

The ships did not move easily on the warm sand.

Night still held the shore close, but the darkness was no longer theirs. Torfi knew this from the way the men looked toward the low ridges inland, not toward the sea. In the north, a man looked at the water when he was afraid. In Ireland, he looked at the mist. Here he looked at the ground, because the ground seemed to have eyes. Not human eyes. Fires that lit late, horses unseen until the dust rose, roads that kept silence until they closed behind you.

Torfi set his palm on the strake of the nearest ship and felt the wood loaded with salt, water, and exhaustion. The ship was not heavy only through timber. It was heavy through men, weapons, barrels, sacks, wet canvas, and all the things men believed were theirs until a foreign road asked for them back.

— Again, he said.

The men pushed without shouting.

That had been the order. No shouts. No torches. No fires raised. No curses thrown into the night the way they were in harbours where every man wanted to appear larger than his own hunger. If a man had to bite down, he bit canvas. If he had to fall, he fell on a shoulder, not on a shield. If he had to damn the sand, he did it in his own mouth, where the South could not hear.

Folded canvas was gripped between teeth. Wide hands drove under the strake. Feet sank to the ankle. Sand entered wounds, stitching, the cracked skin between fingers. The ship rose a palm's width, slid half a step, then dug in again. One man fell to his knees and struck his brow against the hull without making a sound. Another caught him by the nape, pulled him upright, and shoved the canvas back between his teeth.

Torfi did not thank him.

There was no time for that.

Higher up, near the small dunes, a broken shield had been driven into the sand to hold down the wet chart. A white stone pressed one corner. Torfi's knife pressed another. Beside the chart, Rónna knelt with a leather pouch in her palm. She was not looking at the chart. She was looking at the seam of the pouch. Her finger passed over the thread, stopped where the thread had been changed, then moved on. When people lied, they looked too long into the eyes of whoever was asking them. Objects lied less well.

The river-guide stood two paces from her, hands bound in front. He had been pulled from where he had slept tethered to a ship's rope, under the eyes of a young oarsman who had been given no name in any chart and no promise in any plan. That boy had a fever, though he was trying to hold his chin up. Torfi had seen him bring water to his mouth without drinking. Healthy men drink when given water. Sick men pretend first that they do not need it.

Rónna raised the pouch.

The river-guide blinked.

She did not ask immediately. She only showed him the seam.

He spoke in his own tongue. The words came out fast, round, too many for something so small.

Rónna waited until he stopped.

— He says it is not his, she said in Norse.

— But it was in his boat, said Torfi.

Rónna touched the seam again.

The river-guide shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He had sand stuck to his ankle and a scratch on his cheek. He was not badly hurt. He was not stupid either. That made him more dangerous than a man who lied poorly.

— He says he received it from a fisherman, said Rónna.

— Ask him if the fisherman had a horse.

Rónna did not smile.

She asked.

This time the river-guide did not answer quickly. His gaze moved to the dunes, toward the place where the fires had been buried under sand.

Torfi saw.

Behind him, Arne pushed his shoulder against a ship alongside his men, but his eyes were on the river-guide. Arne was not stupid. His impatience was not stupidity either. He had men who had followed him for gain, not for lessons about fires and seams. A man who promised timber, water, and silver had to deliver something that could be held in the hand. Charts did not fill a belly. Signals did not repair a sword. And a full night of pushing ships with no plunder could damage more loyalty than a wound.

— Again, Torfi ordered.

The ship slid.

This time it entered the darker channel between the dunes, where the reeds and low stones hid it better from the ridges. Not completely. Nothing hid men like them completely in this country. But well enough was enough for one night.

Dagr came up from water to his knees. His hair was plastered to his temples, his beard dripping on his chest. In his right hand he held a short oar — not to row with, but to feel the bottom. He dipped it, turned it, drew it up, studied the mud caught on the wood, then moved on.

— It holds here, he said.

Torfi came down beside him.

— How long?

Dagr looked toward the sea, then inland. It was the first time his answer did not come at once.

— The water holds until the tide turns. The sand holds until you put too much weight on one side. The bank — I cannot read it.

— Nobody asked you for the bank.

— No, said Dagr, without apology. Here the bank decides whether the water will have you back.

Torfi looked at his hands. Hands of a man who understood wood, depth, current, weight, and the lies of water. But now his fingers held uncertainty. At sea, Dagr could feel a change before a man could see it. Here, where the water broke into channels, reeds, mud, and hidden roads, every truth came with cut edges.

— Then we do not put all the ships in the same place, said Torfi.

Dagr nodded.

— Two here. One further down. One past the black reeds. If they search for us by lights, they find sand. If they search by tracks, they find too many.

Torfi looked toward Rónna. She had heard. She did not raise her eyes. She was now touching the knot of a rope taken from the river-guide's boat.

Signy's method did not need her name to exist. Do not put all your ships in a single cove. Do not give all your names to a single man. Do not send men forward before you know what the return will cost.

Einar would have written that down.

Torfi did not write.

Wearing the Silver Serpent made him feel each rule like a strap tightened over the arm. The metal did not shine. Nothing shone this night. It lay under his sleeve, cold at first, then warm from blood, then cold again when the wind off the water crossed his skin. It did not help him. It did not protect him. It only reminded him that men die, and things remain long enough to weigh on the next one.

The second ship began to move.

Bjarne Bjarnesson drove his shoulder under the strake. He was not racing to be first, he was not calling out over others, he was not looking toward Torfi to see whether he was being seen. He pushed like a man who knew that timber only moves when everyone accepts the same weight. He had a broad back, an old scar running the length of his neck, and a quiet way of irritating men who preferred beautiful lies.

Bjarne did not wear the name as an ornament. He wore it as a debt. Old Bjarne had left it behind years before, along with a blunted spear and the bad habit of telling the truth when men wanted plunder. Of the two inheritances, the spear had broken first.

— Lower, he said, without raising his voice.

The men beside him dropped their shoulders.

The ship moved differently.

Bjarne looked toward Torfi.

— If they have seen us, we do not choose the fight.

Arne heard and turned.

— Then what do we choose?

Bjarne rubbed the sand from his forearm.

— The price.

The word sat between them, short and unpleasant.

Arne laughed without warmth.

— My men came for silver. Not for prices.

— Silver is a price, said Bjarne.

— Someone else's.

Torfi raised one hand.

Not far. Enough.

— Push.

Arne looked at him a moment. Then he went back under the strake. Not because he had been convinced. Because the time to break had not yet come. Torfi knew this and kept it. Sometimes leading was not winning the man. It was knowing how much further he could walk beside you before he drew his knife.

Above the dunes, the darkness thinned.

Not dawn yet. A kind of pallor in the air, a light without sun, scattered over the sand and the tips of the reeds. In that light the tracks were visible: their wide footprints, the ship's grooves, the drops of water fallen from canvas, the places where men had braced their knees. They could not erase everything. They could only make the tracks tell too many stories at once.

Torfi sent six men with bundles of reeds to sweep some of the grooves and deepen others. Not to hide. To confuse. On foreign ground, sometimes a clean lie was weaker than five badly placed truths.

The river-guide saw this and lowered his eyes.

Rónna noticed.

She touched the rope first. Then the pouch. Then a small mark on its edge — a trace of colour hardened into the leather.

— Ask him from where the tracks can be seen, said Torfi.

She asked.

The river-guide answered too quietly.

— He says only from close.

— Is he lying?

— No. But he is not saying from where close comes.

Torfi looked toward the inland ridges.

There, before the light had risen fully, the horses appeared.

Not many.

Four, perhaps five. They stood on a low crest without descending. The horses were not moving like animals spooked by the smell of the sea. They stood with heads raised, manes barely stirring in the wind, and the men on their backs seemed cut from the same darkness. No faces were visible. Only lines: shoulders, short spears, bows, cloth over heads, a hand raised, then lowered.

A murmur moved through the camp.

The men stopped pushing.

Arne gripped the axe-haft.

— At last.

Torfi caught his wrist before the blade came out.

Not hard. Not as an enemy. Just enough to stop the gesture.

— No.

— There are five of them.

— Five that we can see.

— Then send ten.

— To go where they want us to go?

Arne pulled his hand free.

— If we let them leave, they will tell where we are.

— They came to see where we are.

— And you want to let them carry the news?

Torfi studied the horses. They were not moving. That was bad. A frightened patrol moves. A patrol waiting for something else stays still.

— I want to find out who they carry it to.

He called Koll — a narrow-shouldered man with long legs and the face of someone forgotten by the gods between two kindreds. He was not the best fighter. That was exactly why he was good. Heavy men made the ground speak beneath them. Koll could walk the edge of a dune without disturbing it.

— You follow them, said Torfi.

Koll looked at the horses.

— Alone?

— If I send two, they see two. If I send four, they run. You go until you can see where they go. Do not touch them. Do not let them see you. If they see you, do not come back straight to us.

Koll ran his tongue over his teeth.

— And if they go nowhere?

— Then you have learned something.

Koll nodded. He left his shield, removed his helmet, wrapped his hair in a dirty cloth, and took only a knife, a small waterskin, and a short bow that looked made for someone else's hands. Eithne, standing beside the canvas sacks, put a piece of hard bread into his palm without saying a word. It was not her moment, but she saw small hunger before the others did. Koll took it, tucked it under his belt, and disappeared into the reeds.

The horses remained on the crest a little longer.

Then they turned.

Not in haste.

Without fear.

That angered the men more than an attack would have.

— They are counting us, said Dagr.

— And we are counting them, said Torfi.

— They have the ground.

Torfi looked at him.

Dagr did not lower his eyes.

— We have the water, he added. But not all of it.

That was the truth that could not fit inside a song.

The third ship was pulled further, past the black reeds. The fourth remained near the water, badly hidden on purpose, its canvas left where eyes on the crest might catch it. Torfi did not do this because he liked risk. He did it because an eye fed nothing searches harder. An eye fed a mistake believes it has eaten.

Rónna came to him with the pouch, the rope, and a thin piece of wood broken from the edge of the river-guide's boat.

— He is not a fisherman, she said.

— The
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