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South winds,

Far now my fathers’ shores!

I sail an un-sailed sea;

Jeweled birds, fish with wings; oars

Splash wave-bound stars.

Some, by summer won, seek farms;

Figs, olives, wine.

Some dream of Odin’s Stone;

Winter, women, home.

I dream of Rome,

City of saints and swords,

A lass in chains, my heart enchained

Long winters past. A sword

Beneath my pilgrim’s cloak,

I kneel to Peter’s bones.

from The Saga of Floki Magnusson

circa 900 (?) AD

Of you are told glorious things,

O city of God.

Kethuvim
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Prologue

The wind shifted as the sun set. Watching his sail, Gil signaled to Ragi to tighten the sheet. The ship heeled, white foam breaking from her bow wave. Janetta pointed over her shoulder, “We leave Hakon behind.”

“Of course,” Gil grinned as a ship’s length of sea opened between his stern and Sea-Raven’s curving prow. Silver Dragon sailed her best on a broad reach, and at her best, nothing could catch her.

“The earl says ….”

“I know. I know. Stay together.” He cast a quick glance at Floki, sitting cross-legged on the deck between Ulf and Grimhildr, all three bent over a map of Hrolf’s Isle charcoaled on the weathered boards. The young Northman never looked up, but Gil adjusted his tiller, anyhow, spilling enough wind to allow Hakon to close the gap. “Spoil sport.” He grinned again. “If it were ponies, you’d be miles ahead.”

“Ponies aren’t alone in the middle of the sea,” she said primly. Her eyes, sparkling like sun on water, undid the effect.

“Our ponies are.” He nodded toward Lionheart and his three Hrolf’s Isle companions, shaking flies from their hot Northern manes and twitching their ears. As the wind strengthened, carrying warm scents from the dim blue coast, they stamped restless hooves, eager for land. Nightfall would be soon and sudden, with no long Northern twilight. That, as much as the warm breeze over his shoulder, told him how far they’d come from Hrolf’s Isle, where now the winter sun would scrape the southern hills, and from dawn to dusk was a handful of hours.

Gil ran his gaze along the distant shore and glanced again at Floki. The earl was absorbed in his map of the farm he would grant Grimhildr and Ulf as his wedding gift. He added a line to the map and Grimhildr shook her head sharply and gave his shoulder a shove. Gil winced, not wanting to think what would happen to a man who did that, but with a patient smile, Floki re-drew the line. He looked up then, met Gil’s eyes, and pointed inland.

Uneasily, Gil returned his gaze to the shore. The coast was rocky and challenging, hazed in spray. He sought a smooth strand to beach for the night and found none. Signaling Hakon, he turned seaward, sailing out beyond the next headland, secretly wishing Floki would take the helm.

Janetta stretched and yawned, and leaned comfortably against his shoulder, more confident of his skills than he was himself. Grimhildr, who had eyes in the back of her linen headdress, looked up, snapped her fingers, and pointed left and right. Gil sat up straight at the tiller and, with a reluctant sigh, Janetta moved a few inches away. Grimhildr shook her head and pointed again, and only turned back to her companions when a clear foot of helmsman’s bench showed between them.

Despite her girlish pink cheeks, Grimhildr, as tall and sturdy as her brother Bjorn, was as strong as a man on the oar and as skilled with her throwing axes as any warrior. Even Gil had to admit she made a perfect chaperone. Janetta glared at the white headdress, as the dowry conference re-convened. “Why does she wish to marry at all,” she whispered, “if she so disapproves of love.”

Gil ducked his head when he answered. “Uh, maybe she’s like … a … vigorous woman?”

“And is that not love?” Janetta gave him a smile that made him marvel again that she ever managed to live with nuns. She inched defiantly closer along the bench, until her bare, sun-freckled arm touched his again.

“Tell me more,” he said.

“More? I tell you everything! Everything from when I was a child in Francia, too small to remember. Even the very day we came first to Camelot you know, and how the queen gave me this psalter.” Her hands closed on the prayer book resting on her knees, “That I treasure still. And all the games and tournaments, and the great knights and their beautiful ladies ….”

“Tell me again,” he murmured, his eyes on the nearing headland. “I like hearing it.” He thought wistfully of her carefree childhood, lost, when Camelot fell. “It’s like a beautiful dream that you wake up from and for a moment you still think it’s real.”

“It was real,” she said sadly. The sadness vanished and she smiled joyfully. “And it will be again. You will make it real!”

“Me,” he grinned. “All by myself.”

“Well, not you alone,” she conceded. “But there are so many who hold our cause – my father and his kin, all the exiled knights of Caledon. Your own good father, Lance’lot! And the mighty Palamedes. Surely Arthur will return and all will be well!” Her eyes lit on Floki’s blond head, bent over the dowry map. “Even the good Northman holds true to Arthur’s cause. And he is as fierce as a lion!”

Gil looked quickly up the deck at the earl and said quietly, “The only cause he’s true to is Floki Magnusson.”

She shook her head. “Then why does he sail to Rome?”

“For Danni,” Gil answered at once. “And if the Golden Knight hadn’t taken her, he’d never be here.”

“Then it is not true he cares for none but himself,” she said stubbornly. “I am glad for Danni, that she has so fierce a protector. I fear for her, all alone.”

Gil looked away, squinting at the misty horizon. He couldn’t let himself think of Danni, a prisoner in chains. His eyes strayed to Percy and Eirik, constructing a fort of cloaks and oars beneath the creaking mast. Oblivious of the adult game in which they were pawns, Danni’s brother and the sea-king’s hostage son turned the warship into their own happy playground.

“I would be so frightened,” Janetta said. “But she is brave.”

“You are brave,” he said.

She shook her head again. “No. I ran away from my betrothal and hid with the Grey Sisters. Were I brave, I would have stayed and bought my father’s favor.”

“No,” he cried, slapping the tiller hard. “He betrothed you to the Golden Knight … a usurper, a monster ….”

“Yes. And had I followed his wish, my father, my good stepmother, my small brother, would sleep on linen sheets in a fine hall. Instead, they are in Francia with only the forest for shelter. It is my fault.”

Gil slapped the tiller again. “But even your father knows he was wrong, now. And your stepmother helped you escape. And Sir Alisander and Grania ….”

“My good fosterers,” she murmured. “To live so many loyal years and die in exile.”

Gil thought sadly of the grand old couple’s last winter, with stones for pillows, on the heights of Hrolf’s Isle. “It was their choice,” he said.

She was silent. “You know everything about me,” she said at last. Even my failings. I have no secrets. And still, I know nothing of you. You are all puzzles. All secrets. I do not even understand how you are here. Only, that I am glad you are.”

“I’m glad too.” He tightened his free arm around her and she leaned against his shoulder. How am I here? How am I, Gil Lake from Greene Mountain Falls, at the helm of a longship on the sea-road to Rome? With a girl from King Arthur’s Court?

The wind shifted again as they rounded the headland. He adjusted his tiller and looked to the masthead where Floki’s golden pennant fluttered royally. A surf pounded the rocky shore; spray glistened on the dragon figurehead. Gil listened to the slapping of the choppy sea against the bow and the familiar thrumming of wind in the rigging and glanced down at Janetta’s dark head. “I crossed a sea no man can sail,” he said.

“More puzzles!” She looked up, laughing in defeat. “Tell me one thing. One simple thing that I can understand. Your father’s hall. Tell me of it. That can be no secret, and Lance’lot surely would have a fine hall. “

Gil shook his head. “It was just a little house.”

She clapped her hands together, surprised and charmed. “A little house? Like the house the earl builds for me on the Holy Isle?”

“Well, bigger than that. But it wasn’t a hall. Just a house.”

“Where did his warriors sleep?”

“He didn’t have any warriors. He wasn’t Lance’lot then. Only Laurent Lake.” Gil shrugged. “Dad,” he whispered. “He was just Dad.”

“That is how you addressed him?” He nodded. “What was he like?” she asked shyly.

Gil stared ahead, over the ship full of lazing Northmen, the restless, head-tossing ponies in their pen, to the hazy sea beyond the headland. He tried to picture his father; not the weathered, battle-scarred face of Lance’lot, when he parted from him, in Francia, but Laurent, twenty years younger, in another world. “He was fun,” he said at last. He shook his head abruptly. It was so long since just having fun was what life was about.

“Fun?”

“We played ….”

“Games? Like King’s Table?” She gestured toward Rachel and Ismail, their heads bent close together over their gaming board. Gil suppressed a grin. Deep in soft-voiced discussion, they hadn’t moved a piece since None.

“Sort of,” he said, wrinkling his forehead as he strained to grasp the fading future. “We had a kind of window and we saw things through it, maybe warriors, or dragons, and we could make them move with … with ….” He shook his head. “It’s gone,” he said.

She touched his arm, sharing his loss if not understanding it. He closed his free hand over hers and then laughed. “We had ships!”

“Longships!”

“No. Little ships.”

“Like the skiff you sail to the Holy Isle.”

“Littler. Tiny little ships, big enough just for one man. And an oar, with two blades,” he said. Suddenly he was back on the river at home, kayaking with his dad and Crazy Ivan. She laughed gaily.

“Imagine, the mighty Lance’lot in so small a ship! And a little house for a hall. Had he taken vows, like the good father, Aidan, to live in poverty?”

“No,” Gil said, sharper than he intended. “We weren’t poor.”

“Forgive me.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I thought we were poor … the house was so small and my bedchamber ….”

“You had your own bedchamber?”

“Yes. And it was bigger than the earl’s.” Her eyes widened. Gil’s own swept the deck, resting on Ismail’s frizzy dark head. Ismail, whose home in Africa was a mud-floored hut. And here, even the earl roofed the half-built hall that sheltered his household with old sails and slept in a room as bare as Aidan’s cell. “We were rich,” he said simply.

She absorbed that thoughtfully. “Then, surely, even though there was no hall and no great ship, you must have had fine horses. Tell me of the horses.”

“No horses.” She sat up to stare incredulously. “We didn’t have horses.”

“But how did you travel?”

How? He raked his mind for images, while his eyes raked the unpromising shore for a strand. At last a picture came, and, searching for words, he began, “Ivan had a sort of horse. Armored. Only, the horse and the armor were one thing.” Gil could almost see it, and himself, riding pillion behind Ivan, fleeing Dr Fairchild’s clinic. “It roared,” he said.

“How fearsome a horse!” she gasped.

The image blurred and blended with another that eclipsed it: himself and Floki Magnusson galloping away from Merlin’s Tower on the great white monkish plough horse. “I can’t remember,” he whispered.

She watched him sadly. “I understand. It is secret.”

“But it’s secret from me, too! Look, ask Rachel. She forgets things about home, too.”

“But we went to her home. It was Deer Bay.”

“Jorvik. She calls it York. And it was all different. Everything was different. And anyhow, Deer Bay is very old. My home is newer. If we sailed there, now, we’d just find forests and rivers and mountains and animals.”

“No people?”

“Sure, people. But other people. They had their own kingdom, before ours.”

She sat up straight, her eyes widening again. “You are usurpers?”

Gil sat silent, thinking suddenly of something he’d almost forgotten: Danni’s story of Indian magic and the whirlpool of the Underwater Bridge. Uncomfortably, he said, “I guess we were.”

A flash of white sand on the shore jerked his mind back to the present. He half-rose at the helm, studying the distant strand. It looked wide and open, curving along the dusky coast, the surf smooth and even. “Ace,” he murmured. He sat back on the bench, turned to signal Hakon, and froze.

A dim shape had materialized directly ahead of the spray-drenched dragon. Huge and blue, it blotted out the darkening sky, as if dusk and mist had, by some alchemy taken solid form. Gil sprang to his feet, hands clutching the tiller.

“A fortress!” Janetta cried, “Like Mont Tombe.”

Gil shook his head. It looked far bigger than the Frankish Viking’s island-top hall. And it was smooth and featureless, more like the hunched back of some mythical animal, than anything built by man. His eyes glued to it, he called, barely turning, “Floki!”

The earl was already on his feet, striding down the deck to the helm. Gil looked up an instant and saw his white smile. “Look, Warrior,” he said, pointing to the hulking form seeming to bar their way. “A sight to please your eyes.”

“What is it?”

“What are they,” Floki corrected. He pointed far out beyond where Hakon’s prow shadowed their stern. “Look, with your good young eyes.”

Gil peered into the mist and saw dim land there, too, low and dark, like Pentland, on the long-ago day they sailed first from Einar’s Holm. “Africa,” said Floki. He stretched both arms wide. “The Great Pillars, Warrior. The gates to the Roman Sea. Find us our strand. Tonight we drink ale.”

“That one?” Gil said uneasily. He cast a hopeful eye at the streak of white off his load board. The distant rumble of surf grew louder in his ears.

Floki smiled. “Beyond here I know no more than you. An un-sailed sea, Warrior. Like a woman, the first night.” He smiled again, dreamily, then slapped Gil’s shoulder. “You say. Your eye is as good as mine.”

Gil tightened his grip on the tiller. “Only,” Floki leaned close, “Not there,” he pointed to a barely visible line of ripples in the dark blue sea. Gil nodded and adjusted his course around the shoal, wondering if Floki knew he hadn’t seen it. He’d learned so much since they left Hrolf’s Isle. But always the sea had more to teach him.

When he was sure he had cleared the sandbar, he signaled again to Hakon and swung Silver Dragon’s prow toward land. They beached smoothly, with only a whispering scrape of oak on forgiving sand. Janetta smiled proudly. “Well done, helmsman,” the earl murmured over Gil’s shoulder. “You tame that woman yet.”


Chapter One

Twenty days on from the Pillars of Hercules, they swung due south and left the coast behind. “Sail for the sun, Warrior.” Floki smiled, his eyes on the misty horizon. “In two days, we see land.”

Gil obeyed the command with uneasy heart. They had no map and not even their bold young earl had sailed this southern sea. From Mont Tombe to the Great Pillars, they had hugged the shore, riding only far enough out to avoid rocks and shoals. The stormy Frankish sea gave way to warm green waters until, flanked by dolphins and sword fish, they slipped between the mighty rock sentinel and the hazy African coast, into the Roman Sea.

Here, too, they clung close to the shore, past vineyards and pine-topped bluffs, and hillsides dotted with sheep and goats. Each night they beached on narrow gravel strands, loosed the ponies to graze on the bleached grass, and replenished their supplies from the countryside.

They took no more than what was needed; a sheep or two, grapes and figs, flagons of oil and sacks of meal, and they killed no one who did not stand in their way. And if they chanced upon a village market, Floki paid for their provisions, willingly, in silver. But markets were few and there were sixty mouths to feed. Now you are a Northman, Floki had said once to Gil. A true warrior, he had meant. But a Northman was also a murderer and a thief.

The villages, when they found them, were small clusters of white houses grouped around a courtyard and a well. In narrow alleys between the houses, market stalls sheltered beneath dark Moorish tents. Rich with color and scent, they were filled with marvels for Northern eyes and treasures for Northern wives.

Floki allowed the crews ashore only in small peaceable groups and bargained courteously with farmers and merchants. Even when, bright hair shining in the gloom and sword at his side, he strode through the dusky alleyways, men stepped quietly aside and women gathered their children close. A Viking, even with his own two small boys in tow, was still a Viking.

Behind him, his sea-weathered warriors dug deep in their purses for silks and jewelry for the women of Hrolf’s Isle. Percy and Eirik emerged from the tents clutching toy horses plaited from reeds, or miniature Saracen swords, and once, a bright green parrot that sat now, squawking splendidly in Silver Dragon’s rigging.

Gil no longer argued when Floki divided silver between himself and his friends. His calloused hands and sun-burned face told him he had earned it. Besides, even Hakon Sea-Friend accepted coins from his cousin, calmly, as if it were his right.

In the first market, Gil and Ragi bought necklaces of glass beads for Janetta and Rachel. But Ismail also gave Rachel a gift, a bracelet set with colored stones that he had purchased secretly. Surprised, Gil watched Rachel adorn herself with both. Ismail smiled his happy white smile. Ragi’s face darkened. Now, at every chance, new, competing ornaments were presented to Rachel, until she jingled when she walked, like Grimhildr, weighed down with Ulf’s many pledges of love.

“You can’t marry them both,” Gil whispered to her, in the dark of a fire lit camp.

Rachel shrugged and admired one silver-laden wrist. “It’s the way the game’s played. And I’m not marrying either of them.”

“Don’t be so sure. Floki can give you to anyone he likes,” Gil grinned. “It’s the way the game’s played.” Rachel’s eyes flashed and she swung a punch at him. He ducked his head. “Don’t hurt Ismail,” he said solemnly.

Aside from provisions for his ships, and a straw hat to shield his head from the sun, Floki himself ignored the bounty of the markets. Instead, he sought out men of the sea – fishermen, traders, any who shared enough of a common tongue to be understood –  and gleaned from them what they knew of the sea-road to Rome. Then, just a day before, a man approached them as they filled water casks at a courtyard well, a man whose blond hair belied his eastern dress and marked him as a Northman. A Danish Viking called Halfdan, he had served the emperor in the Great City of the east and he knew the Roman sea as Floki knew the waters of his boyhood.

Crouching amid curious dark children, he scratched out their course in the goat-trampled dust. Now, trusting his word and the stars, they sailed on, far beyond the sight of any land, into blue emptiness.

“I thought it was small,” Gil murmured to Ismail. The African boy looked up from the hook he was baiting and laughed.

“Is big sea,” he said. He tossed the hook over the side. In moments he had a shining fish to join the heap at his feet.

“I had a map, once,” Gil said. A dim picture rose of the globe on the bookshelf in his room. “It looked small on my map.”

“The Mediterranean!” Rachel lifted a corner of the silk veil she and Janetta had draped over their heads for shade. “Odysseus sailed here for twenty years.”

Gil’s eyes strayed to Janetta’s swift brown fingers, nimbly braiding Rachel’s hair. Her sun-tanned arms were bare beneath the pleated sleeves of her linen under-dress. Cloaks and woolen tunics were folded away in sea-kists. The Northmen lounged bare legged in the sultry heat. At night, even the girls slept on the open deck. Gil returned his gaze to the dragon prow slicing the silken blue waters. “Who?” he said.

“Odysseus,” Rachel sighed. “Did you ever learn anything at school?”

“Not a lot,” Gil grinned. School seemed as far away as the cold seas of Hrolf’s Isle. “What was he? A Viking?”

“No. He was not a Viking,” Rachel said wearily. “Other people sail ships.”

Gil nodded. This wide southern sea did not belong to Northmen. Now and again, ships appeared, out of the blue haze; strangers’ vessels with curious rigging, manned by traders and fishermen in foreign clothes, speaking foreign tongues. Most, they ignored. But a few, with well-dressed crews and well-laden hulls, Floki plundered with casual ruthlessness, adding their Arabic coins, hack-silver, and even gold, to Grimhildr’s treasure chest.

Ismail baited another hook. “Big sea,” he said again. “I think not even Floki swims across it.” He tossed his line over the side. The baited hook made a little splash, echoed by a bigger splash ten yards off their steering board; Floki swimming with strong, lazy strokes, between the two ships. Raising his head, he shook water from his plaited hair and waved playfully.

“Throw him a fish,” Rachel said.

“I work hard for these fish!” Ismail protested. “He can catch his own.”

Gil looked up at the sail. “Someone tighten that sheet,” he grinned. “Let’s leave him.”

Ragi tautened the sail, but it sagged languidly in the heat. The ships were barely moving. Floki kept up with them easily.

“Call for oars,” said Rachel, prodding Gil’s leg with a bare toe. He grinned but shook his head, his eyes on Sea-Raven, gliding, sleek as a swan, through the morning mist. Erling, stripped to the waist, his hair and beard bleached white, sat half-dozing at the helm. Back propped again a sea-kist, Hakon shaded his eyes and squinted at his cousin in the water. They knew, as Gil knew, the wind would rise after None as it did every day and were content to wait.

A grey line of ripples drifted across the blue sea. At the masthead, the golden pennant fluttered briefly, before falling still. In a moment, it rose again. Gil smiled at the first touch of wind on his cheek and drank in a breath of air that smelled of sea and not of ponies and manure. Lionheart, leaning sleepily against the posts of his pen, raised his head and snorted, as if he, too, was weary of his own heavy scent. Ragi adjusted the sheet again. A ripple spread out from Silver Dragon’s bow and broke gently around her swimming master’s head.

Floki dove under the water and disappeared.

“Quick!” Rachel cried gleefully. “Now’s your chance.”

“You’d miss him,” Gil said placidly, his eyes searching the sea. Rachel laughed, but Janetta rose to her feet, and laid her fingers on the tiller beside Gil’s hands.

“Do not leave him!” she cried. “He will drown.”

“No such luck.” Gil shrugged and pointed ahead of Silver Dragon’s prow, where a sleek dark animal head had appeared. “You won’t drown a selkie. Even here.”

Hakon peered into the hot, white light and shook his fist. “Will you cease playing, so we can catch this wind?” he shouted. The dark animal shape disappeared in a splash of bright water. Hakon glowered at where it had been, until suddenly Floki’s blond head appeared just off his load board. “And will you stay one thing or the other? I have enough of this changing about.”

Floki flicked water at his cousin and then turned in the sea and swam smoothly to his own ship. Gil nudged the tiller, heading up into the wind. Silver Dragon slowed and settled gently into her modest wash. Bjorn leaned over the rail and extended his huge arm. Gripping it, Floki hauled himself, naked and dripping, half over the rail, and gestured to the deck. “Warrior! Throw down the cloak that I may cover myself.”

Gil leaned and gathered a fold of the garment Floki had left draped across a sea-kist, lifted it, and held it aloft. He grinned suddenly. “Why? the women will not see. And if they do, they’ll only laugh.”

Rachel giggled behind him, but Floki only rested his chin on his bare arm and regarded Gil thoughtfully. “Warrior. The wind and sea make much noise. I do not hear that.” He held his free hand out again and smiled sweetly.

“Right,” Gil muttered. He tossed the cloak. Floki swung himself over the rail, wrapping it quickly around his body. He smiled again at Gil, as he pulled on his breeches and tunic.

“You grow bold, helmsman,” he said. “Is it the southern sun? Or this Saracen you commune with?” He nodded politely at Ismail and his fish. “Or,” he leaned over for his sword belt and buckled it around his waist. “Is it those Moorish sails beyond our prow?”

Gil stretched up and stared out to the misty sea. Red smudges marked the horizon. He shook his head. “I didn’t see them,” he whispered.

Floki gave the side of his head a quick light slap. “Make course for them.”

“You sure? I think there’s three of them.”

“There are four. And hounds pursue the hare that runs. Go.” He signaled Sea-Raven to follow them, and called out to his crew, “Come, my friends. I would have these Southerners see you in all your splendor.”

The dozing Northmen aroused themselves and then, catching sight of the sails on the horizon, raced for their swords and shields. Floki bowed suddenly to Rachel and Janetta. “Your splendor, however, I would not reveal. Nor yours, Troll-Maiden.” He beckoned Grimhildr and hurried all three into the black tent. Then he took his place beside Gil, with Percy and Eirik at either side.

Heeling before the strengthening wind, they sailed on; their rails lined with warriors bright with shields and steel. Floki laid his hand on Gil’s shoulder. “What see you? Fishermen?”

Gil peered into the heat haze. The strangers’ ships emerged from the mist and grew tall, with high sterns and triangular sails rigged from steeply slanting booms. Gil shook his head. “They look like us,” he said.

Floki grimaced. “Not as pretty.”

Gil stared at the rapidly approaching vessels, whose crews also lined their rails. “They’re warships. But they’re turning,” he said hopefully, as the strange booms swung abruptly across the hulls.

“As they must,” Floki said mildly, “They sail against the wind.” He watched disapprovingly. “They are clumsy,” he said. “But four, regardless.” He laid his hand on the hilt of his sword, as the four ships returned to their course. “Are you afraid, helmsman?”

“What do you think?

“That is well. Your stupidity lessens. But do not show it, Warrior. All that stands between us and death is a story.” Gil looked briefly at the approaching warships.

“What?”

“Remember, now, the two guards by Odin’s Stone, the day I welcomed you home?” Gil nodded. Some welcome. “Two powerful warriors,” said Floki, “Running from a fishing knife. Why? Because I tell them a story, and they believe. Now,” he leaned close, “Another story.

“We, these sixty men on two slender ships, are as powerful as Odin. The winds obey us. The gods avenge us. Our swords are forged by giants. No steel can resist us. We are Northmen, Warrior the terror of the world. We look at death and laugh.”

“We do?” Gil murmured.

“Yes!” Floki grinned and suddenly lunged at Gil with both hands, closing his strong fingers around his ribs.

“Ow! That ….”

“Tickles. Yes! Laugh, Warrior.”

Gil laughed, gasping for breath. Beside him, Percy squealed and Eirik giggled happily. “Yes! It is funny! Laugh! Bjorn!” Bjorn blinked and then roared gleefully. “All of you!” Mirth swept down the deck and was echoed by Sea-Raven’s crew across the water. Floki released Gil and suddenly raised his strong clear voice in a rowing song. A chorus instantly joined him, and fierce with shouts and thumping of shields, the singing swept across the warm sea like a wind from the fabled North.

The oncoming ships drew close, their ruddy sails lined four abreast, their hulls looming high above the water. Then two broke away, veering outward. “They surround us,” Floki said lightly. “Hold course.”

Gil could see figures aboard, now; men in loose white robes, crowding the decks. Several looked down from the raised sterns of each ship. In the hand of one, he caught the glitter of a grappling iron. “They’re going to board us,” he said.

Floki shrugged. “The taller the ship, the easier that is done. King’s Son,” he turned suddenly to Eirik. “Ride the dragon.”

Eirik’s eyes lit with pleasure. Dashing forward, he pushed his way through the throng of singing Northmen, scrambled past the girls’ tent and the pony pen with its nervous, neighing beasts, and clambered up onto the curving figurehead.

“Show them steel!” Floki shouted.

Happily Eirik drew his sword, and riding the dragon like a rearing pony, waved the blade in a circle around his head. The Northmen cheered so loudly that the approaching strangers also heard, leaned over their rail, and craned necks to see. Gil saw the dark faces suddenly brightened by smiles.

“A wolf cub always delights,” Floki said softly. “But it is yet the child of wolves.”

As the leading ship glided past their prow, a tall, black-bearded man rose to his feet beside the helmsman. He pointed at the boy on the dragon and his rich laugh rolled across the water.

Floki signaled for silence from his crew. “Respect our new friends!” He bowed to his Saracen counterpart and his oarsmen all did the same. A light cheer arose from the white-robed men and, smiling broadly, their captain drew a fierce, curving sword and raised it high in salute. Floki drew his own and both leaned out as the ships slid by, making an arc of steel over the peaceful sea.

And then they were past. Gil watched the high sterns sinking lower and the red sails fading to smudges on the opposite horizon. His sweaty hands eased their grip on the tiller and he sat down heavily on his helmsman’s sea-kist.

“You are well, Warrior?”

“Fine,” Gil gulped. He forced a grin. “That was really smart,” he said. “Really, really smart.”

Floki smiled. “They had other prey,” he said quietly.

Gil nodded, trying to stop his hands from shaking. Then he said, “So have we.”

“Northman!” Floki’s lean face broke into a grin and he slapped the top of Gil’s head delightedly. Then he turned and shouted forward, “Down off there, now, King’s Son! Before I must swim for you.”

Floki took the helm himself, then, steering intently by the sun. Eirik, proud of his triumph over the Saracens, took up a stance at his side. Released from his duties, Gil sank wearily down on the sun-warmed deck, propped his aching shoulders against the load board rail, and was instantly asleep.

When he awoke, the sun was low and Janetta was curled beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, a forgotten spindle clutched in her hand. Gently, he untangled the new-spun wool and laid it on the deck. Then, boldly defiant of watching eyes, he enfolded her in both of his arms and returned to blissful sleep.

He awoke again at twilight. Floki was yet at the helm, steering now by the brightening stars. Beyond their steering board, the blue, cloud-draped peaks of an island floated in the amethyst dusk. A soft white surf broke against a curving strand. The scent of flowers drifted from the shore.

Gil sat up straight. “Look,” he whispered to Janetta, “Land.” She murmured something, but remained steadfastly sleeping, her head heavy on his shoulder. Lionheart whinnied suddenly and from the dim hills came an answering neigh. Janetta awoke and stared at the passing shore.

“Where are we?” she cried.

“Tir nan Og,” Floki said, without turning. “I have crossed the sea no man can sail.”

Her eyes widened. “This is so?”

“No,” he laughed. “It is not so. But it is better. There lies Halfdan’s Island Mountain. There,” he gestured to the wave-washed strand, “We rest this night. And there,” he swept an arm out to the darkening east, “But a day’s sail further, lies the Port of Rome. We near the end of our journey. Then, only the best part remains.”

“What is that?” she asked innocently.

“Battle!” Eirik crowed.

Floki ruffled his flaxen hair. “No, King’s Son,” he said with a smile. “The best part is the journey home.” He stepped back from the steering oar and beckoned Gil. “Helmsman, take her in.”

They camped, one more time, on an empty strand, building a driftwood fire on the wet sand between the two beached ships. Ulf and Erling led a hasty raiding party into the deepening dusk and returned with three sheep and a small, bleating, black goat that Floki refused to let them slaughter, because Percy cried.

Still, they feasted well on mutton and fish, and a basket of figs from the last market. After, Ulf stretched out with his boots to the fire and his hands clasped on his full stomach, looking up at the hazy southern sky. “This is a good land,” he said. “I make a farm here and stay.”

“Until the Moors steal Grimhildr,” Erling said, grinning.

Ulf shook his head slowly. “Many, many Moors it will take to steal Grimhildr.” He raised his head sharply, “And then,” he said, “A year passes and they send her back!” Laughter rumbled around the fireside, while Grimhildr spun her spindle and pretended not to hear.

Floki smiled. “We are Northmen, Ulf. We belong in the snow.” He stood up. “Come,” he said to Hakon, “Where there are grazing beasts, there are shepherds. We set a guard.” Two men from each ship were sent off to the surrounding high ground, over-looking the camp, and the girls were escorted to the safety of Silver Dragon’s deck.

Gil went out to check once more on the tethered ponies and found them in the darkness by the gentle jingle of bridles and the snorts and grunts accompanying Lionheart’s inner litany of complaints.

The grass is dry.

Think of it as hay. You like hay.

There’s salt on the grass.

Soon we’ll be in Rome. They have great grass, Gil lied.

I want my field.

Right. You’re a North-pony. You belong in the snow. Which, by the way, you hate. He slapped Lionheart’s dusty rump and walked back to the camp.

Just beyond the circle of firelight, he glimpsed a quiet dark figure standing alone at the edge of the sea. He paused; hand instantly on the hilt of his sword.

“Put away your blade, Warrior. Battle is over for the day.” Gil remembered suddenly a night on Pentland, long ago; the first night of a journey grown longer than he could have imagined.

“How did you know it was me?”

“The way you walk. I hear that. Come, sit.” Floki gestured to a smooth rock.

Gil took his seat beside the Northman, studying him curiously in the faint starlight. Something gently shining was tangled about his fingers. He held it up toward the unseen eastern sea, and Gil recognized the necklace he carried for Danni.

“Ulf is wrong,” Floki said. “Ah, Warrior. Think of Odin’s Stone. And below, the white tides of the Holy Isle.” He swept his hand left to right, as if they were standing on that Northern hill again, the tide race below them. “There, look, the little house where your lady shelters,” he whispered, and Gil could almost see it. “And above,” Floki looked up at the misty sky, “The winter stars so close, you bow, lest you strike your head upon them.” He stared up a long time and said, “It is but days to Christ’s Mass. Aiden makes his winter fast there, in the snow. And it will be winter yet when we return. Good!”

He turned to Gil. “A good time for a wedding. The harvest in. Little light and little work to do. He turned the amber beads in his hand, his fingers playing lightly with the jeweled golden cross. “It will be cold. But there will be ale and fires and feasting. Eoin will sing of us. Aidan will bless us. A cold night for a wedding, Warrior, but, ah, she will not be cold.” He smiled quietly and slipped the necklace carefully into its leather pouch.

“And then,” he whirled and grasped Gil’s shoulders in a friendly hug. “Then you! Three years you work the farm I give you. Your first harvest: a betrothal. Your second harvest: a wedding. Your third harvest, ah, your third: a son. Twin sons! One you raise. One I foster.” Floki’s grip tightened in fatherly warmth and he laughed aloud, silencing for a moment the voices at the distant fireside.

Gil shook his head. I can’t. I’m just a kid. And I don’t belong …. But he looked down at the hands he had raised in protest. They were broad and calloused, a child’s hands no longer. I’m fifteen. Again he shook his head, this time in amazement as a vision arose of Janetta and himself, reaping the silver barley of Hrolf’s Isle.

He was fifteen. He was a man. And that cold Northern land was his home.


Chapter Two

At dawn, the wind failed them. Only the ripples cast by fish and birds stirred a sea of pearl blue silk. With lowered masts, they set out under oars toward a horizon lost in mist. The blurred white disc of the sun rose higher but no wind rose to meet it. Past Saxt and past None, the oarsmen rowed on, sweating and grumbling and slurping thirstily at the ale horns filled by Janetta and Rachel.

Floki took turns at the oar, and between them paced the deck or stood at Gil’s shoulder adjusting his course. The sun tipped westward, casting their shadows forward onto the glassy sea. Hakon called from Sea-Raven’s deck, “Enough, cousin. We would rest.”

“And while we rest, our quarry makes his unholy reverence to Saint Peter, and turns again on the road North?”

“Men cannot row both day and night,” Hakon shouted.

Floki smiled and shrugged. “Men of Shetland, perhaps not. But men of Hrolf’s Isle?” He looked up and down his own rowing benches, grinning, and his weary oarsmen cheered.

“Men of the High Island!” Ragi shouted and raised a fist.

“Men of the Horse Island!” two others returned, lowering eager oars.

Hakon threw his hands in the air and signaled his own oarsmen.

“But wait!” Floki called, “We lend you Grimhildr! With one hand, worth three Shetlanders on the oar. With the other, she spins fine wool!” Hakon flung a curse over his shoulder as both ships surged on into the dusk.

Darkness fell, the sky cleared overhead, and the wind came, at last, with the stars. Bruised, aching hands raised masts and freed the long-furled sails. Ghostly beneath a velvet sky, the two ships rode on through the night.

Shore birds came with the dawn, circling their masts and crying a plaintive welcome. Percy’s parrot raised its green wings and squawked in protest. Gil peered blearily into the reddening east, eager for the sight of land, but still he smelled the port before he saw it. His nostrils twitched at the sweet scent of wood smoke, soon joined by the salt and seaweed stench of a tidal shore, and then the rank odors of manure and middens and rotten fish, all heavy on the sultry air.

The sun burned bright overhead, but a low mist yet cloaked the sea. Then suddenly a ship appeared, off their steering board, and then another, and then many, all around; squat purposeful silhouettes of traders and fishermen through which the longships glided, exotic as dragons.

Gil looked about warily for signs of threat, or indeed of fear, but no one seemed to notice them. At his shoulder, Floki laughed. “We come to Rome, Warrior. We are not the first strangers to ground our keel here.”

The mist thinned and broke apart in wisps and streamers, revealing the walls and towers of a fortified port, and red-tiled roofs of jumbled buildings beyond. In their midst, a great river opened into the sea, trafficked by ships of all sizes, bare masts gliding above roof tops as they rode inland under oar. Wharfs lined the riverbanks, bristling also with masts and crowded with men and beasts; bony brown cattle, flocks of goats, and lean horses pulling laden carts. Aboard Silver Dragon, the four ponies neighed nervous greetings to their southern counterparts.

In the lee of the shore, Gil called for his oarsmen and sent Ragi and Ciarnan to lower the sagging sail. Alerted by the slowing of the ship, Janetta and Rachel tumbled sleepily from their tent and ran to Gil’s side. “This is Rome?” Janetta cried, staring at the port.

Floki shook his head. “It is to Rome as Hrafn’s Ayre is to Deer Bay,” he pointed to the river mouth, “and by the sea-road, there, as far from it, as Deer Bay from that strand.” He studied the well-defended harbor and then abruptly stepped beside Gil and swung the steering oar, turning Silver Dragon’s prow up the coast. “We take that, however, on Halfdan’s word,” he said, signaling Hakon. “For we go overland.”

“Overland!” Gil cried in dismay, his eyes yet on the inviting sweep of the river.

“Ah, the Viking!” Floki said happily. “He scorns the dust of the road on his boots!” Still, he kept his hands firm on the tiller, as the coast glided past. Then suddenly, he stepped back, relinquished the helm again to Gil, and pointed at the harbor wall. “There, Warrior, on the near shore, and again on the far. You see them?”

Gil shaded his eyes against the glare. A broad wooden capstan, rimmed with protruding wooden poles, surmounted the massive stone wall. From it, heavy metal links ran down into the water. Across the river, an identical device mirrored it. “What are they for?” he asked.

“For that,” Floki indicated the dark wet links. “They lay a chain across the river, Warrior. With those machines, they raise it. They use horses. Or slaves. They will have many of both.”

Gil imagined the great cylinders turning and the chain rising, like a sea serpent, across the flow of the river. “It’s like a gate. They can close the harbor.”

Floki smiled. “This is not the Northlands, Warrior,” he said quietly. “Here there are laws and rules and men with armies to see they are obeyed. We might find ourselves unwilling guests; our ships forfeit. Or sold into slavery, to pay some tax invented at the moment.”

“But there are laws, you said,” Rachel protested. “And this is Rome.”

“It is Rome. And with as many earls as it has laws, all at each other’s throats. Again, the word of Halfdan, but he knew and liked the place. The Great City, under the Emperor’s eye, was less amusing.” He paused and smiled at Rachel. “He is a Viking, Pretty Hawk, beneath his gorgeous robes. He likes battle.”

“Good!” Bjorn shouted from his oar. “I like battle.”

“And I,” Eirik echoed, worming his way under Floki’s cloak. “We fight them!”

Floki closed his hand on the nape of the boy’s neck and shook him like a mother cat shaking a kitten. “No. We have our own battle, King’s Son. We have no time for theirs. We travel overland. There will be traders and pilgrims and farmers, and we may hide among them, like the poor farmers we are.” He paused, his eyes yet on the harbor wall. “Nowhere on that river can I hide two ships.”

Bjorn groaned in frustration, and his groans were echoed by others as the weary oarsmen left the port behind and drove on, past the last remote farmhouse to a barren gravel beach amid dark marshes.

The moment they grounded their keel, Floki jumped down to the strand, signaling Gil to follow. “Come with me, helmsman. We go hawking.”

“Hawking?” Hakon glowered down from his own beached craft. “We row all day and half the night. No one eats. And now you play?”

Floki smiled innocently. “What, Sea-Friend, are there none among you who can lay a fire?” He turned and saw Janetta watching and smiled again. “Here. This child will show you how.” He reached up to the deck and lifted her down, and then did the same for Rachel, setting her lightly on the wet shingle. “Now, Pretty Hawk,” he murmured, “We seek our road.” He strode off down the strand, with Rachel at his side. Lionheart’s frantic whinny of abandonment
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