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			Chapter 1

			Karl

			She dipped her hand in the barrel of ice-cold water and held it down, watching the hairs rise on her forearm. Her fingertips tingled, then the stinging faded away until her hand felt like it was just meat, throbbing in the enveloping, relentless cold – but she held it still, forcing herself to form a bowl as slowly as she could. Drawing a deep breath, she looked at her fractured reflection. A young woman stared back at her, eyes narrowed in determination, high cheekbones and a set jaw forming the impression of a descending bird of prey.

			‘Helga!’

			She exhaled and splashed her face with the cold water. ‘Coming!’

			When she rounded the corner of the barn the land opened up around her. She could see over and through the treetops, all the way down to the longhouse by the river. The old barn was just visible, but the other houses were all hidden by the trees. Following the river she watched the Ren Valley open up, the dark browns and rich greens of forest giving way to patches of painstakingly cleared land. Late one night, when the ale had settled in him, her father had said that he was the ruler of all he could see. Some might have argued that the valley wasn’t his by any rights, but she had yet to meet anyone who saw Unnthor Reginsson sitting in his high seat with axe and bow within reach and wanted to argue.

			‘Are you done?’ Einar’s voice rang out. She could picture him, down by the foot of the hill, standing by the side gate. Even at twenty-five winters, he still had the face of a boy. She knew he must have changed since the day she first came to the farm to stay with Unnthor and Hildigunnur, eleven winters ago, but it didn’t feel like it. She remembered watching him run past, chasing Unnthor’s daughter and trying to splash water on her. Even though she’d not seen him chase girls since Jorunn left to be married, he’d always be that boy to her. She smiled to herself.

			‘Yes,’ she shouted back. The hay was stacked where it needed to be and a path had been cleared for the sheep. They’d be going on round-up in a month or so, but the longer they left it, the messier it got. Deal with things quickly and effectively. Her mother had taught her that.

			She skipped down the path from the new barn, drinking in the air while it still held a bit of the night’s cold. The thick trunks towered over her. In the winter they shielded her from the winds coming up the valley from the southeast; now they gave her a nice bit of shade from the morning sun. As the ground levelled, she could see her foster-brother below, moving towards the gate.

			‘Don’t you dare check my work, Einar Jakason,’ she muttered under her breath, and he must have heard her because he stopped and just watched her, waiting patiently. Thinking of something funny to say, probably. Helga smiled. He regularly tried to get one over on her in their war of words, but so far he’d been unsuccessful. She might not be Hildigunnur’s daughter by blood, but she was a quick learner and she’d caught plenty enough of her adoptive mother’s sharp tongue.

			When she cleared the trees, Einar was still there waiting, a coil of rope around his shoulder. ‘What took you so long? Were you snacking on the hay?’

			‘Girls don’t eat hay, Einar,’ she shot back. ‘Which means whoever’s saying she’s your girl these days is probably a horse.’

			As soon as she came close enough, he swatted at her with the rope. ‘You’re a witch,’ he said.

			‘Am not,’ Helga said. ‘If I was I’d have turned you into something passably attractive.’

			‘Pff,’ Einar said, grinning.

			His father Jaki, broad-shouldered and silver-haired, stepped out of the longhouse and shouted, ‘Get a move on, you two – they’re all coming today!’

			Einar rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, Father,’ he shouted back, then he turned to Helga. ‘Come on, we need to sort out the old cowshed.’

			‘Why?’ Helga asked, not moving.

			‘Apparently Bjorn and his lot are staying there.’

			‘Is this to keep the brothers separated?’

			‘It is,’ Einar said. ‘Why d’you think the big man went east while Karl went south? Apparently they used to fight every single day – Karl beat up his brothers again and again, until Bjorn got strong enough to stop him. Hildigunnur got a lot better at healing wounds that year.’

			‘We’re in for a great time, aren’t we?’ She sighed.

			Einar shrugged and pushed off the fence. ‘It’ll be all right,’ he said as he walked off. ‘I’m sure the old ’uns’ll keep them reined in.’

			*

			The inside of the old cowshed smelled faintly of animals and stale hay. Sunshine seeped in through cracks in the wall where the wood had warped, but most of the space was draped in a pale light somewhere between dusk and shadow, except for a bright cone spreading from the open door which showed the skeleton of a once-functional building littered with an assortment of tools, lumber and broken farm-stuff. A stack of planks the height of a man sat in one corner, next to some broken rods and unfinished hides strung on warped old frames. A solid rune-covered stone pillar stood in another corner, nearly hidden in the shadows.

			‘It’s so small,’ Helga said.

			‘They only had four cows back then . . . Hildigunnur’s been on at Unnthor to do something about it for years, but there’re always more important jobs that need seeing to,’ Einar said. ‘They can’t make up their mind whether to tear it down or turn it into something else.’

			‘I don’t know if I’ve ever been in here,’ Helga said, looking around curiously. ‘The smithy’s your father’s den, and this has always felt like it belongs to Unnthor.’ She kicked a piece of wood and it bounced into a corner. ‘So what do we need to do?’

			‘First thing is to carry all of this out, I think – we need to clear the floor so we can build beds for Bjorn and his family—’

			‘What? Why—?’ Helga was looking distinctly unimpressed.

			‘The stories are mostly true, you know. He stopped fitting in any of the bunks in his twelfth winter. And young Volund is his father’s son.’ Einar thought for a moment. ‘Oh, right – you’ve never met them, have you?’

			‘No,’ Helga said, ‘I’ve never met Bjorn, or Karl. I think they were all supposed to come five years ago—’

			‘—but Karl was away and Bjorn’s family was ill. I remember. You know Aslak, of course.’

			‘How could I forget? He brought two small children and a dragon of a woman with him. Will she be coming as well?’

			‘’fraid so,’ Einar said.

			Helga shuddered. ‘I’d rather deal with an angry bear.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ Einar said.

			‘And then there’s Jorunn and Sigmar. I remember her, I think, but I haven’t met him.’

			‘No,’ Einar said, busying himself with a cracked beam, suddenly less interested in talking.

			Helga grabbed a spade with a broken handle. ‘I don’t remember having seen this one.’

			‘They’re all old things,’ Einar said, shifting a plough with one handle out of the way. ‘Unnthor’s been meaning to repair ’em for a while now, but d’you know what I think?’

			‘You think?’ Helga said, feigning surprise.

			‘Shut your mouth,’ Einar said over his shoulder, lumping the old plough towards the door. When he came back he was practically twinkling with mischief. ‘I think the old man is so happy at how the farm is going that he allows himself to own broken tools – so he just leaves ’em where they break and Father drops ’em in here.’ He looked around at the debris. ‘The hoard of a brave warrior, this.’

			‘Hah,’ Helga said, ‘I find that hard to believe.’ She thought of Unnthor, her adoptive father, who’d taken her on eleven winters ago – at his wife’s urging – just as the farm was emptying of children. Picturing him being easy with his hard-earned riches was almost impossible. Back in the day there’d been rumours that he’d come back from his raiding in the west with a hoard to equal anyone’s, but the old bear always flat-out denied it. With the ever-present Jaki’s help, he’d sent back most of those chancers who’d come to look. The rest were buried just beyond the fence to the west. Eventually word had got out and the locals, seeing how hard Unnthor worked his farm, reasoned all those rumours were just that, fireside stories, and soon enough those in search of quick and easy profits found other places to look.

			‘I find that hard to believe,’ Helga repeated, then added with a smirk, ‘Hildigunnur wouldn’t let him!’

			‘Maybe,’ Einar said, ‘but she’s kept the old bear company for so long . . . I reckon she knows when to fight and when to look the other way. They’re each as stubborn as the other, those two.’

			‘Probably why they’ve stayed married,’ Helga said, shifting a couple of broken sledgehammers. ‘In time my mother’s story will feature “The Legend of the Taming of Unnthor”.’

			‘It’ll be a good story, though. Just like Unnthor has “The Wooing of Hildigunnur”. I still like it, even though I’ve heard it at least once for every summer of my life.’

			‘So in your case that’d make – what, twelve?’

			Einar made a face at her and bent to find the grip on a big cracked whetstone. ‘Unnthor Reginsson went to find himself a wife. He wanted Hildigunnur but her father, old Heidrek, was part troll . . .’

			Helga strained to shift a stack of planks out of the way. ‘Only part? The old men can’t have been far into their drink when they told you last time. I thought he was—’

			‘Nine feet tall if he was an inch. And the bastard filed his teeth,’ a gruff voice said from the doorway: Unnthor of Riverside, chieftain of Ren Valley and ruler of all that he saw, blocked out most of the light. His shoulders weren’t that far from touching either side of the doorframe, his grey hair was still thick enough to plait and his neatly trimmed beard was full. At sixty-two summers he still struck an imposing figure. ‘He used to kill bears for fun, that one.’

			‘And you strode up to him,’ Helga said.

			‘And smacked him in the head with the thigh-bone of an ox,’ Einar said.

			‘Not quite,’ the old man said. ‘I opened my mouth to speak, and he hit me – knocked me back four steps and cracked my jaw good and proper. Then I hit him with the bone, and down he went. When he came to I asked him if he gave me his permission to marry his daughter.’ He joined them in shifting tools towards the door.

			Einar smiled. ‘And he said—’

			‘—the crusty old troll laughed and said, “Go right ahead. She hits harder than I do.” And he wasn’t wrong,’ Unnthor said. ‘No – leave that.’

			Einar stopped just short of touching the stone pillar. ‘Why?’

			‘It would be bad luck to move it. It’s been there since the day we settled. The gods would disapprove,’ he added. ‘Just leave it.’ Einar shrugged and moved towards the pile of timber. ‘I need you to get started on the beds for Bjorn and Thyri – oh, and little Volund as well,’ Unnthor said. ‘Stack the planks over there,’ he added, pointing at the corner of the cowshed furthest from the door.

			‘Little Volund is now twelve winters,’ Helga said, ‘and he hasn’t been little for a while, Mother says.’

			Unnthor dismissed her with a huff and a hand-wave. ‘He’s little if I say he is,’ he said. ‘Einar, go and get your father’s tools. We’ll build the beds where you’re standing.’

			Einar nodded, dropped the planks on the ground and left. The rest of the debris of farm life that had been tucked away in the old cowshed was now neatly piled up outside by the fence and the empty space was filled with silence.

			‘My own flesh and blood is coming for me, Helga,’ Unnthor said quietly.

			‘What do you mean, Father?’

			The old man turned to look at her. In the half-light he seemed very tired. ‘My own flesh and blood,’ he said, ‘with darkness in their hearts. I saw it in a dream.’

			She opened her mouth to speak, but the rattle of metal on metal warned of Einar’s approach. Unnthor heard it too, and in a blink the tired old man had disappeared, replaced with the fearsome chieftain.

			Despite the heat, the hairs on Helga’s arms rose.

			*

			At noon, Jaki’s voice boomed across the grounds: ‘Riders!’

			Helga felt a surge within. Unnthor’s odd behaviour in the shed had stuck with her, but she did her best to ignore it. Something’s going to happen. While the safety of the everyday was comforting, there was a pull to this: the world was coming her way. She ran to the main gate, where there was an unhindered view down the valley. Jaki and Einar were already there.

			‘They’re not sparing the horses,’ Jaki pointed out.

			‘When did Karl ever spare anything?’ Einar said.

			The stocky man grabbed his son by the arm, none too gently. ‘You will watch your mouth,’ he growled. ‘Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Father,’ Einar said, trying not to wince at the grip.

			Jaki let go. ‘Just – if you can, say nothing.’ He glanced at Helga. ‘That goes for you too, girl,’ he said.

			Helga nodded. ‘Of course.’ She stared down at the riders. She could just about make out the shapes . . . ‘Are there three of them?’

			‘Too far for me to tell,’ the old man mumbled.

			‘Maybe . . .’ Einar looked puzzled. ‘But who have they left behind, then?’

			Froma distance, Hildigunnur’s voice rang out across the yard. ‘Helga? A little help—’

			With a last look at the approaching riders, Helga turned and ran towards the longhouse, an imposing structure with walls almost twice the height of a man. The woman in the back doorway looked like a twig in comparison, but Helga had quickly learned not to judge her by her size. Hildigunnur, the woman who’d become her mother, was tougher than most men. She might not be either tall or wide, but she moved with an ease that belied her fifty-five summers, and she could still run for half a day without stopping. As impossible as it might seem, she was Unnthor’s match in all ways. For the last thirty years they’d been at the heart of their valley, and the next over, and the one after that. Women travelled for days to seek Hildigunnur’s advice; most thought her firm but fair – and those who didn’t at least had sense enough to keep silent and tell stories about witchcraft when they were well out of earshot. Like her or not, everyone agreed that her wisdom ran deep.

			‘Shift it, girl,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll grow a beard waiting for you.’

			‘And if you did, Mother, it would look great.’

			‘Flattery will get you nothing but trouble,’ Hildigunnur said, smiling. ‘Pots await. The travellers will need feeding. So you’ve been building beds – is that all done?’

			‘A while ago,’ Helga said. ‘Einar was pretty quick.’

			‘Oh, he’s a good ’un,’ Hildigunnur said. A glint flashed in her eye. ‘And not bad to look at, either.’

			‘Mother!’ Helga said. ‘Ugh! Really?’

			‘You may see him as a brother,’ Hildigunnur said, leading Helga into the longhouse, ‘but people see things differently.’ She glanced over her shoulder before she closed the door. Unnthor had joined Jaki and Einar at the gate.

			*

			When the riders were close enough for the three men to get a good look at the horses, a deep silence spread among them.

			Jaki finally spoke. ‘I see Karl has done well,’ he said.

			Unnthor grunted in response.

			The horses were running at full gallop, muscles bunched, necks stretched out with the joy of speed. The riders, hunched over, were shouting encouragement and urging their mounts on. One of the riders inched ahead of the other two and continued to stretch the lead.

			The men at the gate could make out shapes now. A mastiff was bounding alongside the racing trio, tongue lolling. ‘Karl’s not winning this one, though,’ Unnthor said with a note of satisfaction.

			The rider on the leading horse rose up in the saddle and punched the air, then reined in the mount, slowing the beast until the riders behind followed suit. The hood fell away to reveal long blonde hair and rosy cheeks flushed with excitement.

			‘Grandfather!’ the girl shouted, and beside her the dog barked in response, a big, throaty sound.

			‘Gytha!’ Unnthor shouted back as the horses closed the distance. ‘You ride like I’d taught you!’

			‘Better, I should think,’ growled the larger of the two trailing riders. Karl Unnthorsson was built solid: thick across the chest and shaped like a tree trunk. A patchy black beard stuck out from his jaw like a badly wired brush and his left cheek bore the scars of battle. Thick eyebrows gave his face a perpetual scowl. He wore a leather strap around his neck and the top of a silver Thor’s Hammer was resting on his collarbone. ‘She don’t hold back.’ As he dismounted smoothly, the dog padded over and nudged his hand.

			‘Karl,’ Unnthor said. ‘Welcome home.’

			‘And I’m invisible, am I?’ The third rider dismounted swiftly. A tall but slim woman, quick of movement, threw her hood back with a flick of her wrist. A blonde braid lay over her right shoulder, richly inlaid with silver thread. There was no mistaking the look of mother and daughter.

			‘Welcome, Agla,’ Unnthor said. ‘You are ever a treasured guest in my house.’

			‘You lie like you dance, old bear,’ the woman said, ‘awkwardly. But it is good to see you.’

			Jaki swung open the gate and the three riders walked their horses in.

			‘Magnificent animals,’ Unnthor said.

			‘They’re good,’ Karl agreed, ‘but I need a stronger one for me. They’re all from the same breeder and they carry similar weights. Gytha won because she’s lighter.’

			‘Did not,’ the girl shot back. ‘I’m just better than you.’

			‘The spirit of youth,’ Karl said. ‘I’ll teach you a lesson soon enough.’

			‘You’d have to catch me first.’ Gytha danced away from her father’s reach.

			‘You’d better keep moving, then, or I’ll snap your pretty neck when I do,’ Karl said.

			‘And then I’d kill you in your sleep,’ Agla said.

			Karl’s laugh was short and sharp.

			‘Einar, take the horses,’ Unnthor said. ‘I’ll bring our travellers in for some food.’

			Karl looked around. ‘This is new,’ he said, nodding towards the stables.

			‘Built it six years ago – six?’ Unnthor looked at Jaki.

			‘Seven,’ Jaki corrected him.

			‘It’s been a while,’ Karl said.

			‘Leave the horses. Your mother has some food on.’ Unnthor ushered the quibbling family towards the longhouse.

			Once they were out of earshot, Jaki glanced at Einar. Beside them, Karl’s mare snorted and stomped her foot. ‘I told you,’ the old man murmured, ‘if you want to keep all your bits attached, say nothing.’

			*

			Helga watched the smile slide onto her mother’s face. Then she heard the approaching voices, and a moment later the door opened. The grey-haired woman glanced at the pot and Helga took the hint. She focused on the wooden spoon, stirring the stew in steady circles.

			‘Wife,’ Unnthor bellowed, ‘we are given the gift of guests!’

			‘Agla! Gytha!’ Hildigunnur walked swiftly across the longhouse floor and swept the two women up in a hug. ‘Welcome, my loves.’

			‘Thank you, Grandmother,’ Gytha said as her mother extricated herself from Hildigunnur’s arms. ‘You look as young as ever.’

			‘Oh, psh,’ Hildigunnur said, ‘I am old and weak, and so are my bones.’

			‘Didn’t feel like it,’ Agla said, rubbing her shoulder. ‘If that’s how you hug your husband, no wonder he’s known for his foul mood.’

			‘Whereas Karl is a right little lamb,’ Hildigunnur said, eyes twinkling.

			Gytha laughed. ‘Hah! The old bitch has some bite still!’

			‘GYTHA!’ Karl’s voice cracked the air like a whip. ‘Come here, right now—’

			The girl pursed her lips and bit down on words that seemed to be pushing to get out. ‘Yes, Father,’ she finally managed to mutter. She walked up to where Karl stood next to Unnthor.

			The dark-haired man was all angles, shadows and fury. ‘You will bring honour to my name when you are a guest in another’s house.’

			‘But—’

			‘But nothing,’ Karl growled.

			‘I thought it was quite funny,’ Hildigunnur said.

			‘Mother,’ Karl said between clenched teeth, ‘stay out of this.’ He turned to Gytha. ‘Go and see to the horses’ – he stopped her in her tracks with a vicious glare – ‘and behave yourself.’ At the far end Helga worked hard to attract no attention whatsoever. Moments later the door slammed as Gytha left.

			For a moment, no one said anything.

			‘Well,’ Hildigunnur said, breaking the silence, ‘at least we know she’s not a changeling.’

			Karl’s scowl melted into an almost-smile. ‘She gets it all from her mother.’

			‘Does not! She’s as stubborn as a stone, and I’m not. I’m very reasonable,’ Agla said.

			Behind Karl, Helga watched Unnthor swallow a laugh.

			‘No, you’re not,’ Karl said. ‘You’ll argue about anything.’

			‘No, I won’t!’

			‘Yes, you will.’

			‘Shut your mouth, old man – I am very reasonable!’

			‘Karl, stop teasing,’ Hildigunnur said. Helga’s heart sank as her mother turned towards her, followed by Karl and Agla’s gaze. It did not feel pleasant.

			‘Now, I need to introduce you to our girl Helga – she’s lived with us since about two years after you left, and she could just as well be your sister, except that she’s smarter and better-looking. We’re keeping her here as long as we can.’

			Karl bowed his head once in greeting.

			Agla gave her the once-over, like she would a horse, and appeared to find her uninteresting.

			And just like that, Helga was invisible again.

			‘Would you two like a bowl of something to eat, or are you about to start arguing again?’

			Despite the humour in Hildigunnur’s tone, Agla still glared at her husband, and though Helga searched for a tell-tale twinkle, a smile or any sort of affection in the woman’s face, she found nothing.

			‘Yes, thank you,’ Agla said, and Hildigunnur turned her gaze Helga’s way, which was as good as a snapped command. Hands working automatically, she plucked out wooden bowls from their place under the side benches and filled them with stew. The steam played around her hands, heating her skin. She adjusted her grip and hurried out to the table, where Agla had sat down next to Unnthor. Hildigunnur had disappeared, but Helga didn’t need to see her mother to know she’d be working somewhere she knew the girl would pass by. She’d stop her for an exchange of words, then there’d be the tilted head, the raised eyebrow – the surreptitious glance to ensure that the two of them were the only ones sharing the joke – and moments later Gytha would be swallowing a chuckle, eyes sparkling at her grandmother’s spirit. Helga could almost hear her mother’s voice, throwing wisdom over her shoulder. A well-placed word can save you a lot of trouble.

			Without realising, she found she was standing near Karl, sitting silently by the table. ‘Here you go,’ she said, stumbling over her tongue.

			He stared straight up and at her, brown eyes twinkling, smiling wrinkles forming. He’s struggling not to lick his lips, she thought. Like a wolf. ‘Thank you. Thank you very much,’ he said, smirking at her.

			‘Thank Mother,’ Helga said, more sharply than she’d intended. ‘It’s her stew.’

			Instead of recoiling, however, the dark-haired man’s smile just widened. ‘It looks . . . good enough to eat.’

			She could feel his eyes on her long after she’d retreated to her place in the shadows.

			*

			Einar led the newcomers’ horses to the far end of the stables. He had thought for a moment about using the stalls near Unnthor and Hildigunnur’s own mares, but the animals’ laid-back ears and snorting quickly convinced him that that was a bad idea, so in the far end they went. He started with Karl’s horse, brushing down her flanks with smooth, even strokes. He quickly realised the big black mare had a fierce temper and he’d have to be on his toes if he was to avoid being bitten.

			‘Ssh, girl,’ he muttered, ‘you’ll feel better once I’m done.’ The horse tossed her head angrily and snorted, but didn’t snap at him again. ‘That’s it,’ he whispered, ‘just a couple moments more and you’ll be rid of me.’

			‘What makes you think she’d want rid of you?’ Gytha asked from the doorway, making Einar jump back, just a moment before yellowed teeth were snapping at his hand. He shifted out of the way of the mare’s stamping hooves before turning to the girl. He looked at her, but didn’t speak.

			‘She’s all right,’ she said, and as she moved towards him, the mare responded to the familiar presence, snorting once and rolling her head. ‘Here. Give it to me,’ Gytha said, holding out her hand for the brush.

			Einar passed it over without saying a word.

			Gytha started grooming the horse, falling into an even rhythm. ‘You’ve done this well,’ she remarked.

			‘Why do you say that?’ Einar said.

			‘Because you still have your fingers.’ Gytha smiled at him. ‘That means she likes you.’ When Einar didn’t respond, she frowned. ‘Would you like me to look after our horses?’ she said.

			‘I . . . um . . . if you want,’ Einar said.

			Gytha looked at him for a moment. ‘Why won’t you talk to me?’ she said.

			‘I’ll be outside if you need me,’ Einar said, slipped from the stall and out through the door. He closed it behind him.

			The mare snorted at Gytha.

			‘Don’t you start,’ the girl said. ‘You wouldn’t have done any better.’ She drew the brush firmly along the animal’s back. ‘But he looks fun, and I have three days.’ Stroking the mare’s head gently, she whispered in the horse’s ear, ‘We’ll see who gives up first.’ 

			Chapter 2

			Bjorn

			Unnthor sat by the riverbank, elbows on knees. His silent stillness blended with the gentle sounds of the river and birdsong from the bushes on the other side. By his feet, sunlight set the surface of the slow-moving water glittering like a cascade of gold. The old man watched as a figure approached from the direction of the longhouse, his stride even and purposeful.

			‘Here we go,’ Unnthor muttered.

			When he was close enough, Karl saluted. ‘Mother said I would find you here.’

			‘Something shifted upriver last year. This has become quite a good spot,’ Unnthor said. He reached for the fishing pole and pulled on the twine until the hook emerged from the water. ‘I thought I’d see if I could grab something extra for the pot.’

			‘They’ll bite soon enough,’ Karl said.

			‘They usually do,’ Unnthor replied.

			‘You’re well.’

			‘I get by.’

			‘How are things in Glomma?’

			Unnthor turned and looked west, towards the mountains that separated them from the Glomma Valley. ‘The usual,’ he said. ‘The odd neighbourly dispute. They still come to me to settle, or when they think they want to know what the gods think about this, that or the other. I never tell them what I think.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘That the gods are most likely busy doing something much more important than caring about who shags whose daughter.’

			Karl smirked at that.

			‘We had a cattle thief two years ago.’

			‘Really?

			‘Traveller from down south. Thought he’d find some simple country folk, pick a couple of easy farms.’ Unnthor smiled. ‘He was not a wise man.’ The shadow of the same smile crept up on Karl’s mouth, and for a moment the two men looked remarkably similar. ‘How about you? I keep hearing stories from the south, but I never know what to believe.’

			‘We’ve done well,’ Karl said. ‘I got on a boat with a bunch of hard bastards, captained by a man called Sigurd Aegisson.’

			Unnthor whistled. ‘Even up here we’ve heard of him,’ he said. ‘One of Skargrim’s old crew? Hard as the rocks, that one.’

			Karl smiled. ‘As hard as he needed to be. We took everything we could in the land of the Saxons, which was a lot – enough to buy me a big farm down south.’

			‘I’d heard something about that, but—’

			‘Twenty-four head of cattle,’ Karl interrupted.

			Unnthor went quiet. ‘Twenty-four,’ he said. ‘That’s . . . that’s impressive.’

			‘And forty head of sheep. Four workmen, two of them with wives.’

			‘You’ve done better than me, then,’ Unnthor said.

			‘Because I didn’t bury my treasure,’ Karl said.

			‘I believe a man should earn what he has in life,’ Unnthor snapped. ‘And don’t tell me you believe that old wives’ tale still?’ He stared at his son. ‘There is no hoard,’ he said slowly.

			Karl stared back at him, but he did not speak. After a moment, he looked away, down the stream. ‘I thought as much,’ he muttered. ‘Just a tale, anyway.’

			‘That’s right,’ Unnthor said. By his feet, the fishing line drifted with the current, slack and lifeless.

			*

			The knife sliced into the meat with precision and force as Hildigunnur guided the blade slowly, deliberately, skilfully into the lamb, finding the sinews that held muscle and bone together. An arm’s length away, Helga peeled turnips and tried to be invisible.

			Behind them, Agla sighed and continued her complaining. ‘I just don’t know what to do with her. She acts—’

			‘Exactly like you did when you were young?’ Hildigunnur said, not unkindly.

			‘Yes,’ the blonde woman said, deflating onto a pile of furs. ‘And I worry she’s going to make all the same mistakes.’

			‘Mistakes aren’t so bad,’ Hildigunnur said, yanking off the leg with a twist. ‘That’s how you get to be wise.’ She turned and winked at Agla. ‘Like us.’

			Agla sighed. ‘Yes. Maybe. I just wish she could . . . I don’t know . . .’

			‘Be easier to manage? Softer. Kinder.’

			‘Yes.’

			And where would she get that from? Helga thought.

			‘That is sometimes the way with young women,’ Hildigunnur said. ‘They’re horrible, mistake-making, man-eating monsters. Like Helga,’ she added.

			‘What? Am not!’ Helga exclaimed.

			‘Oh, I bet you are.’ The blonde woman laughed. ‘Bet you’ve got them lined up, sword in hand.’

			‘A whole row of them,’ Hildigunnur said, ‘fighting for the honour.’ She added a hip-swing that suggested exactly how Helga’s imaginary suitors might duel. Behind them, Agla cackled with delight.

			‘Very funny,’ Helga said, ‘but too accurate. I think you speak from experience, Mother.’

			‘Oho,’ Agla exclaimed, ‘you’re raising a fine one of your own there!’

			‘I know,’ the older woman said, smiling at Helga. ‘She is a fine one indeed. I have run out of puzzles to pose her, and I cannot teach her more about the gods because she knows it all already. She’s got a nose for curing herbs, too. But now we should stop this talk of strapping boys or she won’t sleep tonight for excitement and thoughts of swordfights – of various shapes and sizes. Tell us news of the world, Agla: what’s happening in the south?’

			As Karl’s wife started recounting news of politics and war, Helga snuck a look at her mother and thought of all the times she’d seen Einar wrangle particularly stubborn mares into submission. Mother had a similar look of contented achievement about her.

			‘Keep working,’ Hildigunnur said under her breath as Agla prattled on behind them. ‘Food won’t prepare itself.’ The older woman’s knife cut swiftly through the lamb’s neck.

			*

			It was Jaki who spotted him first. ‘That’s got to be Bjorn.’

			‘Where?’ Einar said. He leaned against the gate for a moment, wiping sweat from his forehead.

			‘There – down by the bend.’ Jaki pointed, and sure enough, about a mile down the road, two riders walked their horses while a third, trailing behind the walkers, sat slumped in the saddle of the last beast.

			‘Do you think he’s ridden at all?’ Einar said.

			‘I hope not, for the sake of the poor animal!’

			The person on the left, of average height and build, was moving at a calm, even pace. The man on the right was a good head and a half taller, broader and bigger in every sense, making the horse next to him look more like a pony. A dog walked by his side.

			‘He’s in no rush,’ Einar said.

			Jaki sighed. ‘He rarely is, our Bjorn.’

			‘Do you miss them?’ Einar said after a while.

			Jaki thought for a couple of breaths before answering. ‘The place is quieter without their shouting, that’s for sure.’

			‘But didn’t Bjorn and Karl—?’

			‘Eh,’ Jaki said, dismissing Einar with a wave, ‘they weren’t the best of friends – but they were brothers. A little bit of age and distance cures that kind of nonsense. But all four of them are dangerous in their own ways, and I’ve felt a cold in my bones of late.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘There’s trouble coming,’ Jaki muttered.

			‘Oh now, old goat! Am I finding out that my father has turned fishwife in his old age? What’s next – dream signs?’

			Jaki turned to look at Einar. He didn’t say anything, but his face looked carved out of stone.

			After a moment the young man looked away, and saw Helga approaching.

			‘Why are you two lazy sods hanging out here by the gate?’ she called.

			‘Bjorn’s coming,’ Einar said, nudging her towards the road.

			‘First time back,’ Helga said. Beside her, Jaki raised an eyebrow. ‘He had just left when I got here.’

			‘Hm,’ Jaki said, ‘that sounds about right. Which is—’

			‘Eleven winters,’ Helga said. ‘I think.’

			The old man looked stricken. ‘What? Eleven? Where does the time go?’

			‘Well met!’ a deep voice boomed; they were now close enough for everyone to make out faces. The big man waved and called, ‘Jaki – is that you?’

			‘Who else?’ Jaki shouted, smiling.

			Helga could sense Hildigunnur as she came up behind them.

			‘Well met, son!’ Hildigunnur shouted. ‘Stew’s in the pot!’ Behind her, Agla and Gytha came out of the longhouse and stood behind the old woman. They know their place already, Helga thought.

			‘That’s good news to weary travellers,’ Bjorn said.

			As he closed in, Helga couldn’t help but stare. Everything about Bjorn Unnthorsson was big: his face was coarsely hewn, his hands were like shovel blades. Blond hair and beard gave him the appearance of some kind of hill giant; even the wolfhound by his side, a huge dog in its own right, looked like a puppy by comparison. Nine foot tall and filed his teeth, Helga thought. If Karl at his best was like Unnthor at his worst, Bjorn must trace his looks to Hildigunnur’s side of the family. Bjorn’s wife Thyri almost disappeared in the shadow of the big man as they reached the gate. A woman of average size, in sensible clothing, she seemed to drift along in Bjorn’s wake. Her light brown hair was bound in a traveller’s bun and tied with a leather strap. Helga glanced at the elfin Agla next to her. Such a difference, she thought – then her attention was caught by the awkward dismount of the boy on the horse. Though almost the size of a man, and a big one at that, he had the soft face of a child and all the grace of a new-born deer. While Bjorn and Thyri exchanged greetings with the other women, Helga found herself staring at the boy. Minded by no one, he just stood there, clearly not sure where to go or what to do. She saw in him the shadow of her younger self, lost and ignored, and her feet moved before her brain caught up.

			She slipped in between the horses. ‘Are you hungry?’ she said quietly, by his shoulder. The boy looked at her with watery blue eyes. His lips pursed, but he stopped short of saying anything. Instead, after a moment, as if processing her words, he nodded. Helga smiled. ‘Come with me,’ she said, winking conspiratorially. After another moment’s hesitation he led his horse on after her.

			‘Volund!’ Bjorn snapped, and Helga felt the boy tense up.

			‘Don’t worry,’ Hildigunnur said, ‘Helga will look after him.’

			‘Boy’s a halfwit. He needs a clip ’round the ear more’n he needs looked after,’ Bjorn grumbled.

			Helga looked back at the newcomers. Bjorn took up so much space that she couldn’t even see Thyri any more. ‘Lead the horse through here,’ she said to Volund, pointing to the stables. ‘Einar will take care of him. Did you have a long trip?’ The boy nodded and looked down, then peeked up at her, chin still on his chest. Helga smiled. ‘Do you like lamb stew?’ The boy nodded again, more enthusiastically, and Helga’s smile spread. ‘Then let us go and raid the pots!’ She marched off, feeling an unfamiliar sense of satisfaction when she heard the boy falling in behind her. He dragged his steps a little, but he was following. They were rewarded with the rich smells of cooking meat as they entered the longhouse. Helga walked over to the big pot, grabbed a ladle and dished up a generous portion, and the boy immediately sat down, hunkered over the bowl and started shovelling the food in his mouth. ‘You might want to be . . . um – careful—’ Helga started, but too late: Volund was already in the process of spitting the food back into the bowl.

			He looked up at her, surprised and betrayed. ‘It’s hot!’

			Helga couldn’t help the grin. ‘Yes, it is. Blow on it, like this.’ She took the bowl from him and blew gently on the top. Volund looked at her, eyes full of distrust, but he accepted the bowl again and took a small spoonful, pushing it carefully past his lips. Moments later his face lit up in a radiant smile. Frowning, as if trying to remember something, he stuck his spoon in, lifted it up and blew on it with all the care of a master craftsman.

			‘That’s it,’ Helga said. ‘Just like that.’

			Volund beamed and continued to eat as his parents came in, chatting with Agla and Hildigunnur.

			‘—been a kind winter,’ Agla said, craning her neck to speak to Bjorn’s face. ‘We’ve got ourselves into a good situation down south. How are things on your side?’ The door closed behind them.

			‘Oh, the valleys are hard work, no doubt,’ Bjorn rumbled, ‘but the Svear keep to themselves and we stick to our end.’ The big man lowered himself onto a bench that creaked ominously. ‘We sometimes trade with them. This one time I managed to get three wagonloads of—’

			‘BJORN!’ Einar’s shout was almost
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