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    The fells rose like the jaws of a trap. Mist hung in the keen, cold air. Pine woods swathed the further slopes and their resin scent reached him as he disembarked from the skiff. From nearer by came a reek of charred wood and rot. He dragged his boat above the tideline. When he began crossing over the springy grass that grew beyond the rocky strand, he discovered the source of the latter smell. 
 
    The steading had been burnt to the ground. Its charred timbers jutted from amidst overgrown fields. The curtains of mist stirred. Other than the moan of the wind, there was silence. Not a sound of man or beast. 
 
    As he crossed the strand, his booted foot struck something that turned under him, rolling a short way across the pebbles. Broken bones littered the ground, blackened flesh still adhering to the yellowing splinters. A few flies buzzed desultorily around the humped form of a carcass, half buried in the sand. He knelt and examined the grisly remains. 
 
    These were not the bones of men, he soon saw, but of cattle. Here was a half-buried skull with horns jutting from the brainpan. There was a cow’s hoof, detached from the rest of the carcass. Along the strand lay any number of other humped forms; butchered carcases, gnawed and worried by carrion eaters. 
 
    But scavengers were not responsible for this mass slaughter. No ravens or foxes would have driven cattle down to the strand to butcher them. This was the work of men. 
 
    He made his way inland, finding a muddy wallow that marked the path down which the cattle had been driven. It took him right past the burned buildings. 
 
    The garth was overgrown with nettles. Barns and byres and granaries stood ransacked. The hall had been half burnt, its roof shingles charred, the writhing carven serpents that ornamented its doorposts and lintel blackened, the bright paint that had once daubed them faded and bleached. 
 
    He halted in the middle of the garth, looking thoughtfully about him. All was silent and still. An air of deep melancholy hung over the scene. He saw no bodies of men or women, but it was clear that the place had been set on fire. He could picture it. Grim men with spears and axes in their hands standing watch at the doors while others set torches to the thatch, all of them waiting for the dwellers in the hall to break, to bolt out, only to meet a swift death on the spears of their attackers. 
 
    Returning to the hall, he saw no sign of dead men, women or children. Had the mysterious marauders allowed the folk to flee before they fired their hall? Absently, he ran his fingers down the blackened timber of the doorpost. The inside of the hall yawned, cold and empty, like the inside of a skull. Nothing was left. The attack must have come very suddenly. But there were other steadings further down the strand, and he had seen fishing boats out on the fjord. Had no one come to the hall dwellers’ aid? 
 
    A noise from behind him! He wheeled round, hand on the hilt of his sword, and a dark figure ducked back behind the byre. 
 
    He strode forwards, salt stained cloak swirling around him. ‘Who is that? Come out. I would speak with you!’ 
 
    He halted and listened. No sounds were audible except the sigh of the wind and the distant crash of waves on the shore. Had he dreamed it? He had undoubtedly glimpsed a watcher, a man. Or had it been a man? It had been man sized, but it had moved strangely. 
 
    ‘Come out,’ he called again, walking towards the byre. ‘I won’t hurt you. I only want to know what happened here.’ 
 
    Reaching the byre, he turned the corner but saw nothing moving but the nettles waving in the breeze. He sniffed suddenly. A waft of some foul beast scent vexed his nostrils; then it was gone, vanished on the wind. 
 
    The overgrown fields sloped gently down to the strand. The fjord rolled blue grey beneath the bleak heavens, reaching as far as the cliffs on the far shore, which towered skywards, swathed in wood before becoming slopes of naked rock. He thought he saw cave mouths pockmarking those cliffs. 
 
    Glancing down at the mud he saw footprints. They were fresh. Coming this way moments ago he had seen nothing of them. He crouched down. They were the prints of bare feet. Whatever had been watching him had not worn any boots. Too poor? Or too bestial? Without looking up he called out again. 
 
    ‘Were you here?’ he asked of the wind. ‘Were you here when men came from the sea? Are you a survivor?’ 
 
    Only the wind’s sigh came in reply. He rose and walked back down to the strand. 
 
    He could do nothing here. What he had seen only confirmed the tidings that had come to the king’s hall. The steading, one of several royal estates in this district, had been ransacked, burnt, the folk killed or driven away. Men had come from the sea, fired the hall, butchered the herds, and departed with whatever they had come for. 
 
    The fjord was bare of ships, the vessel in which he had come having departed for the open sea before he reached the shore. But vikings could have come at any time, killed and looted, and departed into the tangle of islands before there were any reprisals. Even the greatest of trackers could hardly follow a trail across the salt water. 
 
    Smears of smoke rose into the sky. He halted, eying them curiously. For a moment he thought it might be more vikings, but soon he realised that what he saw was the smoke of hearth fires, rising above the trees that came down to the strand. He remembered the other steadings he had seen. He must go to them, he told himself, and question the folk. Surely they had seen or heard something. He would row down the coast until he reached the fields of another steading, then go ashore and speak with the farmer or lord whose lands they were. 
 
    Reaching the strand, he looked about in sudden dismay. Where was the skiff? He had hauled her up above the tideline so that she would not be carried out into the fjord if he left her too long. But he could see no sign of her—No! There she was, half sunk, in the waters off the strand! 
 
    Cursing, he ran to the water’s edge. Unbolting his sword he laid it on a rock, then waded out into the chill waves. Reaching the skiff, he seized hold of the sunken gunwale and tried to shift her. Straining his thews, he lugged the light craft back up to the cold sand. It took some time to move the sunken vessel unaided, but at last he hauled her onto the sand, then tipped her onto one side to empty her of water. 
 
    The water leaked out of the hull easily enough. He saw why. Several strakes had been stove in by the blows of an axe. 
 
    Disgusted, he let go, and the wrecked skiff fell back with a thump to the strand. Dusting off his hands he looked around angrily. Who had done this deed? He was stranded now, unless he could borrow a vessel from one of his new neighbours. 
 
    Hearing more noises, he turned again to see the grasses swaying as if someone—or something—had vanished into them. Was it the figure he had seen before? He went to draw his sword, then cursed again as his groping fingers closed on nothing. 
 
    He had taken off his sword before wading out into the waters, left it on a rock. Scowling, he went back to the water’s edge. The sun gleamed from the clouds that roofed the sky, shining down on that bleak shore. But no rays glittered upon either the pommel of his sword or the buckle of his belt. 
 
    He remembered the sounds he had heard. Had his unseen foe stolen his sword? That blade had cost him a score of silver marks, and now he had thrown it away out of carelessness! What was worse, he was alone on this shore—alone but for someone or something that now had its claws on three feet of good Norse smith craft. He was unarmed, but for the short sax that hung at his side. 
 
    Surely his foe was a survivor of this attack from the sea. Perhaps a thrall, perhaps a youth, terrified out of his wits, living on amongst the ruins. He doubted the fellow knew how to wield a sword, or even had the strength to swing it. But the lad would know the ground, would know all the best hiding places... 
 
    Well, he would achieve nothing standing here deep in thought. The longer he waited, the further his foe would get. He strode inland, stepping between the sand-buried carcasses that dotted the beach. 
 
    Soon he reached the burnt out ruins. This time he came from a different angle, and as he approached his eye fell upon a large hummock almost bare of grass, and he went to look at it. If he know no better, he would say that it was a barrow, a freshly heaped barrow. Was this where the folk of the steading had been buried? But by who? Anyone who had cared enough to bury them with such dignity would not have left the steading in a state of ruin. 
 
    And what of the sword thief? 
 
    He made his way through the nettle thickets and entered the garth again. Everything was silent. He half turned at a padding from behind him, breathed in a waft of some foul stench, then something collided with his skull. Stars exploded in his mind, and he felt himself falling backwards, backwards, backwards… 
 
    He never seemed to hit the ground. He dropped forever into endless blackness… 
 
    Rain fell from grey skies. Clouds rolled and roiled, disgorging their contents in a never-ending cascade. The earth turned to mud. He stared dazedly up into the sky, numbly wondering why he did so. His mouth was dry despite the downpour that had woken him, and his brow ached, throbbed, pounded. 
 
    As he reached a numb hand to soothe his bruised brow, sickness surged over him, and instantly he was on his hands and knees, spewing reeking vileness onto the mud. His belly ached, his eyes swam, his head throbbed. 
 
    He rose unsteadily, grimacing at the puddle of vomit, clinging to a burnt hall post for support, and gazed blearily around the rain soaked ruin. He was soaked, wet through, his bedraggled hair and beard dangling down in rats’ tails, his woollen cloak sopping. Shivering, he rubbed at his brow. He had been struck by something heavy. A pommel, maybe? 
 
    He remembered the sword thief. By the look of the sky, hours had passed since he had last been aware of his surroundings. He had lain witless in the mud all that time. The thief was doubtless long gone. 
 
    He limped into the shelter of the hall’s roof shingles, where a downspout of water trickled endlessly, and sat down on his haunches, rubbing wearily at his eyes. This was not a good day, he told himself ruefully. He was lucky that the sword thief had not cut his throat. 
 
    Which seemed to confirm that it had not been a man who knew much of swords. The thief had had an opportunity to kill the man whose property he had stolen but he had failed to take it. Was this robber so simple minded that he thought a blow to the head enough to quell a housecarl of King Harald Finehair? 
 
    He looked up. This time it was not the furtive sound of a sneaking thief that alerted him, but the tramp of booted feet. Bearded figures loomed up out of the rain, marching into the garth with shields raised and spears and axes in their hands.  
 
    Their leader was a tall, rangy man in his early thirties. He wore a splendid beard and an iron helm, but he shook as if with the palsy. 
 
    The king’s man stepped out from the shelter of the hall. ‘Greetings,’ he said. 
 
    At his appearance, the men shifted into a fighting stance. The tall man stepped forwards.  
 
    ‘Give me your name,’ he demanded. ‘Is that your skiff that lies stove in on the strand? What brings you to Rogaland? Are you a viking?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly. I’m a housecarl of the king. My name is Gest. I was sent here because tidings came that this royal steading had been attacked. I’m here to replace Thorstein, the man who was steward here.’ 
 
    The tall man shook again. ‘The king sent you?’ He did indeed seem to suffer from the palsy. He laughed. ‘You alone? Without any retinue?’ 
 
    ‘Word came that the steading had been attacked,’ Gest repeated. ‘That Thorstein had been killed. The king sent me to take over the stewardship of the farm. I didn’t think it necessary to bring a retinue. Back at court I don’t think we guessed the scale of the attack.’ He gestured around him. ‘What happened to the rest of the household? Were they slain too?’ 
 
    ‘I am Earl Sigvaldi Surtsson,’ said the palsied man. ‘I rule Rogaland. Nothing happens in these waters without my knowledge. Aye, the steading was attacked, and Thorstein, the king’s man, was slain. The hall burned down with him still inside. But the rest of his household fled along a tunnel dug in the earth, and they hastened to bring me word.’ He looked uneasy. ‘When we found his body amongst the fallen roof timbers, it was partly burnt… what remained of the flesh was gnawed upon, as if by scavengers. But the bite marks were strangely like those of a man…’ He broke off. ‘Since we heaped up a barrow over his corpse, his folk have been dwelling at my steading up Gandsfjord. I did not know that word had yet reached the king.’ 
 
    He looked at Gest as if he found it hard to believe that this muddy, bedraggled man could be the housecarl he claimed to be. ‘You must come with me to my hall,’ the earl went on, ‘and receive the welcome a king’s man deserves. If you are to take over the stewardship of the steading, you must meet your household.’ He paused, looking round. ‘It seems you have fared poorly.’ 
 
    Gest gave a swift account of the attack. One of the listening men, a tubby, moustachioed fellow with a runny nose, blenched at his words. 
 
    ‘Then it’s true,’ the man said in a choked voice. ‘The troll has returned.’ 
 
    Gest stared at the speaker in astonishment. 
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    ‘Trolls?’ Gest grinned unbelievingly. He had heard of such, in fireside tales for the most part, monstrous creatures who dwelt in caves and only came to men’s dwelling places to steal, or to carry off folk to eat. He remembered his stolen sword, his broken boat, and he shivered. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi gave the moustachioed man a glower. ‘Pay no heed to Ivar,’ he said with a nervous shake of his head. ‘Folk often blame vanishings on certain trolls that are said to dwell in the caves up yonder.’ He pointed with his sword to the cliffs on the far side of Gandsfjord. ‘It’s said that they come down here from time to time to steal livestock and even folk, bairns mainly. Some even say that it was trolls that attacked this steading. It’s been avoided ever since.’ 
 
    ‘When was the attack made?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi looked about him for confirmation. ‘Late winter,’ he said. ‘That was when we first got word of it. When the thralls and hirelings hastened to my hall seeking shelter.’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe it was trolls who attacked?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi jiggled helplessly. ‘Who can say?’ he said. ‘It’s always been said that this land is chancy... And you have been sent by the king to take stewardship, have you? Come back with me to my steading,’ he added invitingly. ‘You must meet the folk who will work in your household. It’ll be a hard first year of it. But my men will help you get on your feet.’ 
 
    They began walking towards the shore. A small wharf jutted into the waters some way from the spot where Gest had come ashore, round a little headland, and here a boatshed stood. Tethered nearby was a small herd of horses. As they passed the boatshed, Gest saw a couple of vessels within. 
 
    ‘In a few days I’ll sail back to Kaupang,’ he said, referring to the trading town up the coast, ‘and stock up on livestock and provisions. You’re right, this steading will take some work. It’s a kindness you are showing me.’ 
 
    ‘Think nothing of it,’ said Earl Sigvaldi. ‘It’s the least we can do for a king’s steward. Of course, we’re all king’s men these days, and the land belongs to the king. But you are a housecarl, you tell me. Aye, we’ll keep an eye on you, and give you every help.’ 
 
    ‘And the trolls?’ Gest said. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi gave him a quick look. ‘You needn’t fear them,’ he said. ‘Not a strong man like you. No trolls would dare cross a king’s steward.’ 
 
    ‘Thorstein was a king’s steward,’ said Gest. ‘And from what you say, it was trolls that slew him.’ 
 
    The men untethered the horses and mounted. They had a few remounts and one was provided for Gest. As they cantered away down the shore, hoofs sending sand spraying with every step, Gest rode beside Earl Sigvaldi. On his left trotted Ivar, the moustachioed man, who rode with the breeze ruffling his moustaches as Earl Sigvaldi and Gest spoke. 
 
    Gest found it hard to believe the former’s tale of trolls, but it seemed that this was what the folk round here believed. He thought there could be a simpler explanation for an attack of this nature, and the slaughter of the cattle on the strand was also significant. But the mysterious figure who had stolen his sword and given him a clout on the skull—what had he to do with all this?  
 
    Had the man been a scavenger, startled at his thieving? An outlaw? Or had he indeed been a troll, straight out of the stories Gest’s grand-dam had told him when he was a weanling, up north in Naumdale? At the king’s court in Tunsberg, offerings were made to the gods who had favoured Harald’s rise to power, given him victory and fair seasons. But little was said of trolls. The king disliked dark matters, trolls and trollcraft, although strange things were whispered about certain of his sons… 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold lay at the head of Gandsfjord, in a broad stretch of farmland between the woods and the strand. The earl led Gest and the others up a grassy slope towards a cluster of buildings surrounded by a stockade bristling with sharp stakes. Cattle lowed in the meadows and fishermen brought in their catch. The stink of rotting fish and cow dung and wood smoke hung rank in the air.  
 
    To one side stood a large forge, its fire glowing, the regular chink-chink-chink of a blacksmith’s hammer ringing out across the garth as a bald man with the thews of an ox beat frenziedly at glowing iron. Beside him lay lengths of iron, in a pile. Sweat stood out on his brow, and he seemed to have been working for quite some while. 
 
    They all dismounted, and the men had led the horses away to the stables. Gest followed Earl Sigvaldi across a muddy yard to the gates of his hall, which was as magnificent a structure as his longship, almost fit for a king. Thralls and hirelings were busy at work all around the yard, but Earl Sigvaldi hobbled through them and led Gest in through the already open hall doors. 
 
    Inside things were cool and gloomy, although embers glowed in a fire pit in the packed earth floor. Earl Sigvaldi spoke to a handsome woman of his own years, and she strode from the hall, clapping her hands and yelling orders. Gest was taken away to a bathhouse near to the hall where servants washed the stains of mud and salt from his limbs and he was given new clothes befitting his station. 
 
    He was led back into the hall. Earl Sigvaldi’s men had gone to sit at the benches that lined the walls, while Earl Sigvaldi set Gest beside himself on the great black oak high seat on the far end. Gest found himself sharing the high seat with two big hunting hounds who the earl fussed over, feeding them scraps until they both took it into their heads to go frisking about the hall.  
 
    Beer was brought for the men, while Earl Sigvaldi and Gest drank mead. Banners hung from the rafters high overhead, and Gest studied them as he drank. Earl Sigvaldi followed his gaze. 
 
    ‘Those are the standards of my forefathers,’ he said, ‘who ruled these lands in the days of the petty kings. Things have changed,’ he added with a jerky shrug, ‘and a strong king rules all Norway now. After King Harald’s victory at Hafrsfjord, where my two uncles died, my father renounced the throne that was offered him and departed, none know where. When the throne became mine, I saw the sense of bowing the knee—I am no fighter!—though my brother would have none of it, and he took ships and men and sailed off into the outer seas.’ 
 
    Gest nodded. It was a familiar story. Many men had been too proud to accept King Harald Finehair’s rule, and had fled Norway for other shores. ‘Folk have settled in the Orkneys and Shetland,’ he commented, ‘and there is this new land in the north, Snowland some call it, Iceland others. There men live without kings. Perhaps that is where your brother is to be found.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi began telling Gest a long story about his distant forefather King Josur and how he slew King Alrek of Hordaland, and Vikar Alreksson slew him and all the men in the area, until the land in question was called the Women’s Hundred.  
 
    “Then Hjor Josursson fought Vikar until they made peace,’ the earl went on, “and Hjor’s son Hjorleif had a son called King Half who was a noted sea king and…” 
 
    Gest nodded absently and supressed a yawn. The earl’s words were interrupted by a commotion from the hall doors. The handsome woman who Gest took to be Earl Sigvaldi’s wife swept in at the head of a small train of humble folk, men with the shaven heads of thralls, women in dowdy servants’ garb. Amongst them was another girl who caught Gest’s eye as soon as she came into the light of the fire pit. And those of Earl Sigvaldi’s men, if the whistling and catcalling were anything to go by. 
 
    Blushing furiously, she stood with the others before the high seat. She was tall, with high cheekbones and long, flaxen hair that she wore uncovered though she was surely of marriageable age. Pursed lips and ice blue eyes gave a haughty look to her bold face as she glanced left and right at the yelling men. 
 
    ‘Here are the thralls and hirelings of Thorstein’s household,’ said Earl Sigvaldi’s wife, raising her voice above the hubbub. ‘It took me some little while to round them up.’ She scowled at the earl’s men, and called for silence. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi echoed her words. ‘Quiet, men,’ he said. ‘Let not our guest consider us to be backwoods boors. He is a king’s steward, like Thorstein.’ He looked down at the gathered folk. ‘Let your new master inspect you.’ 
 
    Gest climbed down from the high seat and looked over the small gathering. ‘I am Gest, housecarl of the king,’ he told them. ‘I am to be your new master, steward of Thorstein’s steading. We shall be working together to get things back on their feet after the attack that cost the life of your old master. Tell me, what do you remember of the attack? Folk have told me it was the work of trolls?’ 
 
    He was studying the girl as he spoke. Boldly she returned his gaze, and her voice cut through the mumblings of the others. 
 
    ‘We were woken in the middle of the night, master, by the reek of smoke,’ she said in a voice that was like a gritty caress of honey. ‘Rushing into the main hall, we found the master already there, sword in hand, though he was still in his nightshirt. From outside came yelling voices. It was all very confused. Before any of us knew what was happening, the master was ushering us down into a secret tunnel that led from beneath the hall floor and we came out again after what seemed like miles in the trees to the east of the hall.  
 
    ‘When we came out, it was the blackest midnight, but we saw the hall ablaze, and dark figures dancing about it. Even as we watched, the roof caved in with a shower of sparks, and we knew that our master was lost. I led the others to the shore where we took a boat from the boatshed and rowed to the strand by Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold.’ 
 
    Gest listened to her account, taking the chance to admire her looks. The other thralls and hirelings were an ill favoured lot, dirty and drab, but he thought that Thorstein had not kept this girl for farm work. 
 
    ‘What is your name?’ he asked her. 
 
    ‘I am Hild,’ she said with a proud jut of her chin. Her voice had the trace of an English accent. 
 
    He glanced at the others. There was a short, squat man with a squint, two dull eyed clods, gaunt and scrawny and reeking of fish, and three plump milkmaids with about two teeth between them. ‘Is what Hild says how you remember it?’ he asked. The others nodded dumbly. 
 
    ‘Our master was a good man,’ said the fellow with the squint, who Gest later learnt was named Njal. ‘He stayed behind and fought the trolls while we escaped.’ 
 
    ‘So you say it was trolls that attacked the steading?’ Gest asked with a slight smile. ‘Hild, girl, what would you say?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘It was too dark to be sure,’ she told him. ‘But who else would it have been?’ 
 
    Gest returned her gaze. ‘That remains to be seen,’ he said. ‘Very well, tomorrow we shall return to the farm and make a start on rebuilding. We shall see a hard first year, no doubt, but with the aid of Earl Sigvaldi and his folk we shall soon have the steading back on its feet. You will find me a good master, if you serve me loyally and well. But I must warn you not to cross me, or you will regret it.’ 
 
    Hild bobbed her head, followed by the others. ‘We will serve you,’ she murmured. ‘We will serve you as loyally as we served our old master.’ 
 
    But as he led them from the hall the next day, Gest noted glowering eyes above mustachios watching Hild as she went. It seemed that Ivar was not happy to see her leave-taking.  
 
    The next few days were packed full of hard work, and Gest was too busy to question his new charges any further. Purchased at a fair price from Earl Sigvaldi, new timber was provided to replace the charred wood of the burnt buildings. Livestock was shipped in from Kaupang, barn and byre rebuilt, and the hall was soon towering over the rest of the steading as it had done formerly, a rival to that of Earl Sigvaldi. 
 
    Gest came to know his hirelings well, the two fishermen brothers, Kormak and Dufthak, the cowherd, Njal, and the milkmaids, Kraka, Signy, and Gerd. They were of great help in the rebuilding of the hall, all except Hild, who refused to do any work other than to spin flax. She didn’t even seem to know how to cook, although she certainly was ready to order the other girls around when they cooked supper. 
 
    ‘What were your duties with your former master?’ he asked her in some exasperation when the work was done and they sat by the hearth in the hall, dozing after a supper of oatmeal and stock fish. ‘It seems to me that we can’t have useless mouths here.’ 
 
    She looked away. ‘My other duties,’ she said tartly. ‘I knew you would bring them up sooner or later. Very well, it is evening. The hall is restored. As you know, Thorstein was not a married man. You too have brought no wife with you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah…’ said Gest as understanding dawned. ‘I understand. Very well, you shall warm my bed tonight.’ 
 
    He rose, and led her from the hall to the shut bed that Earl Sigvaldi’s craftsmen had built for him. That night he found that Thorstein had chosen his leman well, and that she was skilful in duties of the bedchamber, however lacking she was around the farm. Women were aplenty at court, and the housecarls had their pick of them, but he had been away from court some little while. 
 
    Afterwards, sated, he lay beside her. The hall was silent now, and he knew that the hirelings slept in the main room, beside the fire. They would be up at the crack of dawn if not earlier, if he had his way. Much work was still to be done.  
 
    He remembered the drudgery of farm work from his youth. It had been that which he had been escaping when he came south to Vestfold and the king’s court, years ago now. That, and the small matter of outlawry; he had killed a man in Naumdale and fled. When he became a housecarl of the king, he had never thought he would return to such a grubby life. And yet here he was. But farming was not his main concern. 
 
    ‘You have done your work well,’ murmured Hild. ‘The steading is restocked and restored. Our former master could not have done so well. But are you not afraid to dwell in so unlucky a place?’ 
 
    He turned his head to study her, ran a possessive hand along her bare flank. ‘I am a king’s man,’ he said. ‘I fear nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Your predecessor claimed fearlessness too,’ she said. ‘But he confessed his fears to me, when were alone together. The attack was not the first time interlopers came here.’ 
 
    Even as she spoke, Gest heard a sudden clatter from the yard outside. It came again, and there was a muttered curse. The sounds were clearly audible through the timbers of the wall. 
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    ‘What was that?’ Hild tensed like a startled fawn. Gest pressed her back down, and rose, pulling on his breeks and tunic as he pushed open the doors of the shut bed. 
 
    The main hall was cold, the embers of the dying fire flung a flickering red glow over pillars and rafters. ‘Sounds like we have a visitor,’ Gest whispered, taking a spear down from its stand. He propped it against the wall while he lit a lantern with an ember from the fire. As soon as it was shining, he picked up the spear in his right hand, and with the lantern in his left, he advanced on the main doors. 
 
    Hild, struggling into her kirtle, darted to his side, the fire strike highlights from her bare legs. ‘Nay,’ she hissed. ‘They could be waiting for you. Oh, this is all far too like when they came for Thorstein.’ 
 
    He scowled at her. ‘It’s a single man,’ he said. ‘I have only heard one, besides.’ He remembered the dark figure that had ambushed him when he first came to the steading. ‘It’s not a whole gang of trolls.’ 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Hild hissed, leading him back up the hall, past the sleeping thralls, now wakening and blinking in the glow of Gest’s lantern. ‘It would be better if you took another way. They could be waiting for you to emerge.’ 
 
    She pushed back the high seat, revealing the trapdoor that led to the escape tunnel. ‘Go this way,’ she hissed. 
 
    ‘It will take me out into the stand of trees beyond the steading,’ he murmured. ‘By the time I get there, this interloper could have stolen anything, or set fire to the hall.’ 
 
    He went back to the main doors. As he did so, they began to shake and shudder. Something long, thin and pointed thrust itself into the narrow gap between doors, sliding up towards the bar that kept them shut. It was the tip of a spear! 
 
    Teeth gritted, Gest set the lantern down on a shelf beside the door, then gripping his spear in one hand he lifted the bar with the other, and kicked the doors open with a crash. A dark figure stood silhouetted against the cold night sky, holding a spear in both hands. He lunged. 
 
    His own spear sank into the man’s thigh. There was a muffled grunt, and then the figure thrust at him and he leapt back, and the attacker’s spear sank into the doorpost. Gest lunged again but the dark figure leapt back. For a second, in the light of the flickering lantern, Gest caught a glimpse of white teeth in a bearded face, then it was away, sprinting into the darkness of the garth, leaving its spear thrumming in the doorpost. 
 
     Ducking under the spear haft, ignoring the cries of consternation from his household, Gest ran out into the windy night. After taking only a couple of steps, he collided with something that lowed in complaint. The garth milled with beasts, cattle, sheep, horses. He seized a ram by the horns and dragged it bleating back to its pen, then shouted to the hall: ‘Come and help me, all of you!’ 
 
    Flooding from the hall the thralls began forcing beasts back into byres and sheds. Gest left them to it, hurrying from the garth, spear in hand. The attacker must still be somewhere nearby. Opening up the beast sheds had created a diversion—maybe that had been his intentions. It seemed to be one man—or troll?—but a one man cattle raid made little sense. 
 
    He sped across the meadow. It had been in this direction that the dark shape had run. In the blackness, Gest had no hope of tracking the visitor, so he had to trust to luck. At last, he caught sight of a running shape shooting towards the edge of the trees. The black wall swallowed it up.  
 
    Gest halted panting at the entrance to the wood, peering out into the gloom. He hefted his spear as if to throw it, then lowered it to his side. No use. Even if it had been weighted for throwing, he could make out nothing of the runner’s position. And now the crashing sound of movement deeper in the woods had been swallowed up by the night wind among the branches. 
 
    ‘You win this round, friend,’ he said softly. He turned and trailed back to the garth. 
 
    By the time he got back, the breakout had been stalled and the beasts were back in their pens and sheds. The thralls and hirelings stood in the garth talking together, while Hild waited in the doorway, backlit by the glow of more lanterns. Gest strode into the light, spear over his shoulder, and surveyed them. 
 
    ‘Get back to bed,’ he said curtly. ‘There’ll be work enough for everyone in the morning. Njal.’ He ripped out the spear that still projected from the doorpost and flung it to the hireling. ‘Stand watch until dawn, then come and wake me.’ 
 
    Gest led the others into the hall, where Hild greeted him with a look of worry in her eyes. ‘Was it the troll?’ she said. 
 
    ‘Troll?’ Gest grinned, cleaning the blade of his spear before putting it away. ‘Do trolls bleed? Maybe it was a troll, but I wounded him. He’ll not try sneaking around my steading again, I’ll warrant.’ 
 
    He shut the hall doors, leaving Njal out in the garth clutching the other spear, and led Hild back to the shut bed. 
 
    Gest lay back, and Hild snuggled up to him. Her tone was admiring. ‘You wounded a troll? The old master never did the like.’ 
 
    ‘So what did the old master do?’ Gest asked curiously. ‘You told me that he died fighting the trolls. What else did he do?’ 
 
    She was cagy. ‘He oversaw the running of the steading, of course,’ she said. ‘Although he spent much time away from the hall, roaming the surrounding woods, leaving me in charge. There’s little else to say, except, aye, he died when the hall was burnt. But I do not know if he died fighting or was crushed to death when the roof fell in. He was a strong man,’ she added, running her hand over Gest’s iron muscles, ‘as strong as you. But I never saw him use his strength. Not like you.’ 
 
    ‘I did very little,’ Gest said dismissively. ‘If that’s what fighting trolls is like, the feats of the old heroes have been much exaggerated. But I have my doubts. More likely it was some man, a vagrant, perhaps, looking for something to steal. It was a clever trick, that, letting the beasts free. It would have kept us all busy while he could have done who knows what.’ He paused. ‘Why did Thorstein wander the woods? Did he ever say?’ 
 
    Her hair tickled against his arm as she shook her head. ‘I know only that he was looking for something,’ she said. Then she added, ‘Wealth is a source of strife among kinsmen.’ 
 
    She lay there in silence, expectant, waiting for a response. Unspeaking Gest smiled a little to himself, then rolled over and went to sleep. 
 
    Njal woke him at dawn, and he went out to survey the garth. The mud was churned up by the hoofs of the beasts that had been set free, and it was impossible to follow any kind of trail, but he found a splash of blood on the ground near the door. 
 
    Next he took the spear that Njal had been clutching and examined it. It seemed normal enough, of Frankish work if he was any judge. 
 
    ‘Do trolls trade with the Southlands?’ he asked mockingly. Njal squinted at him but said nothing.  
 
    Hild came out, stepping primly to avoid the worst of the mud. ‘Should the thralls go to their duties?’ she asked him. 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘Kraka, Signy, and Gerd are to go to the cattle sheds and see what milk they can get after a disturbed night. Kormak, Dufthak and Njal are all to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘And what of me?’ Hild asked with a proud jut of her chin. 
 
    ‘Get breakfast ready,’ Gest said. ‘And braid your hair. You look like you haven’t slept all night.’ 
 
    He took the men to the stand of trees outside the garth and they spent a busy morning lopping limbs, felling trees and shaping wood. It was long past the hour of the morning meal when they brought the felled wood back in the cart, but the gruel was still cooking. 
 
    ‘What will you do with all this wood?’ asked Hild, puzzled. 
 
    ‘You ask many questions,’ Gest commented, and began to eat. 
 
    After breakfast, he and the men dug a ditch surrounding the steading, leaving only one part undug, where the main track led out between the barn and the byre. The rest of the day was spent hammering stakes into the mud until half of the steading was surrounded by them, then hewing them into points.  
 
    By sunset Gest was weary beyond measure, his arms and back aching. After the evening meal he posted Kormak and Dufthak as sentries, one taking over from the other at midnight, and went to the shut bed to find rest in a long, dreamless sleep. 
 
    In the morning the work went on. Around noon, as they were fencing off the rear or landward side of the steading, the drumming of hoofs announced the approach of new visitors. Gest mounted a horse and went to greet them. 
 
      
 
    Earl Sigvaldi rode in the forefront. The other riders were men of his retinue, twelve of them. There was no sign of Ivar. Earl Sigvaldi accepted Gest’s greetings and stared hard at the new stockade. 
 
    ‘Do you expect more trouble with trolls?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘We did have trouble the other night,’ said Gest. ‘An interloper. Not a troll, to my thinking, only a man. But troll or man, I am putting up a fence to keep out such interlopers. I don’t know why Thorstein didn’t do so himself.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps because he felt safe in my land,’ Earl Sigvaldi said, a little reprovingly. ‘No man in my country should feel fear or the need to throw up ramparts. My men keep the land safe from robbers or vikings.’ 
 
    ‘Thorstein was not safe,’ said Gest, ‘and nor it seems am I. Where is Ivar this morning?’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi looked thoughtful. ‘Ivar… He seems to have gone missing,’ he said. ‘Since the other night.’ An odd look danced across his eyes. ‘You don’t suppose the troll has him?’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘Who can say?’ he said. ‘Perhaps you should look to your own defences.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    ‘But everything belongs to the king these days,’ he said at last. ‘I must not think of these as my lands, they are the king’s. And it is the king’s man who has the duty of keeping us safe in our beds.’ 
 
    Gest admired the neatness with which Earl Sigvaldi evaded his responsibility. ‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’ he asked. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi did not reply at once. First he surveyed the steading’s growing defences. Then he turned in his saddle and looked across Gandsfjord towards the fells. Gest thought his gaze was on the cave mouths up there. The earl seemed about to speak, but then he shook his head. 
 
    ‘Send word to me if you have any more trouble,’ he said at last. ‘It is high time this land was purged of trolls.’ 
 
    With that he galloped away, his men trotting behind him, shooting dark looks at Gest. 
 
    The king’s man rode back to the garth to find that Hild had been watching the exchange, a spindle gripped thoughtfully in one hand.  
 
    ‘Earl Sigvaldi would like me to solve all his problems for him,’ he called down as he came alongside her. 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked, spinning flax idly as he dismounted and led the snorting horse to the stable. 
 
    ‘I think he deems it my responsibility as king’s man to clear the land of trolls,’ he said over his shoulder. 
 
    She looked up from her spinning and smiled slyly.  
 
    ‘We both know what your real responsibility is here,’ she said. ‘Don’t we?’ 
 
    Gest grinned but he said nothing. 
 
    That night, after a long, hard day, Gest lay in the shut bed, Hild beside him. She slid a hand onto his shoulder, needing at his tired muscle, then moved it further down, until she reached his crotch and squeezed. He took her hand and moved it firmly away. 
 
    ‘Nay?’ she whispered. ‘That’s not like you.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ he murmured. ‘Where did Thorstein go?’ 
 
    She drew back from him. ‘I can’t say.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t?’ he asked. ‘Or won’t?’ 
 
    She stirred a little. ‘No one knew where he went,’ she said. ‘No one who worked at the steading, that is. Others may have known.’ 
 
    ‘And I thought he trusted you,’ he said meaningfully. ‘The wolf grows up in the woods,’ he added. 
 
    She turned to look searchingly at him. ‘Then I was right,’ she murmured, half to herself. ‘You do know the watchword. You are…’ 
 
    He laid a finger over her pert lips. ‘Nothing more needs to be said. But if Thorstein trusted you so much, why did he not trust you with what he had learnt on his wanderings?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t privy to much,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I knew who he was, of course. What he was. What his work was here, in this little land. But where he went and what he learnt I do not know. He went up to Kaupang from time to time. There was a man he met there, an armourer.’  
 
    Gest nodded: he thought he knew the very man.  
 
    ‘I saw him once when I sailed there with him. They spoke long, but in whispers. No doubt he was passing on tidings.’ She lay her head back. ‘All I know is that he went wandering in fair weather or foul, neglecting his duties at the steading. His last journeys took him westward, over the hills and into fjords where few dwell, if any. What he sought there, I do not know. And he took his secrets to Hel’s cold kingdom.’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘Then that is where I will begin,’ he murmured. ’Westwards, that is. Not in Hel.’ 
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    He rode through the trees, following an overgrown path that had seen little traffic on foot or mounted in recent years. All was still and silent, and the endless avenues of beeches swept away on either side like the aisles of some great lord’s hall. 
 
    He had had his thralls saddle the sturdy grey stallion that he had called Grani, after Sigurd’s horse in the old songs, then ridden over the top meadow to the treeline at the edge of his lands, leaving the running of the steading in the capable hands of Hild. From here an old track wound into the woods; he had followed this at first, but after some time riding up the snaking roadway, he had seen another trail leading over the flank of the hill. 
 
    Now it was taking him due west and from time to time, through openings in the trees, he saw the grey, rolling expanse of the sea. A small ship was visible on the horizon. He wondered where it might be bound. 
 
    He had little notion of what he sought. Thorstein had wandered in these parts day after day, if what Hild said was true. What had he been looking for? Had he found it? And did it have any link with his death at the hands of mysterious assailants? That was what Gest must learn, if he could. 
 
    All that day he rode as far as he was able, finding nothing of interest other than an abandoned old hut at the far end of the overgrown path. It had been easy to break down the door but inside all was cold and dank, the ashes of a long ago fire in the hearth, a reek of rot over everything. Whoever had stayed here, whether hunter or woodcutter or outlaw, they were long gone. 
 
    And not long after, he decided to turn for home, riding across the meadow towards the lights of the hall as twilight was falling. Hild seemed angry with him, and said little as they ate their evening meal, while the usual chatter of the thralls was subdued. He told her nothing about what he had found—there was little to tell. The journey had wearied him, and he had little wish to engage in conversation. 
 
    The next morning, he rode out from the garth in the same direction. Before he went, Hild came to stand beside his horse, looking up at him, her face troubled. 
 
    ‘Did you not find what you sought yesterday?’ she said. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I found nothing to justify Thorstein’s wanderings,’ he said, ‘but I don’t suppose I got far. Whatever it was, I doubt it would have been so close to inhabited lands.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ she said, then bit her lip. ‘The last time he came back, I could see that he had been fighting. A broken arrow jutted from his shoulder. Shortly afterwards they came to burn the hall. I fear that whatever he found was the cause of his death.’ 
 
    ‘I had considered that too,’ he said, ‘which gives only added reason to find it.’ He rode into the trees. 
 
    But he found nothing that day nor for many days of searching. It was only after a week during which he got to know the tenantless hills and woods west of the steading very well, that he found what he was looking for. When he found it, he knew it could only be what Thorstein had discovered, there could be no question of that. But he found himself fearing for his own life shortly afterwards. 
 
    He had glimpsed the waters of the narrow inlet the previous day, but it had been growing dark and he was forced to turn back and ride for home, reaching the top meadow long after sunset. Its sides were mantled with trees almost as far down as the water. He rode his horse up over the ridge that led to the inlet and left Grani tethered to a tall fir, beneath which lay a grassy sward. Then he proceeded on foot into the trees. 
 
    Silence hung over all, broken only by the gentle padding of his feet in the deep layer of leaf mulch. In places the branches grew so close he was forced to crawl on hands and knees.  
 
    The croaking of a raven echoed from somewhere above the trees, and looking up, he saw a dark form circling overhead, wings outstretched, wing feathers like grasping fingers. Soon it was out of sight. 
 
    His progress took him down the slope. From nowhere else could he see the waters of the inlet clearly, but the evening before he had seen something from further up that he thought would repay a second look. Now he was so deep amongst the trees he saw nothing of the water, but he could smell it, a briny reek that suggested that the inlet led to a fjord that opened out on the sea. And from what he seen, it was wide enough, perhaps deep enough, to be navigable. 
 
    And yet the inlet was far enough away from habitation to be a secret to all but a handful. Was this what Thorstein had been looking for?  
 
    Gest emerged from the trees at last and crouched on the edge of a cliff at the bottom of which the waters of the inlet extended into the broader waters of a wide fjord. Brambles grew in the narrow space between the edge of the trees and the top of the cliffs, seeming to snatch at him and hold him back as if they did not want him to see the vessels moored in the shadows of the trees. But he ignored them and sat watching the motionless longships as they rode at anchor. 
 
    The sails had been lowered, and lay wrapped round the yards on deck. The oars had also been stacked. Not a single man could be seen aboard. There had to be at least fifteen, longships of some size, including a dragon ship fit to rival that of the king himself. 
 
    But they were deserted, abandoned. Neither a rower nor a helmsman was visible. Nobody. Someone had had a fleet of longships built and then set it to drift in this remote and unknown body of water. Or maybe… He felt a chill of fear. Maybe it was waiting. Waiting for its crew. Waiting for the signal to sail out and strike. 
 
    Or had it already struck? He remembered the trolls who had supposedly attacked Thorstein’s steading. Trolls… Gest spat scornfully over the cliff side. The slaughtered cattle, the hall-burning. That had been the work of vikings. It bore all the hallmarks. Vikings were still rumoured to lair amongst the islands and skerries of the sea, even some in the lesser frequented fjords. Each summer vikings cruised the coasts of the kingdom, rebels who had fled the king’s rule, and who now spent their time attacking trade ships, sometimes plundering coastal settlements. The worst was that fleet commanded by the sea king Sigfrid Redhand. 
 
    For several years King Harald Finehair had sailed out on cruises of his own, to put down the vikings, but each summer they sailed out from the sea to strike, then sail back, none knew where. Some were said to have settled on islands across the sea, Scotland and the Orkneys, the Faeroes and Iceland. Others hailed from the waters around Denmark, where they paid scot to the Dane-king, in return for which he turned a blind eye. 
 
    But these longships in the inlet could pose little threat without men to crew them. What had happened? Had the vikings aboard been slaughtered in some unsung sea fight? But the hulls were whole and the ships showed no signs of recent battle. They were pristine, as if they had been recently built and sailed here in secret for safekeeping. 
 
    Gest peered over the cliff, gazing down into the deep waters. From here, with the inlet in full sun, he could see far into the still, beer brown waters. Barely a ripple troubled them, and they were very deep. Swimming them would be a possibility, but he would not want to be caught with cramps in the middle of the inlet. With no one around for miles to hear his cries, he would drown. 
 
    Ruefully, he began making his way round the edge of the inlet. It was a long way to the far end, where a stream rushed over rocks to plunge whitely down the cliff. Once he had crossed the stream on impromptu stepping stones, he had to make his way along the opposite shore until he was nearing the stationary fleet. 
 
    Close up, the longships were no less of a mystery. Strakes creaked gently, lines and rigging thrummed in a slight breeze, decks rose and fell, but no one was visible. No one stood on those decks.  
 
    Gest went down to the shore. From here it would be a short swim to the closest ship. He dropped his cloak, shook off his shoes, and began wading out. 
 
    A yell from further up the cliff alerted him. Splashing, he turned to see a black bearded man with a spear hurtling down through the trees towards him. At the same instant two more armed men broke from the treeline further along the shore. One held a strung bow, and even as Gest looked, he fitted an arrow and sent it winging towards him. 
 
    Gest flung himself aside and the arrow plunged into the water, shooting up a spray. Gest himself splashed into the water, went under briefly, then broke the surface to see the spearman had already reached the shore. As he lifted up his spear to fling it, Gest turned and dived into the deeper water. 
 
    He swam underwater for some way. The side shelved deeply here, as he had seen from the cliff, and he saw no sign of the bottom as he swam into the shadow of the closest longship. Reaching the sunnier waters on the other side, he broke surface again, shaking his head to dash the wet hair from his eyes, and clung onto the side of the bobbing vessel. It towered over him like a cliff of painted wood. Grimly he hung there, straining his ears for a sign of his foes. From here he was out of sight of the land, but the ship’s hull blocked any hope of seeing how they had reacted to his disappearance. 
 
    He heard angry shouts from the men. Had more come down to join the first three? They seemed bewildered. They could hardly have been expecting a visitor. 
 
    Or could they? Surely they had seen Thorstein when he had come this way—and Gest was sure he had. This fleet was the secret he had stumbled upon, and he had been burnt in his own hall to keep him quiet. What would they do now they had found a second spy? 
 
    He heard the splashing of feet and the echoing thump of men coming aboard one of the nearer ships. They were searching them. There was a thudding clatter from above him and the ship shuddered so he knew that they had come aboard it. He looked up. 
 
    Above him, fierce bearded faces peered out across the water. One man wore a helmet whose eye protectors covered his face. Gest tried to make himself one with the shadows that shrouded the ship’s hull.  
 
    One yelled, ‘No sign of him in the water. He must be aboard one of the ships.’ The beards withdrew and he heard feet stamping away across the deck. He breathed again. They had not thought to look straight downwards, the fools. He was safe. For the moment. 
 
    But now the cramps he had feared were coming on, jabbing pains. He could not remain here much longer. He looked over his shoulder. The stretch of water seemed like an ocean, the cliff like an insurmountable wall. But he could not remain where he was much longer. Trying to be as quiet as possible, he struck out. 
 
    A shout rang out as someone spotted him. The air whistled and he looked back to see men on the ships, some with bows in their hands. Arrows pinked the water around him. One went effortlessly through his outstretched arm. 
 
    The agony was almost unbearable, but he swam on, teeth gritted. He had little choice. Again the air whistled and more arrows showered down. Still he swam on. He heard splashing sounds and gathered that some of the men were now swimming after him. His arms were aching almost as much as the pain from the arrow wound. He had to swim on, had to escape, had to ensure that this news was heard in the right quarters. But he seemed to be no more than halfway across the water and he was flagging. His chest pained him as he gasped for breath after breath. 
 
    At last, to his surprise, he found himself scrambling up onto the rocky shore on the far side, staring up at the cliff. He looked back. Three men were swimming after him but they were still no more than halfway across the water. Archers on the ships loosed another volley but their arrows sank into the water some way from him. He was out of range. 
 
    But he had no time to waste. He must get up the cliff and through the trees. Only when he was mounted would he have any hope of escape. He peered at the arrow still projecting from his arm, and paused long enough to snap the shaft. Then he began climbing. 
 
    Several hours later, he rode out of the trees to see the stockade surrounding the garth. He was lightheaded, the wound was throbbing, and he wanted nothing more than to stop riding and sit down for a while. The prospect of a horn of ale had been tormenting him throughout the journey, even after he had seemingly lost the men amongst the trees.  
 
    Njal was with the cattle and Gest beckoned him over urgently. The thrall came running, but before he could reach his master, Gest fell from the saddle and hit the turf with a thud. 
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    Njal cried out, seizing Gest and hauling him to his feet with difficulty. As he led Gest towards the gates, Dufthak and Kormak came running up from the shore. Kormak took the horse, Dufthak and Njal manhandled Gest into the garth. 
 
    ‘I’m alright,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I don’t need you nurse-maiding me.’ He tried to push them away but Njal grabbed him before he could fall again. Unwillingly he allowed them to take him inside the hall where Hild dashed forward from where she had been speaking with the milkmaids. 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ Her words came out in a rush. ‘Where did you go? Who did this to you?’ 
 
    Her eyes focused on the broken arrow shaft protruding from his arm. ‘Bring him over here,’ she ordered. ‘Kraka, Gerd, bring hot water.’ 
 
    They sat him down on the high seat and Hild cut away the sleeve of his tunic. It was half glued to his flesh by dried blood, and he winced more than once during the process. The two milkmaids hurried up with a pail of water that they had heated with hot stones from the fire, and Hild sponged away the blood before seizing the arrowhead with iron pincers and drawing it through the wound. Then she bandaged the arm and Gest lay back against the high seat, feeling faint, muttering his thanks. 
 
    ‘Your clothes are wet through,’ she scolded. ‘Where did you go? For a swim?’ 
 
    ‘Tend the horse,’ he said. ‘Grani did me proud today. I had to ride and ride fast. Aye, I went for a swim,’ he added with a wry smile. ‘Bring me ale.’ 
 
    Hild herself took his drinking horn to the vat and filled it with frothing ale, then hurried back. She chivvied the others away, telling them to return to their business. Dufthak and Njal went to the stables where Kormak and Njal were already tending to Gest’s horse. Hild stood before Gest and proffered him the horn of ale. 
 
    He drank it down in a series of gulps and gestured to her to fill it again. With a look of annoyance, she did so. He lay against the back of the high seat, warmth spreading through his limbs, finally relaxing after the harrowing ride. When she returned with another brimming hornful, he took it and drank deep. Brushing the foam from his moustache, he looked into her anxious face. 
 
    Gest patted the seat with his free hand. ‘Sit beside me,’ he said.  
 
    She did as he bade, her eyes still on him, brimming with worry. ‘You went there, didn’t you?’ she said at last. 
 
    ‘Went there?’ he said sharply. ‘Went where?’ 
 
    She studied him a while. ‘Wherever it was Thorstein went,’ she said. ‘He too spent time away from the garth, and on one occasion he came back showing signs of being in a fight. It was shortly afterwards that the attackers came.’ 
 
    ‘These “trolls”,’ said Gest with a curl of his lip. 
 
    She nodded gravely. ‘They fired the hall and he was killed. They must have followed him here.’ 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘They may try something similar this evening,’ he said. ‘I thought I shook them off in the wood, but who knows? Best we stay on our guard.’ 
 
    She rose as if to go, but stood surveying him a moment. ‘You’re in no fit state to fight,’ she said bitterly, then swept out. 
 
    Gest drank sombrely, gazing into the embers of the fire, watching as the smoke curled upwards towards the smoke hole in the roof, eager to escape. He had been foolish to draw attention to himself, he knew. He should have been warier in his explorations. Now they knew he had seen their secret. Had Thorstein found the same thing? Was that why they had come to kill him? He had been sure the tales of trolls were untrue… Although there had been his mysterious assailant when he’d first come to the steading. Well, that was another matter. This fleet of longships, hidden away in an obscure inlet, was more tangible. 
 
    It could only mean vikings, rebels against the king. But what were they intending? It was spring, the traditional beginning of the raiding season, which would continue until the end of summer. In a few days the Sacrifice for Victory would be held, when loyal Northmen would toast the king for his own success in the wars, but when rebels would pray to the gods for victory in raids on the kingdom. The king spent every summer cruising the islands and fjords in search of such rebels and robbers, but it was an impossible task to flush them all out. And yet who would have thought that vikings would lair so near to important seaways? 
 
    Except he had seen no vikings to speak of, only longships and a few men clearly set to keep an eye on them. They had not been enough to crew a single ship, though they had been plenty to send him running for safety. Gest remembered what Hild had said about the man in Kaupang who Thorstein had visited. He thought he would pay a visit to the town sometime soon, and see what he could learn. What had Thorstein discovered before he died? 
 
    The doors opened and in flurried Hild, the frightened milkmaids clustered at her back.  
 
    ‘I spoke to the men,’ she said, ‘and they have brought in the beasts, closed the gates, and armed themselves with spears. It is growing dark, so it is hard to see if anyone is about, but everything is quiet. Njal told me to say to you that we should send word to Earl Sigvaldi if you think we are under threat.’ 
 
    Gest dismissed the suggestion with a shake of his head. ‘There’s no reason to assume they will attack,’ he said. ‘I think I lost them in the wood. This is simply a precaution. They know only that an interloper was sighted…’ He broke off. 
 
    Hild sat beside him while the three other women gathered on the benches and spoke in hushed tones, casting fearful looks at the doors. 
 
    ‘Who are they?’ she asked. ‘Who is after you?’ 
 
    Gest studied her thoughtfully. She knew at least one of the watchwords. Thorstein had clearly taken her into his confidence. ‘I don’t know,’ he said at last. ‘I found something wary in an inlet a few hours’ ride from here. Men were there and they saw me. They attacked, and gave chase. I think I lost them, but I don’t know. Is this what happened to Thorstein?’ 
 
    ‘Thorstein was not so forthcoming,’ she said dryly. ‘All I know is that one day he came back having been in a fight, and then…’ 
 
    There was a shout from outside. Someone was yelling in the distance, his words indistinguishable. The hall doors burst open and in ran Njal carrying a spear and looking frightened. 
 
    ‘Men are out there,’ he gabbled. ‘Or maybe trolls. It’s difficult to see in the twilight. They carry torches. I think they mean to burn the hall. They demand to see the master of this steading.’ 
 
    Gest rose and nodded to the women. ‘Get down into the passage,’ he said. ‘Njal, move the high seat so they can access the trapdoor, then get back outside. Speak with them. Tell them that your master is sick in bed.’ 
 
    Njal shoved the high seat back after Hild vacated it, then dithered. Gest growled at him and he turned and ran back outside. 
 
    Hild folded her arms. ‘And will our lord and master be taking to his bed?’ she said furiously. 
 
    Gest grinned. He went to the wall where a bow hung. As he strung it, wincing at the pain from his bandaged arm, he laughed grimly. He heard Njal’s thin tones from outside, and a much deeper voice bellowing a response. ‘Get down the passage,’ he told the women. ‘If they attack the hall, you must run for Earl Sigvaldi’s. But don’t leave the passage yet. Go no further than the far end.’ 
 
    He slung the bow over his back, attached a quiver to his belt, and began climbing up a hall pillar towards the roof and the smoke hole. When he reached the rafters, he glanced back. The milkmaids were clambering awkwardly down into the passage, grumbling and complaining and giving little shrieks at the cobwebs that clogged it. Hild stood in the middle of the hall floor, downcast. 
 
    He gestured for her to go. Without waiting to see if she had obeyed him, he swung himself over the rafters to the smoke hole. The smoke thick in his nostrils, his eyes streaming, he hung from the edge of the thatch opening, legs dangling down, feeling like the biggest flitch of bacon ever. 
 
    Coughing, he hauled himself upwards until his elbows were out in the cold night air. Then he lifted his face above the rim of the smoke hole, peering out into the darkness. Down there, he could just make out the edges of the stockade, and beyond it dark figures carrying flaming torches. The wind whistled, cutting out all but a whisper of the earnest negotiations between the thralls and the attackers. 
 
    He got one leg up over the rim of the smoke hole, then the other. For a moment he found his progress impeded by the strung bow over his shoulders, and he had to shift around a little until it was free. Then he was outside, crouching low on the thatch roof with a good view of the surrounding lands. The fjord waters gleamed beneath the stars, and he could see the boatsheds standing beside the water. In another direction, the wood led away into darkness. But down below him stood the gates of the garth, and at them were the three thralls, spears in their hands. Beyond were the attackers, their faces dark in the flickering torchlight. 
 
    Gest drew an arrow from his quiver and set it to his bow. Leaning against the slope of the thatched roof, neither hand free to cling on, very gradually he drew the bowstring. 
 
    The wind dropped. Gest caught a brief snatch of a deep voice, saying, ‘…for the last time, rouse your master from his bed and bring him here to answer to us. Or we will force our way in and burn the hall down around his ears.’ 
 
    The three thralls shouted in reply, but Gest could make out little of their words. He aimed at the speaker, eyes narrowing as he did so, and then he loosed. 
 
    The air whistled. A voice cried out in surprise. An arrow jutted from the speaker’s face. It was so quick that for a moment Gest couldn’t believe it was his own arrow. Then the corpse fell backwards, dropping the torch as it did so. The grass burst into flame. 
 
    The other torchbearers yelled out in confusion and cast searching looks about them, lifting their torches high enough for Gest to catch sight of the faces, not of trolls, but of bearded men. In the darkness, he must be almost invisible even if any of them thought to look up at the roof. The only thing that might give away his position was the thrum of his bow. But there was nothing he could do about that, he told himself, as he notched another arrow. 
 
    The thralls were looking about in consternation and confusion. Gest’s arrow whirred over their heads with a noise like a migrating goose and buried itself in the body of another torchbearer, who fell to his knees with a cry, but kept a hold of his torch. Other men gathered round to stare at the arrow that jutted from his shoulder. Gest cursed. He snatched another arrow and loosed, catching another man from behind, who leapt up with a startled squawk, dropping his torch and clutching in anguish at the arrow that pierced his backside. 
 
    ‘Where is he? Where is the archer?’ a man yelled. 
 
    ‘I can see nothing in this darkness,’ yelled another, and then he cried out in pained shock as Gest put an arrow through his neck. 
 
    ‘Force down the gates!’ shouted another man, as the previous speaker sank down to the turf, scrabbling vainly at the arrow shaft, and one of them produced a long handled axe and swung it at the gates. Gest wasted two more arrows, both of which narrowly missed the thralls, who leapt about in fright, before he saw that the axeman was out of his line of sight. 
 
    The gates burst open and torch-bearing men flooded in. The thralls jabbed at them with spears and one fell, but the rest forced the defenders back up the narrow lane. Fumbling at his quiver Gest found that he had only three arrows left. He must make them count, he told himself as he notched the first. If the attackers fired the hall, then he would be roasted like an ox. 
 
    A twinge of pain shot through him and his vision blurred as his arm throbbed. He felt himself beginning to slide. At the last instant he dug his feet into the thatch and halted his precipitate fall. Gasping for breath, he took out another arrow and notched it. 
 
    The thralls withdrew inside, and a shudder ran through the thatch as they slammed and bolted the doors behind them. He hoped they would see the trapdoor leading to the escape passage. Now the torchbearers moved to surround the hall, their torches held high. Gest waited, waited, waited—then loosed. Down below a man leapt up with an arrow jutting from his throat, then fell back, his torch landing in a heap of straw, which started smouldering. 
 
    Grim-faced, Gest notched another arrow. Rank, reeking smoke was rising from the burning straw. He could hear frightened whinnying and lowing from within the byres and stables. Already the garth was alight. But the brighter grew the light of torches or fires, the more the shadows obscured him as the attackers hunted for a glimpse of their unseen assailant. He loosed again, and another man was wounded, the arrow plunging into his leg.  
 
    One arrow left. It had to count. It really had to count, he told himself. He notched it, raised his bow… 
 
    But then he lowered it. 
 
    ‘Back!’ yelled a big man, whirling his torch round and round. He flung it up at the roof, then turned to run. As the torch landed on the thatch, which began to burn, Gest loosed at his running form, his arrow sank between the man’s shoulder blades and he fell flat. Two men seized him and dragged him alongside them. 
 
    The roof was burning, the flames now licking perilously close to Gest’s precarious perch, and he felt as hot as he might if he was right next to a forge. The wound in his arm had broken out afresh and his bandage was red with blood, but he watched in satisfaction as the red dots of torches bobbed away towards the broken down gate. Dragging their wounded companions with them, the attackers retreated into the night. 
 
    Wearily, Gest scrambled back through the smoke hole and leapt down to muster his folk. They had a fire to extinguish. 
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    Hild’s head popped pertly out of the hatchway in the floor. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ she said. ‘Have they gone?’ She sniffed warily, looked up suddenly and shrieked. 
 
    The fire on the roof had already scorched through the thatch, and black smoke was drifting down, wisping round the rafters. Kormak and the other thralls appeared from the porch, spears in hands. 
 
    ‘They’re withdrawing,’ said Kormak proudly. ‘We scared them off!’ He brandished his spear in triumph. 
 
    ‘I scared them off,’ Gest corrected him. ‘I feathered a few with clothyard shafts.’ He patted the bow he still wore round his neck. Hild saw the fresh blood that reddened his bandage. 
 
    ‘You’re bleeding again!’ she scolded. ‘You should not have exerted yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that,’ he said, pushing her away. ‘There’s a fire out in the garth and a fire on the thatch above. Kraka, Signy, Gerd. Run to the dairy, get buckets of whey. Kormak, Dufthak, Njal, when they bring the buckets, use them to put the flames out. Make sure the fires don’t get to the beast sheds.’ 
 
    For the next hour or two, the garth outside was a scene of frenetic activity as the household scurried to put out the blaze. Gest came out with them to see that one of the outhouses had taken light from the burning straw. Despite the throbbing pain from his arm, he helped the others as they flung whey at the flames. 
 
    Whey was plentiful at the farm, a by-product of cheese- and butter-making, used for pickling and preserving; the thralls sometimes drank it too. There was enough and to spare for firefighting.  
 
    At last the fires were put out, the red light that had so luridly illuminated the garth was gone, and only darkness and the reek of smoke and sizzling whey remained. Just as the fire ended, by some perverse whim of the gods, it began to rain, and a wind rose, lashing down the fjord and stirring up foaming waves. 
 
    Gest told Njal and the other men to tend to the frightened beasts with the help of the milkmaids, and to repair the gate as best they could, then went inside and sat himself down carefully on the high seat. Rain hissed in through the smoke hole, the fire smoked greyly and a reek of wet ashes filled the hall. Hild appeared at his side, holding up a lantern. 
 
    ‘Get me ale, woman,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You don’t need ale,’ she told him. ‘You need rest. You need rest or you will be losing blood.’ 
 
    ‘I can take care of myself,’ he said wearily. ‘Besides, there’s too much work to do.’ 
 
    ‘Rest,’ she said firmly. ‘The thralls can tend to the steading without you. After all, they do most days.’ 
 
    He fixed her with a glower. ‘I don’t mean farm work,’ he said. ‘Plots are afoot. I must go to Earl Sigvaldi in the morning and demand he takes action.’ He told her more about what he had discovered, and her eyes grew very large. 
 
    ‘This must be what Thorstein found,’ she murmured. ‘They came after him and they killed him for it before he could do anything. But what do you expect Earl Sigvaldi to do?’ 
 
    ‘His duty to his king,’ said Gest dourly. ‘Those fine warriors of his he rides about the countryside with, unless they’re just for show, they’ll have work on their hands. Now get me ale, woman.’ 
 
    Reluctantly she left his side, leaving the lantern burning on the high seat arm rest, and returned soon afterwards carrying a brimming horn. He drank deep, and regarded her thoughtfully over its rim.  
 
    The thralls came hurrying back inside, struggling out of sopping wet cloaks. 
 
    ‘The beasts are settled now,’ Kormak sent word, water dripping from his nose, ‘and we’ve propped up the gate again.’ He looked pale. ‘There are bodies beyond the stockade. They left their dead behind.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ said Gest. ‘We will take a look at them in the morning. It will be good to see the faces of our faceless attackers. Who believes they were trolls now?’ 
 
    Njal shook his head. ‘They were men,’ he admitted. ‘But there is at least one troll who lives up in the fells on the far side of the fjord. One of the earl’s shepherds saw him one evening when up on the high pastures there, loping away. He stank like a beast but was shaped like a man. Other folk have seen him, and he has carried away lambs in his time, and calves, and even…’ he lowered his voice, ‘some say he had carried off children.’ 
 
    Gest remembered his attacker on his first visit to the steading. ‘Maybe trolls haunt these lands,’ he said, ‘Maybe they have been here since the days of the frost giants. But our attackers were men.’ 
 
    ‘This troll was first seen after the king united all Norway,’ said Kormak authoritatively. ‘That’s what folk say. And I never heard tell of him before that.’ 
 
    Gest studied him. He looked at the others. Fear was on all their faces. He burst out laughing. ‘Fireside tales,’ he said dismissively. ‘You would be better fearing men who come in the night to burn the hall. Except—we saw them off.’ 
 
    ‘You saw them off,’ Hild murmured loyally. ‘But now you need rest and time for your wound to heal. Drink your ale and come to bed. It has been a long day.’ 
 
    Gest allowed himself to be led, waving to the thralls to find their own beds. He lay himself down between the coverlets and even as Hild was sliding herself in beside him, he fell into deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    In the morning, there was no token of her except a crease in the mattress where she had lain. He clambered out of the shut bed and found her in the hall, which was now dry and smelt quite sweet, speaking curtly with the milkmaids. Seeing him enter, she said something more in curt tones, then rushed over to him as they flurried from the room. 
 
    She changed his bandages, wincing at the black blood that crusted them. But the arrow wound had ceased oozing blood and so she washed the wound and plastered it with healing herbs, crushed to express the juice, then bound his arm with new bandages. Gest dressed himself and went out into the morning sunlight. 
 
    All was tranquil and quiet. The sunlight danced on the waters of Gandsfjord. Morning mist hung in places, but it was warmer than it had been. He inspected the charred timbers of the outhouse, and saw that they were no worse than the hole in the roof. He wondered how good his thralls were as thatchers. Would he have to look further afield for help? 
 
    He met Kormak and Dufthak at the gate, trotting back from the fjord with a catch of fish. ‘Good work, men,’ he said. ‘Take them to the drying sheds. I want you to look into rethatching the hall roof and the outhouse, and fixing the gate. Oh, and saddle my horse. I will be riding to Earl Sigvaldi’s hall this morning. Now, where are the corpses you mentioned?’ 
 
    Kormak made a face, and indicated a huddled form in the meadow outside the gate. ‘We’ve not moved them,’ he said. ‘There are two more round the corner.’ 
 
    Gest went to investigate. The first lay facedown, an arrow jutting from his back. Gest put a foot on the stiff, dew wet carcase, seized the arrow by its fletching and pulled. It came out with a loud sucking sound, black with blood. Gest wiped it clean on the grass, then thrust it into his belt. Now he rolled the body over with his foot. 
 
    The bearded face of a man in his late thirties gazed glassily back up at him, rugged, lined, weather-beaten; the face of a seafarer. Gest thought he recognised him as one of the men at the inlet, but it was hard to be sure. Their last encounter had not given him enough time to get to know the man well. Certainly it was no one he was familiar with. He went to investigate the others, retrieving and cleaning his arrows as he did. All were Northmen, burly and of thirty winters or more, wearing armour some of them, some armed with spears, one with a long handled axe. Vikings, by Gest’s reckoning. 
 
    He returned to the garth to find Grani saddled and snorting in the morning light, Kormak at his side. Gest nodded his approval, and leapt into the saddle. Looking down at the thralls as they gathered in a rough semicircle, he said, ‘I go now to Earl Sigvaldi. I will return later today.’ 
 
    ‘What of the bodies?’ asked Dufthak. ‘We can’t leave them unburied. They will come back to haunt us!’ 
 
    ‘You will bury them,’ Gest told him, ‘when I give you the order. For the moment, they will stay where they are. I want to show them to Earl Sigvaldi.’ 
 
    Hild came out of the hall, spindle in hand, spinning absently. ‘What will you tell him?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I will tell him what has happened,’ Gest said impatiently. ‘And I will demand, in the king’s name, that he muster his men and the men of the neighbourhood and we go in search of these men and defeat them or take them prisoner. It’s clear that they are involved in some plot against the kingdom. Now get out of my way, woman. I must be going.’ 
 
    Kormak ran to the broken gate and hauled it open and Gest cantered off down the meadow. 
 
    The weather was mild after last night’s storms. He rode along the fjord side, the woods on one hand, the calm grey fjord waters on the other. Buzzards circled above the trees. On the far side of Gandsfjord the crags rose high overhead, the black dots of cave mouths gaping in seeming surprise as Gest followed the strand round a headland and entered the lands farmed by Earl Sigvaldi. 
 
    He rode straight across the fields and up to the gates of Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold. At his appearance, guards let him in, helped him to dismount and led him across the muddy yard. Earl Sigvaldi stood in the doorway of his hall with several other men, surveying the busy scene as warriors trained together with wooden swords. The earl gave a convulsive shake of his head as if surprised to see Gest’s approach. 
 
    ‘Welcome, king’s steward,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I had not thought to see you this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Men came in the night,’ Gest said, raising his voice over the ring and rasp of wooden blades. ‘Men with torches, to burn me in my hall.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shook again, and looked to his warriors. All looked grim and sombre. ‘Men?’ he said. ‘Not trolls this time?’ He stared curiously at the bandage on Gest’s arm. 
 
    ‘I never said that Thorstein’s killers were trolls,’ Gest said. ‘That was put about by your own folk. These were vikings, by their looks. And I know where they came from.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi raised his eyebrows. ‘Vikings, you say? Vikings raided my lands in the night and I knew nothing of it? But I have men on lookout at Kvitsoy by Boknafjord mouth, with beacons they are to light if vikings appear. But it is early in the year for vikings.’  
 
    Boknafjord was the fjord into which Gandsfjord flowed, from which it was possible to sail out into the open sea. ‘They did not come by sea,’ Gest said, ‘not this time. They followed me overland.’ 
 
    ‘Followed you?’ Earl Sigvaldi asked. ‘Followed you, you say? Where had you gone that vikings might follow you?’ He shook his head. ‘We see little of such folk these days. The king cruises the islands in the summer and puts paid to such threats. Perhaps they were outlaws you encountered, if you strayed too far from inhabited lands.’ 
 
    ‘Will you not dismiss your men?’ Gest asked meaningfully. ‘What I have to say is best said under four eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Earl Sigvaldi, and he did so, telling his men to join the others out in the garth. Gest told him what had happened in the wood, what he had discovered, and how he had fled. And how they had come after him. 
 
    By the end of his tale, Earl Sigvaldi was looking less sanguine. 
 
    ‘Vikings? Moored within my lands?’ He shook his head. ‘It is impossible to patrol everywhere along this coast. I do not have the men, they are needed here most of the time. I knew that outlaws laired in the wood, but they seldom troubled us. And I knew of the trolls…’ 
 
    ‘Trolls!’ Gest was scornful. ‘Why have you not taken your men to slay these outlaws, or these trolls even, if you knew about them? The king will hear of this slackness. You owe him your duty as do I.’ 
 
    ‘I am no fighter, not like my brother,’ Earl Sigvaldi said feebly. ‘But where is this inlet where you saw so many longships? I know of no such place. It would take days to sail into every fjord and inlet and sound, seeking ships.’ 
 
    ‘That must be why they chose these waters in which to hide their fleet,’ said Gest fiercely. ‘I could not take you there by water. It must be by land that we go, just as I went.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi looked about him despairingly. ‘I am not a strong man,’ he said, stretching out scrawny arms. ‘And I am not one for long journeys on horseback.’ 
 
    Gest was furious. He strode out into the garth and snatched a wooden sword from one of the men, then snapped it over his knee. He brandished the broken sword as all the warriors turned to look at him in bafflement. 
 
    ‘Is this all your fine fighting men are worth?’ he shouted at Earl Sigvaldi who was gaping at him from the hall doors. ‘Or are they men worthy of the name?’ He stalked back across the garth, ignoring the surly scowls of Earl Sigvaldi’s warriors. ‘In the name of the king, Earl Sigvaldi, I demand that you muster your men and ride with me through the woods until we reach the inlet I found. There we shall put the men we find to the sword or take them prisoner.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shook as if in horror, but his eyes were bright. As Gest joined him, he reached out feebly to seize the housecarl’s paw in his own shaking grip. ‘Young man, your words have shamed me,’ he said, ‘but you have stiffened my spine. I am firmly resolved to do my duty to my king.  
 
    ‘Saddle the horses!’ he yelled to his men. ‘Get swords and spears, not children’s toys like these!’ He snatched up the training sword Gest had broken and dropped it into a nearby midden. ‘We shall ride into the woods and put to the sword the enemies of the king.’ 
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    The men cast away their training swords and swaggered into the hall to equip themselves with weaponry and war gear in earnest. Horses were led out from the stables, and soon the whole stronghold was buzzing with excitement as preparations were made for the journey. It seemed that Earl Sigvaldi and his men were stronger and more resolute than he had previously suspected. 
 
    Two men approached the earl himself, carrying between them a jingling byrnie, a freshly painted shield, an iron helmet chased with gold and studded with garnets, and a sheathed longsword. After they had helped their lord don his armour, Earl Sigvaldi said to Gest, ‘Please go to my armoury, king’s man, and equip yourself with whatever you think is needed for this expedition. Take them as my gifts.’ 
 
    ‘My thanks, sir,’ said Gest, and went into the hall.  
 
    In the coolness of the main room, he found men handing out arms and armour. He took a byrnie, a shield and a hand axe to go with the spear he had brought from Thorstein’s steading, then chose a dark corner to don them. As he struggled into the heavy byrnie, its polished iron rings flowing over his body like a weighty flood of silver, he listened to the chatter of the men. 
 
    ‘Going to fight outlaws, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘Nay, vikings, they say.’ 
 
    ‘Vikings? What vikings are there in these waters, except…?’ 
 
    Gest’s head popped out of the neck hole and he glanced over at the two dark forms talking nearby. One leaned on a long handled axe, idly fingering the filigree work that reached almost as far as the cutting edge, the other was tying up the embossed chinstrap of his helmet as he spoke. But as Gest turned to glance at him, his eyes glittered strangely and he turned abruptly away. 
 
    Gest picked up his helmet and placed it on his head. It fitted poorly, being too tight for his brain pan, and he took it off and went to get another. As he did so, he passed the two men who were ostentatiously silent.  
 
    What had the one been about to say? There were vikings in these waters? In which case, why had Earl Sigvaldi not mentioned this? Did the earl not know something that was clearly common knowledge to his men? If so, why? What plots were brewing here? 
 
    He found a helmet that fitted him better, with a long nasal that went down as far as his chin. Taking shield in one hand, spear in the other, he strode out into the sunlight and found the earl standing amongst his men, resplendent in helm and byrnie, his right hand resting on the pommel of a magnificently worked sword. Seeing Gest approach, he gestured at the horses that had been brought into the garth. 
 
    ‘Will you take one of these?’ he invited. But Gest shook his head wordlessly and went back to Grani. The sturdy horse had served him well enough so far. 
 
    Now Earl Sigvaldi’s retainers were all kitted out with helmets and shields and axes. Some carried swords, the richest wore byrnies. None of them would have lasted five seconds in the king’s household guard, Gest knew that much. But they made a splendid sight as they mounted their horses and with Earl Sigvaldi and Gest in the lead, galloped out of the garth, thralls and commoners leaping aside to get out of their way. 
 
    They rode up the strand as far as the steading, where Gest halted to speak briefly with Hild, then they galloped on across the meadow towards the trees, and the path that Gest had taken on his last journey. Soon the whole line of mounted warriors, a troop of thirty drawn from Earl Sigvaldi’s household and men from other steadings along Gandsfjord, were trotting through the trees, with long aisles of trees on either side, the fallen leaves muffling the thudding of hoofs and jingling of equipment. 
 
    As they rode along, Earl Sigvaldi spoke with Gest. He was already looking tired and wan, not accustomed to so much riding. ‘How far must we go, king’s steward?’ he wheezed. ‘Few fare in these woods, other than woodcutters and worse. Outlaws infest these parts.’ 
 
    Gest laughed. ‘You have nothing to fear from outlaws, sir,’ he said. ‘With so many armed men at your back, you are a match for any robber band. They will hear us coming and melt into the trees rather than attack. Besides, I met none and I went alone.’ 
 
    ‘But you were attacked,’ Earl Sigvaldi said anxiously, gesturing at Gest’s bandaged arm. ‘You did meet outlaws.’ 
 
    ‘I met men,’ Gest acknowledged. ‘Men with something to hide. Perhaps they were outlaws. But it is not the men so much as the ships they were guarding that concerns me.’ 
 
    He did not add that he had once been an outlaw himself. Outlaws were men like any other, if perhaps more desperate than some. They were men who had made mistakes, who had fallen foul of local laws. He had robbed folk for money or food more than once in the days before he found a safe berth in the king’s hall, though he would never be fool enough to tell Earl Sigvaldi of this. But he had only ever killed in self-defence. Those had been miserable days while he made his slow, painful way south from Naumdale, hoping to seek his fortune. And what a fortune he had found, as a housecarl of the king. 
 
    They rode on. Soon they reached the broken down old hut, and Earl Sigvaldi insisted that it be investigated despite Gest’s avowals that he had already found it to be lifeless and deserted. They sat their horses on the edge of the trees while nine of Earl Sigvaldi’s henchmen got down off their horses and approached the hut as if it was a heavily defended stronghold. Gest had to stifle a laugh, watching their grim faces. At last they filed into the hut only to return shortly after, waving to Earl Sigvaldi in token that the hut was empty. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi and his men trotted into the clearing and Gest came with them. Two men helped Earl Sigvaldi dismount and the earl himself inspected the hut. 
 
    ‘No one has dwelt here for years,’ he wheezed, coming back out. Gest looked down from his horse, and sighed. 
 
    ‘I told you as much,’ he said, finding it difficult to conceal his impatience. ‘There is nothing of interest here. What I found lies to the west.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi was helped into his saddle. He twitched a little, as he said, ‘The outlaws might have taken it over as a hideout since you left.’ His men nodded wisely. Gest fumed inwardly at this waste of time. They did not want to be benighted in these woods, and the more time they wasted the more chance there was of their still being here when night fell. 
 
    They rode on, leaving the trail and following another track that was so narrow and so rarely used that the men held their shields above their heads to protect themselves from branches, or use axes to hack a way through the trees. Gest rode with them, wondering how they would react when they found it necessary to dismount and proceed at a crawl before they reached the inlet. But that was still a long way off. 
 
    They came out into sparser woodland where they could ride in reasonable comfort. An awful hush hung over everything and the drumming of their hoofs was swallowed up. Occasional bird or beast calls filtered through the branches. From time to time a wind swayed the trees above them, soughing mournfully. Otherwise there was no sound, and little to see as they plodded onwards. 
 
    Gest rode at the forefront, looking about him carefully. He had only come this way twice, on his way there and on his way back, and the second time he had been in no mood to note local landmarks. His wound was paining him again, and cold sweat trickled from beneath the coif of mail he wore under his helmet, and ran down his back. It was hot in the armour, and he wondered if it would not be better to cast it aside than be cooked within it. He untied his chin strap and nestled the helmet in the crook of his mailed arm, pushed back his coif and mopped his brow with the hem of his cloak. Earl Sigvaldi glanced across at him, his head shaking with palsy. 
 
    ‘It is a hard journey, this,’ he told Gest pitifully. 
 
    Gest turned away, and set the helmet back on his head again, tying the rawhide strips together. Earl Sigvaldi was a weakling. He knew nothing of war. Why the king had installed him as the lord of this region Gest would never know. The very fact that he had yielded to the king while his brother had taken to the seas as a viking marked him out as a bad choice. Gest would say as much when he returned to Tunsberg, although he would be careful not to frame his report as if he meant any reproach. Norway was a vast place for one man to rule, and it was hardly surprising if even Harald Finehair made the occasional oversight. 
 
    They halted for a meal at midday, dismounting and sitting on fallen logs to eat twice baked bread and dried fish. Sentries were posted, and the men were forbidden to light any fires. The horses were tethered and began cropping the sparse grass that grew in the middle of the clearing. Earl Sigvaldi came to stand beside Gest as he stood to one side of the impromptu camp, head cocked. 
 
    ‘Do you hear aught?’ he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    Gest looked up. ‘I thought I heard movement from among the trees ahead,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing now.’ 
 
    ‘Beasts,’ said Earl Sigvaldi dismissively. ‘I doubt even outlaws would dwell this far into the wood. How far are we from this inlet of yours?’ 
 
    Gest rose. ‘I would say we have another hour’s journey, as long as we get going soon,’ he said, accepting a water skin from one of Earl Sigvaldi’s henchmen. ‘Once we are there, you will see…’ 
 
    He turned suddenly at a whistling sound. An arrow plunged into the ground at his feet. Despite himself, he leapt back. Earl Sigvaldi let out a cry. ‘We’re under attack!’ 
 
    The air whistled with arrows. Men snatched up shields to fend off the lethal rain. Gest peered into the trees. Dark figures were running from bole to bole, bows in their hands. He brandished his spear and turned to Earl Sigvaldi. 
 
    ‘There they are! Lead your men!’ 
 
    The warriors rallied round at Earl Sigvaldi’s cry, and with their shields raised, charged into the trees. Their attackers dropped their bows, produced swords and axes, and ran to meet them. In the gloom beneath the trees, blades rang and men bellowed. The two lines of fighters clashed, withdrew, clashed, withdrew, then all discipline left the fight and it broke up into knots of struggling figures. 
 
    Gest was set upon by a tubby man who wore a helmet whose eye protectors shadowed much of his face. The king’s man thought he had seen him before. He bore an axe and seemed to be limping. Nevertheless, he fought Gest like a madman, forcing him back against a tree with his axe blows. Gest tried to spit him with his spear but the tubby attacker hacked off the spearhead with one wild blow and Gest was left holding a broken staff. He flung it away and hauled out his axe, lifting his shield as he did so to meet another blow from his assailant that shivered the linden wood to pieces. 
 
    Gest snarled. 
 
    All around, the woods rang to the sound of fighting men. How many attackers there were was uncertain under these conditions. He could see dark, struggling shapes, but there seemed to be no casualties yet. 
 
    He threw aside the boss of his splintered shield and flung himself at his attacker. The man was surprisingly well armoured if he was only a man of the woods, but Gest was sure that Earl Sigvaldi’s idea was wrong. These were not outlaws but vikings.  
 
    He met his assailant, and their axes clashed. The man thrust out with his shield, forcing Gest back so he almost fell backwards. Off balance, he caught hold of a tree bole to steady himself, then swung at the man. This time his blow struck home, catching his opponent in the side. Blood sprayed from the wound and the man sank to his knees. 
 
    A horn blast belled through the trees. Gest looked wildly about him. Men were disengaging and retreating. The attackers were drawing away.  
 
    His own opponent saw this, and took Gest’s moment of surprise as a chance to turn and run, clutching at his bleeding side. Gest gritted his teeth, lifted his axe and hefted it, then flung it. 
 
    It whirred like a wood pigeon, spinning over and over until it sank into the calf of the man’s left leg. He fell flat on his face, dragged down by the weight of his helmet and Gest sprang to his side. He didn’t want to kill the man, he wanted him alive to question, if the rest were retreating. He snatched the axe from the man’s grip as he rose, then brutally kicked him so he fell again. Gest tore off the man’s belt and used it to tie his hands behind his back. 
 
    ‘You have one of them?’ 
 
    Gest looked up to see Earl Sigvaldi and some of his henchmen watching them. He nodded. ‘What of the rest?’ he asked. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi looked troubled. ‘They ran. We tried to pursue them but they know these woods well, and they escaped us. So, you took one prisoner.’ He nodded to his men and two of them grabbed the captive and dragged him to his feet. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ said Gest. ‘We’ll question him. Now let me get this helmet off him and get a good look at him.’ 
 
    Again he felt a sense of familiarity, looking at that helmet. This was the man who had led the others who had pursued him from the inlet. He reached forwards and seized hold of the helmet, lifting it off with a single yank. 
 
    Revealed was a blinking, reddened face, a nose that ran with snot, and a splendid set of mustachios. Earl Sigvaldi strode forwards. 
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    ‘Ivar!’ he said. ‘What have you done?’ 
 
    Gest glowered when Ivar stared sullenly at the ground. ‘We must question him,’ he said. ‘Force him to speak. Let me…’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi was staring at Gest’s arm. He followed the earl’s gaze to see that his wound had begun bleeding afresh. This exertion was doing him little good. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi laid a kindly hand on his wrist. ‘My men will question him,’ he promised. ‘You need that arm seen to. One of the men will tend you. Leave this to me.’ 
 
    He went back to where Ivar stood in the grip of two angry looking warriors. As Gest unwillingly made his way towards the main camp, Earl Sigvaldi forced Ivar’s head up and strike him across the face. 
 
    He found a man with some skill with herbs, who took Gest down to a narrow stream that ran between the trees, gurgling over cold stones and sand. Here the man unwrapped Gest’s bandages and washed them in the cold water. He inspected the wound. 
 
    ‘Did you earn this in the fight?’ he asked. ‘It’s inflamed.’ His accent was not of the west coast, but reminded Gest of the folk of Vestfold, where the king had been born. 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘Not in the fight,’ he said. ‘I got this earlier, when I was first in this area.’ 
 
    The man nodded, and tugged at long moustaches that made him looked like a pensive walrus. He wiped away the blood with moss torn up from the wood floor and washed clean. Gest sat with his back to a tree as the cold water dribbled down his arm, listening to the gurgle of the stream. ‘Were there many wounded in the fight?’ he asked idly. 
 
    ‘Nay,’ said the man absently. ‘Nay, very few were wounded. Your axe needs cleaning, I see. So you got one of them?’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ Gest said, ‘but I did not kill him. It was Ivar, Earl Sigvaldi’s man.’ 
 
    The man looked up, troubled. ‘Ivar? You wounded him? Let me see him.’ 
 
    Gest laid a hand on his arm. ‘He is being ministered to by Earl Sigvaldi himself,’ he said grimly, as a cry rang out from the other side of the camp. ‘He’s an enemy,’ he added. ‘Why would you want to tend to an enemy?’ 
 
    The man shook his head. ‘Force of habit, I suppose,’ he said, ‘but why was Ivar with those outlaws?’ 
 
    ‘I should think that is what Earl Sigvaldi hopes to learn,’ Gest said, ‘among other matters.’ 
 
    ‘These bandages must be boiled,’ the man added after he had sponged Gest’s arm clean. ‘I will give you these healing herbs which you must put on the wound. It looks as if someone has been tending to it already, but you must give it more rest.’ 
 
    He handed Gest some freshly squeezed plantain leaves. The king’s man held them close to the wound while his helper squeezed the bandages dry and went to a fire that Earl Sigvaldi had ordered lit in the middle of the clearing. He would heat stones in it, Gest knew, then drop them into a water skin, then boil the bandages in the boiling water.  
 
    ‘Stop him! Stop him! Grab him, you fools!’ 
 
    Gest rose, turning at the sound of Earl Sigvaldi’s voice lifted in anger. On the far side of the camp, men were running. At their head sprinted Ivar, charging away in the general direction of the inlet. The men in the camp had risen and were gaping in shock at the scene. One snatched up a throwing axe and before Gest could speak he sent it spinning after the fugitive. 
 
    Ivar flung up his hands and fell flat, the axe projecting from his back like a third limb.  
 
    Dropping the herbs on the ground, Gest ran through the camp. He reached Ivar’s twitching form just as Earl Sigvaldi crouched beside it. The earl looked up, face grim. Ivar no longer moved. 
 
    ‘Dead?’ Gest asked darkly. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi nodded. ‘He broke away from my men,’ he said. ‘We’d got him talking! They were caught off guard, not suspecting anything from him. I suppose he was running to warn his fellow outlaws.’ 
 
    ‘Outlaws?’ Gest said. By now the other warriors had come up and were standing around them, no one speaking. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi nodded. ‘He told us quite a tale before he made a break for it,’ he said, rising and leading Gest to one side as men gathered up Ivar’s corpse. ‘It’s of undoubted interest to you, since it concerns you closely.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it concerns me,’ said Gest impatiently. ‘He is working with them, these vikings. It was he who led them in pursuit of me. I recognised the helmet he wore. Now tell me what he said.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi spread out his shaking hands. ‘More than one man can wear a helmet,’ he said. ‘You would have no case against him at the Thing if it rested on such slender evidence.’ He lifted his hands. ‘Not that you will be answerable to his kin. It was Asgeir who slew him, but I will ensure he has gold enough to pay the wergild to Ivar’s kin.’ 
 
    ‘But what did he say?’ Gest snapped. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi walked on, his head jiggling. ‘At first he refused to tell us anything. Then we threatened him with flaming brands, and he softened like cheese. He soon told us why he had run off to join these outlaws.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Why did he join them?’ Gest muttered. ‘He was your right hand man.’ 
 
    ‘He was… jealous of you,’ Earl Sigvaldi explained. ‘While your thralls were under my roof, it seems, he began meeting the girl Hild in secret. They were… lovers. Then you came, the king’s steward, and took over all that had been Thorstein’s, his land and chattels.’ 
 
    ‘The king’s lands and chattels,’ said Gest impatiently, though his stomach roiled at the thought that Hild had parted her thighs for that moustachioed oaf. He would have words to say to her when he returned. ‘Ivar had no right to that which belonged to the king.’ 
 
    ‘To be sure,’ said Earl Sigvaldi. ‘But he saw things otherwise. And when you carried her off to your steading, he was angry. He went after you, and it was he who you wounded in that night fight.’ He shook his head. ‘That a trusted man of mine should have sunk so low. It’s intolerable. Ah, well, he met his comeuppance.’ 
 
    ‘But what of the rest?’ asked Gest. ‘What was he doing out here, with those vikings?’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shrugged his shoulders. ‘He said nothing of vikings. He ran from my service, knowing that he had done wrong, and joined an outlaw band in the wood. That hut we found was their base. They ensured he was armed and armoured, and they took to waylaying travellers.’ 
 
    Gest’s eyes narrowed. ‘Did he say anything about waylaying me?’ he asked. ‘Pursuing me from the inlet where these… outlaws’ ships rode at anchor?’ 
 
    ‘He said nothing of ships or vikings,’ Earl Sigvaldi repeated. ‘These outlaws are poor men, owning only what they can steal. Outlaws are penniless scum. They do not have ships. Even the hut was one they found abandoned, not one they built.’ 
 
    ‘I saw them with my own eyes,’ Gest told him fiercely. He spat at the ground. ‘I will take you there now, and you can see for yourself.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi clasped his hand. ‘I will be glad if you would do so,’ he replied warmly. ‘The men have rested now, so as soon as your wounds are tended to, let us mount and ride on.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Gest, ‘but we will not have far to ride. Soon we will be forced to leave the horses behind.’ 
 
    The warriors rode on through the trees until the salt reek of the sea grew stronger. Gest turned in his saddle to Earl Sigvaldi. 
 
    ‘Call a halt,’ he said. ‘From here onwards we will not be able to go on horseback.’ 
 
    Sigvaldi gave the order. Grumbling, the men dismounted and tethered their horses, leaving them in the care of a smaller number of warriors. Earl Sigvaldi stood surveying the thickets. He smiled invitingly at Gest. 
 
    ‘Lead on, king’s man,’ he said. 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘This way,’ he said, getting down on his hands and knees and scrambling through the same gap in the trees he had followed on his last visit. As he did so, he thought he heard grumbling from the men at his back.  
 
    Progress was slow. Men were caught in brambles, or found themselves too bulky to pass through the gaps between boles. Many were forced to abandon their shields or helmets. Earl Sigvaldi suggested that they cut a way through the thickets with their axes, but the men were unwilling to risk blunting their weapons if they were likely to find themselves in another fight. Gest’s temper was not sweetened by their protests. He was a housecarl of the king. He had fought in any number of harsh campaigns, in conditions far worse than these. These west coast farmers had no idea what war was. 
 
    But he knew that he could not put his feelings into words for fear of offending them, and then it would be him alone against his enemies. So he bit his tongue and kept shuffling forwards. 
 
    ‘Wait there, king’s man.’ 
 
    Hearing Earl Sigvaldi he looked back over his shoulder. He had also left his shield behind him, but otherwise he was fully armoured, despite the heat that made sweat run rivers down his face.  
 
    Earl Sigvaldi, bedraggled and weary, was clambering towards him. In the gloom of the thicket Gest saw no sign of the others. 
 
    ‘Where are your men, earl?’ he asked in puzzlement. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi gasped for breath as he shuffled forwards. ‘They refuse to come,’ he said with an apologetic shake of his head. ‘They say that it is beneath their dignity to crawl through bushes like small children playing foolish games. They have gone back to the horses.’ 
 
    Gest’s lip curled. This earl had no sway over his men. What a weakling. 
 
    Seeing his expression, Earl Sigvaldi added hastily, ‘They said that it does not take thirty men to scout out the land. Once they know where these ships are, they say we can find a clearer route through. After all, the men you found can’t have gone there this way, can they?’ 
 
    ‘Doubtless they sailed there from the sea,’ Gest said testily. ‘The inlet leads out into a fjord.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, aye,’ panted Earl Sigvaldi. ‘And if we find where that fjord enters the sea, we can sail round there and blockade the inlet. All we need do now is find where the ships are, and where the inlet leads. It will only take the two of us. Show me where to go. You must lead me.’ 
 
    He looked conciliatory. Gest felt pity for him, but he hardened his face. 
 
    ‘Follow me,’ he snapped, and began crawling again. 
 
    It seemed like an age before he found the far side, and it had taken barely any time before. When he came out into the sunlight and the chill breeze, he saw that they had run astray somewhere along the way. They were further up the bank of the inlet, closer to where he had gone when he was circling round to inspect the longships. That would explain what he saw.  
 
    He crouched in cover, looking out over the still waters. Cold sweat ran down the back of his neck. 
 
    He heard the crashing sound of Earl Sigvaldi blundering up behind him, the wheezing of the man’s breath. As soon as he could send one, he would despatch a message to the king’s court suggesting that the man be replaced. He had no command over the folk of this region, he was a weakling. He held this post only because his blood was that of kings, if petty kings, and because he had bent the knee to King Harald Finehair. That was no recommendation to Gest’s mind. No doubt the king had thought the men of this land would follow him because of his noble kinship, but Gest knew that many of them were recent settlers, having replaced the men who had left with Earl Sigvaldi’s brother, so they lacked even that reason to owe him allegiance. He had to be replaced. 
 
    Puffing and blowing, slathered in mud, the earl floundered and crawled up to Gest’s side. ‘Why have you halted?’ he gasped after regaining his breath. ‘Surely it is still a long way yet.’ 
 
    Gest coughed. ‘We are here,’ he said shortly. ‘This is where I met Ivar and his fellow vikings.’ 
 
    ‘He did not say he was a viking,’ Earl Sigvaldi corrected him. ‘With his dying breath he swore that he had joined outlaws.’ 
 
    ‘Regardless,’ Gest said, ‘we are there. This is where I found them, where I was attacked. I had to flee back through the thickets to regain my horse. And that with an arrow through my arm.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shuddered, though whether it was with palsy or sympathy, Gest could not say. He shifted his forearms uncomfortably and looked back. Earl Sigvaldi followed his gaze. 
 
    ‘I don’t see them,’ said the earl after a doubtful silence. ‘You said these ships were anchored in this inlet.’ He peered thoughtfully about. ‘I know this stretch of water,’ he added. ‘Surely it is an inlet of Hafrsfjord! Out there,’ he gestured towards the open waters of the fjord, ‘the kings of Rogaland, Hordaland, Telemark and Agder met their defeat at the hands of King Harald of Vestfold.’ He laughed. ‘You must have seen their phantoms.’ 
 
    Without looking at him, Gest said, ‘Clearly, they have set sail. Word must have reached them of our coming.’ 
 
    Despite their crawl through the thickets, there had hardly been enough time for all the longships to have sailed from the inlet. And yet that was what had happened. 
 
    The inlet was empty.  
 
    There was not a sign that these dark waters had ever been cut by so much as a single keel. They lay still and unruffled, not a ripple troubling their tranquil expanse. The trees on the far side were mirrored clearly, and not a ship or a man was visible. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi rose to his feet. He looked wildly about him, spread his shaking arms. ‘Where are they, king’s man?’ he demanded. ‘Where are they?’ He looked down at Gest, who glanced shamefacedly up at him. The earl’s face twisted with anger. ‘Were they ever here?’ he asked. ‘Did you lead my men on this degrading journey—for nothing?’ 
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    The market town of Kaupang was a bustling place, lying beside the shore in the lea of low hills, facing the sea but defended by islands and shoals from storms and attack. Streets made up of a corduroy of logs stretched between low roofed houses and booths where merchants and traders were at work, buying and selling. 
 
    The streets themselves were thronged with traders and seafarers from as far afield as England and Ireland, and even the Frankish kingdoms, and trade goods were on display that had their origin in that unknown East that Gest’s folk called ‘Serkland’—the land of silk. In one street, dozens of smiths toiled at forges, in another, weavers were busily at work, and in yet another, bowls and utensils were carved from soapstone. The air was rank with dung and rotting fish, mingled with perfumes and outland spices and the smell of cooking food. 
 
    Gest walked through the streets with a purposeful gait. He had come ashore in the busy haven only moments ago, after paying the skipper who had carried him there. The unwalled town sprawled laxly along the waterside some way inland, and it was a maze for anyone unaccustomed to its winding streets and thoroughfares.  
 
    After so long spent in Earl Sigvaldi’s backwater of a country, Gest felt excited to be amongst so many folk. He heard the Frankish tongue vying with the English, saw Swedes talking to Wends, Saxons chaffering with Northmen, even at one point saw a small group of dark-skinned men clad in colourful robes strolling down the streets, looking very cold in the weak spring sunshine. 
 
    He had sailed here alone, leaving Hild in charge of the steading. She had been unhappy to see him go alone, reminding him that men had already tried to kill him. She told him that he would be vulnerable on his own, but he did not want anyone to join him on this journey. He had matters to discuss with certain parties, and they were secret; he did not require an audience. Besides, how much danger would he be in sailing one of the most frequented stretches of sea in the Northlands? The water between Rogaland and Lindesnes, southernmost promontory of the land, was often rough, certainly, but after that it would all be plain sailing. And he would meet no vikings off Kaupang. The king’s ships patrolled these waters. 
 
    He paused to buy meat and a stoup of ale at a booth, and as it began to drizzle he paused to eat and drink in the shelter of a high roofed smithy. Once the rain was gone and his eating done, he walked on, flinging the ale pot to the littered ground. After further searching, he reached the place he was seeking. 
 
    The clang of hammer on iron rang out from the entrance to the forge, and a glow of fire shone from within. He halted in the open, peering inside. A brawny man crouched over an anvil, pounding a glowing chunk of metal with a great hammer, the muscles in his arms bulging in his sweat slick skin.  
 
    Further within, another man sat quietly linking the rings of a byrnie, pausing from time to time to solder each one. Smiths were not highly regarded at court, and the guardsmen of the household affected to despise them. Yet Gest, whose origins were humble, felt nothing but fascination with the intricate work they did. It seemed to him that it was as praiseworthy and hard a job as the king’s, welding together the many and fragmented lands of Norway. 
 
    The first smith gave him no heed as Gest walked past him and went to sit on the ground before the man with the mail coat. 
 
    ‘Wealth is a source of strife among kinsmen,’ he observed. 
 
    The second smith looked up abruptly.  
 
    ‘Dross comes from bad iron,’ he replied, pushing to the half-finished byrnie to one side with a ringing sound. ‘What brings you here, Hunding Hringsson?’ 
 
    ‘They call me Gest these days,’ the king’s man told him. He had not heard the former name for quite a while, but Hauk the Smith had known him in another life, at court. ‘I have taken over the king’s steading that was Thorstein’s.’ 
 
    Hauk regarded him sombrely. The other smith continued to pound his hammer. Hauk was a big man, as befitted his trade, his pate hairless but for a fringe above his ears, and his beard was hacked short. He wore breeks, a worked leather belt clasped with a splendidly wrought buckle, and shoes of Spanish leather. But he had no tunic; like his fellow, he worked bare chested, and his shaggy torso was scarred with white burns from where flying sparks of metal had struck him. 
 
    ‘I heard Thorstein was no more,’ Hauk commented, setting out the pieces on a game board. ‘So you have taken his place, have you? What did Hrafnsvart tell you before you left?’ 
 
    Hrafnsvart was the king’s spymaster, the chief of the Gestasveit, the so-called ‘guests’ who made up the lower ranks of the king’s housecarls. He it was who sent out men on secret missions. 
 
    ‘Thorstein sent word to the king that something was afoot in those parts,’ said Gest, making the first move. ‘Before winter fell, he sent a message, through you I presume.’ Hauk nodded. ‘He was killed before he could learn more. But we know all this. What matters is what I myself have found.’ 
 
    ‘What matters,’ said Hauk sharply, ‘is that he was killed. Who slew him? That must be your first priority.’  
 
    They continued to play their game as they spoke. ‘I have not learnt the name of the killer, nor of the man who ordered his death,’ Gest admitted, ‘but I believe I have found what Thorstein was seeking.’ 
 
    He told Hauk what he had discovered, and what had happened when he mustered the local levy. Hauk listened dourly. 
 
    ‘You should not have spoken of this to the local earl,’ he said. ‘It is clear that word got back to these vikings, and they moved their hiding place.’ He shook his head. ‘It will be hard work to find them again. I say you return to court and ask for ships and men.’ 
 
    Gest shook his head. To do as Hauk suggested would be to admit to failure, and that he would never do. ‘If they got word of a levy, they will get word of a fleet,’ he said. ‘We must learn what they plot. I hope to find them, and to infiltrate them, learn what it is they intend.’ 
 
    ‘You know what Thorstein thought,’ Hauk said. ‘That this town itself was under threat.’ He pounded the packed earth with a fist that looked big enough to hammer iron unaided. ‘There was a plot to make an all-out attack on Kaupang. That was what he had heard.’ 
 
    Gest let this sink in. Kaupang had been founded by Danish merchants but early in its history it was seized by King Harald Finehair’s forefathers, shortly after they fled from Sweden where they had ruled as kings. It had been the source of much of the king’s wealth, indispensable during his long fight to unite the petty kingdoms of Norway. The king’s wealth and strength was what kept the kingdom from sinking back into the chaos from which the king had raised it, just as Odin had lifted the world of men from the chaos of Ginnungagap. 
 
    If Kaupang was destroyed it would be a death blow to any hope for a united land, and endless war would rage as petty kingdoms fought amongst themselves and fleets of vikings raided settlement after settlement. Gest was old enough to know what life was like before the Battle of Hafrsfjord, when the king’s last rivals had been defeated, and his father had told him more of how things had been in the old days. Peace had reigned for nine years. If that peace were to end, it would be bad news for the folk of Norway. He tried to control a shudder. 
 
    But why would anyone want that? The answer was simple: power. A scrap of power was better than none at all. They might call it freedom, but it was the freedom to loot, to burn farmer’s fields and slaughter livestock, as had happened every summer before Harald made himself king of all Norway. It had been a game, a game of kings. Too many kings, all squabbling in the dirt for a scrap of power. He had seen the results. He never wanted to see them in Norway again. 
 
    ‘Who was his informant?’ he asked. 
 
    Hauk shook his head. ‘It was something someone else overheard, one of his spies,’ he said. ‘He gave no details, but he was told that two of the earl’s men had been talking together in whispers.’ He shrugged dismissively. ‘Did Hrafnsvart tell you that Thorstein had met with another agent of the Gestasveit in those parts?’ 
 
    ‘A girl?’ Gest asked, thinking of Hild. 
 
    Hauk scowled. ‘Not a girl, nay. Why do you think of girls at a time like this? He did not mention a girl, though there was one with him when he made his reports, a thrall. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘I have spoken with that thrall, his leman,’ Gest said. ‘She has been taught the watchwords.’ 
 
    Hauk shrugged. ‘He made her his spy, it seems. But he did not speak of her. Perhaps it was she who overheard the earl’s men. But he made contact with another man, he told me.’ 
 
    ‘One of Earl Sigvaldi’s followers?’ Gest asked. He could think of no man who might be a king’s man, but a good spy would keep his true nature hidden. 
 
    Hauk shrugged again. ‘Maybe,’ he growled. ‘All I know is that he will reveal himself by saying, “Yew is the greenest of trees in winter,” which you must answer by speaking the words “It is wont to crackle when it burns”.’ 
 
    ‘Yew is the greenest of trees in winter,’ Gest murmured. ‘That is one of the highest of watchwords. So this spy is highly trusted. But you don’t know his name.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Hauk said impatiently. ‘And only under the worst of circumstances will he reveal himself. Bear it in mind, Hunding—Gest, if you prefer—that he is there. But for now you are alone.’ 
 
    Gest grunted. For a moment only the clang of iron was to be heard under that sooty roof. Hauk busied himself with fitting more rings onto the byrnie lying in his lap. Gest looked away.  
 
    He had made a fool of himself, running to Earl Sigvaldi and demanding he raise a levy. It seemed that the enemy, whoever they were, had men amidst Earl Sigvaldi’s ranks, and word had reached the vikings ahead of the levy. That was the only explanation for the vanishing of the ships. 
 
    But it had made him look like a numbskull in the eyes of Earl Sigvaldi’s men. It must have been spoken of throughout Rogaland. The king’s steward leading them on a hunt for naught! Was he going mad? Had he dreamed of those ships? He knew that he was not witless, but the folk of Rogaland would have lost their faith in this king’s man. He must regain his standing amongst them if he was to have any chance in future. 
 
    Despite all this, he had been invited to Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold to attend the Sacrifice for Victory, the feast held at the beginning of every summer when beasts would be sacrificed to Odin in return for success in the wars over the summer months. Despite his recent shame, the king’s steward would be welcome at such a feast; it was the king’s victory that they would be praying for. 
 
    ‘Earl Sigvaldi seems a poor choice for those parts,’ he said. ‘He is a weak man in body and mind, it seems to me. Why the king has permitted him to steer his land so ill is beyond me.’ 
 
    Hauk paused in his work and fixed him with a glittering eye. ‘For two reasons does the king deem Earl Sigvaldi fit to be his steward. Firstly the folk of that land have bowed the knee to men of his bloodline for many lifespans. Secondly, he is indeed weak, all know that. Yet a weak man in such a position does not threaten the king’s rule.’ 
 
    ‘Not directly,’ Gest argued, ‘but by his own weakness he may be allowing all manner of lawlessness to breed in the darker corners of his land. I say he should be replaced.’ 
 
    ‘I will pass on your words to Tunsberg,’ said Hauk, ‘but I believe the king is certain of the rightness of his judgement. Besides, he is currently unreachable, since he is readying his ships for the summer cruise against the vikings. It may take some time before he hears your recommendation.’ 
 
    ‘What else did Thorstein have to say?’ Gest asked. ‘You spoke with him more than once. You knew he had stumbled on something. What did he tell you? Did he find ships hidden away?’ 
 
    ‘He spoke of nothing like that to me,’ said Hauk, setting aside the byrnie again, ‘but I should say that the ships were what he found before they slew him. They tried to kill you, too, as you say. Nay, he said nothing of such a hidden fleet, but he did make mention of vikings in those waters last summer. They moored off one of the offshore islands around midsummer, before sailing on to raid merchant vessels. There were dealings between them and the folk of Earl Sigvaldi. In secret, of course, but word came to Thorstein.’ 
 
    ‘Many of the folk fled when Earl Sigvaldi surrendered to the king,’ Gest mused. 
 
    ‘Some who remained may still have sympathies with the vikings who raid Norway each year,’ said Hauk. 
 
    ‘I told you of Ivar,’ Gest added. 
 
    Hauk nodded. ‘This tale that he was jealous of a thrall girl bears no credence for me,’ he said. ‘And then there is his death. You may want to learn more of that.’ 
 
    ‘A man called Asgeir slew him,’ said Gest, ‘because he was trying to escape. Brought him down with a throwing axe. Few seemed to mourn his passing, not even Earl Sigvaldi.’ 
 
    ‘Killed him before he could talk,’ muttered Hauk. ‘I would counsel you to learn more of this Asgeir. Be wary of him, but learn more. Who does he have dealings with?’ 
 
    ‘You think it was he who sent the warning to the vikings?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Hauk nodded. ‘He may well have been in league with Ivar. How they communicated we can only guess. But it is likely that they are not the only ones involved. You would do well to suspect any who come from the old families. It is the same story in many of the old petty kingdoms. Those who sailed away still have links with those who remained. And the king is unpopular with such folk. You know your duty.’ 
 
    ‘I know my duty, both to the king and to the kingdom,’ Gest agreed. ‘And what threatens Kaupang threatens all Norway. Without its wealth, and its trade with towns like Hedeby and Birka, Harald’s kingdom will plunge into the lawless ways of old, when every fjord, every valley, every island was a kingdom, at war with each of its neighbours. The king rescued us from that, brought peace with an iron hand. I must find that fleet and send word of its position to you. If I do, you must ensure ships are sent to sink it.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Hauk. ‘What will you do now?’ 
 
    ‘I return to Rogaland,’ Gest announced. ‘I have been invited to the Sacrifice for Victory at Earl Sigvaldi’s hall. I must attend, or they will all think me too ashamed to show my face. And while I am there, I will have a chance to learn more of this Asgeir. Perhaps he will lead me to the vikings.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ said Hauk gruffly. ‘The king has already lost one of the Gestasveit in Rogaland. They have already tried to kill you. And someone, this Asgeir or another, is working against you. Tread softly, or another man will need to take your place. And the Gestasveit only has so many agents.’ 
 
    Gest gave him a bleak smile, then rose, shook his hand, and walked out into the cold and the rain, departing the hot smithy that still rang with the clang of metal on metal. It sounded almost as if men were duelling. 
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    When Gest reached Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold near sunset, a horse fight was in progress. The men of the surrounding districts, and many of their women and children, were gathered in the garth watching as two stallions fought it out in the middle of a ring.  
 
    As Gest dismounted and flung his reins to a waiting stable boy, one of the horses reared up, front hoofs flailing, mouth frothing, and caught his opponent a solid clunk across the skull. Like a poleaxed ox the second horse fell on his side in the mud and lay there panting and wheezing, blood flecking the spittle that creamed between his huge teeth, and gushing from the wound in his stove-in skull. 
 
    Gest forced his way through the crowd to the spot where Earl Sigvaldi and his retainers watched the fight. Not far from the earl stood Asgeir, his eyes fixed on the shuddering flanks of the downed steed. Slowly the horse panted out his last, bleeding into the muck as the victor pranced and caracoled triumphantly before the yelling crowd. 
 
    Gest moved to stand alongside Earl Sigvaldi. ‘Who was your money on? 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s gaze wandered up to take in the king’s steward. ‘On my own steed, of course,’ he said, reaching out proudly to pat the side of the winning horse, ‘Gulltop.’ 
 
    ‘And Asgeir?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi turned away. ‘I believe he laid his wager on the other horse,’ he said, before moving away to address the others.  
 
    Gest stood looking after him. His stock truly was low, he could see. That abortive trip had shamed him in front of the folk, king’s man or no. He watched moodily as the dead horse was dragged away, and the winner was garlanded with flowers and led in procession towards the hall doors. 
 
    As he walked along with the chattering crowd, a man drew alongside him. ‘Seems the earl is not so friendly with you, king’s man,’ he commented. It was the man who had tended his hurts during the expedition. 
 
    ‘I don’t think I remember your name,’ said Gest, glancing at the speaker. 
 
    He was a wiry man with a mop of hair that spilled from beneath a woollen cap, and long moustaches. He wore a mud stained green cloak and walrus hide boots, breeks of mustard yellow and tunic of russet, and gave the air of a down-at-heel dandy. 
 
    He thrust out a hand. ‘Bjorn of Tunsberg,’ he said with a grin, and Gest shook his hand. ‘I’m a settler in these parts. My steading is just down the fjord from yours. We’ve had troll trouble too.’ 
 
    Gest was about to query this when one of Earl Sigvaldi’s men lifted a horn and blew into it. A belling note resounded from the hall pillars. At once a hush fell upon the multitude. Earl Sigvaldi stood with the horse who had won the fight, a burnished axe in his trembling hands. Before them stood a pile of stones, black with the dried blood of many years. Two men calmed the horse and held his bridle as the earl lifted the axe high. 
 
    ‘Now I give thee to Odin,’ the earl wailed in his reedy voice. 
 
    ‘Seems a shame that the winner must die too,’ Bjorn muttered. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s axe edge clove the stallion’s skull and the carcase fell heavily forwards. Now other men came forward to slit the beast’s throat and blood spurted onto the blackened rocks. 
 
    ‘You’d give a weak stallion to the gods?’ Gest mused. ‘Odin won’t grant victory to the king if we send him the loser.’ 
 
    Bjorn nodded. ‘No doubt,’ he said. ‘But that horse had many years of life left in him. I’m a farmer, Gest, if that’s your name. The gods live far away. I think in terms of this life and this world. Seems a waste.’ 
 
    The coppery stench of blood hung in the air. Gest watched as the stallion was butchered, and the rest of the blood was sprinkled on the earl, his men, and the crowd. Children leapt to catch the blood droplets, licking their fingers, smearing it on their faces. 
 
    Now Earl Sigvaldi led the throng into his hall, where cook pots bubbled over the long fires. Gest followed, Bjorn at his side. The man certainly seemed eager to speak with him. Gest felt a little irritated. He wished to talk with Asgeir, or at least keep an eye on him.  
 
    Asgeir had killed Ivar. There must be a reason why. It could only be as Hauk had hinted, that Asgeir was part of the plot. But while the horse meat seethed in the cook pots and the ale and mead was passed over the fire to hallow it, Gest found it hard to get himself near the man. The crowd filled the hall, it was hard going to get beyond the fire. And Bjorn was limpet-like in his adherence to Gest. 
 
    Evening was drawing on. Gest was tired, having only reached his own steading that noon after hard sailing back from Kaupang. He had barely had time to speak with Hild before he had to ride to Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold. It would not do for a man of his standing to spurn an invitation of this kind. And yet it seemed that no one wanted to know him. No one except Bjorn. 
 
    The man took one of the horns of mead that had been passed across the fire, and then another which he handed to Gest. Gest thanked him brusquely, barely concealing the irritation he felt, and they raised their horns as Earl Sigvaldi lifted his own high, and cried out, ‘To victory!’ 
 
    ‘To victory!’ responded the crowd. ‘To victory,’ yelled Bjorn, ‘victory and the king!’ 
 
    ‘Victory and the king,’ Gest echoed. 
 
    ‘Victory, and the king,’ said Earl Sigvaldi with a smile, and then they all drank deep.  
 
    Now dishes of horsemeat were served out, the boiled meat swimming in a broth of ale and leeks, and folk sat at the benches to eat and drink. The reek of cooked meat and spilled blood and wood smoke filled the air. Bjorn sat beside Gest. They were not close enough to the hall doors to sit among the wanderers and beggars, but they were still a long way from the high seat and Earl Sigvaldi’s cronies. 
 
    ‘Tell me of your trouble with the trolls,’ Bjorn said to him. 
 
    ‘Trolls?’ Gest said. ‘There are no trolls. You’ve been in this backwater too long. Trolls live in tales for children, a man of Vestfold should know that.’ 
 
    Bjorn looked hurt. ‘Folk say that trolls haunt your steading,’ he said. ‘That it was trolls who burnt it to the ground. I saw the fire that night, you know. I went down there with some of my farmhands as soon as it was light.’ 
 
    Gest stopped eating and stared at the man. ‘You saw the attackers?’ he said. 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘I saw nothing but the burnt hall. But there was a reek there that I know, not just the reek of ashes. A rank reek. The reek of trolls.’ 
 
    Gest remembered his first visit to the steading, to its ruin. ‘Very well, I met with a reek like the one you describe,’ he said, ‘when first I came to the steading. Someone attacked me. Perhaps an outlaw.’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘A troll,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen him, or one of his ilk. He came to my steading too, on many nights, took away calves and lambs and more recently…’ He halted, and it seemed it was a struggle for him to go on. ‘A, a girl child of my own has gone missing.’ He looked away. ‘I was all for getting up a war party and going in search of him after I surprised him on his last visit,’ he added, ‘chased him back to the fjord. But these brave men, who sneer at you, the king’s man, behind your back, they wouldn’t go. For all that everyone knows where the trolls have their lair.’ 
 
    ‘I met only one troll,’ Gest said, ‘if troll he was. He sounds like the same one you speak of, but it was more than one man, or troll, who burnt down the king’s steading. Did you see nothing of attackers? Vikings, coming up from the sea to burn the hall.’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head again. ‘Vikings wouldn’t sail up from the sea,’ he said, ‘not without the beacon fires being lit on Kvitsoy. The whole of Rogaland would be alerted, mark my words. Long before they could reach Gandsfjord, they would have been driven off. They don’t fear vikings round here, but they do dread trolls. Still, you and me, king’s man, we’re not backwater boors. We could track the trolls down to their lair and kill them.’ 
 
    ‘If they are as many as attacked the steading when Thorstein was killed,’ Gest told him, ‘we would need more than two men.’ 
 
    ‘But you could lead us,’ Bjorn urged him. ‘You would win new respect from Earl Sigvaldi and his folk if you were to free them from the troll.’ 
 
    Gest grimaced. ‘I’m a king’s man,’ he admitted. ‘And I’ve fought the king’s enemies. But I am not some hero out of legend, and nor are you. I don’t believe there are trolls in this land; more likely there are a few outlaws from the woods, perhaps only one. But I have made a fool of myself once seeking out menaces that were not there. If, as you say, I’m the laughingstock of Earl Sigvaldi’s folk, I will not gain fresh respect proposing a troll hunt. I’m not green,’ he added meaningfully. ‘Not as green as a yew in winter.’ 
 
    Bjorn looked at him sadly. ‘I remember the king’s men as brave fellows,’ he said. ‘When I lived in Tunsberg…’ 
 
    ‘Not even King Harald Finehair himself,’ Gest told him, ‘would be so rash as to seek sorrow as you suggest.’ 
 
    He turned his attention to the horsemeat, which had been boiled just as he liked it. He drank deep from the horn that sat on the table in a metal holder, and as he finished the sacrificial meal he listened to a skald chanting a lay of Odin’s visit to Suttung’s hall in search of the mead of wisdom. If he was an Odin, or better still a Thor, he might be able to slay the trolls that infested Bjorn’s nightmares. But he was just a man, even if he was one of the Gestasveit. 
 
    So Bjorn was not the spy he had at first thought he might be. Or was this some strange way of sounding him out as to his true identity? But no. Had Bjorn been hoping to speak with him, agent to agent, he would have used the watchword Hauk had given. And he seemed not to know it, despite the hint that Gest had dropped.  
 
    He turned his gaze to the high seat and the men who sat on the highest benches. His eyes fell on Asgeir, who was listening absently while another man, a burly man whose beard was streaked with grey, whispered in his ear. If only he could get closer to them, listen in on their speech. He nudged Bjorn. 
 
    ‘Who is that man with Asgeir?’ he said. ‘I’ve not seen him before.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no surprise,’ said Bjorn. ‘I’ve not seen much of him myself. He was the foster father, some say, of the earl and the earl’s brother, but he seldom comes to the hall instead spending much time at sea. I think they call him Einar.’ 
 
    ‘Spends much time at sea, does he?’ Gest’s eyes narrowed. ‘Has he a farm?’ 
 
    Bjorn nodded. ‘Near the mouth of Boknafjord. On an island there stands the beacon, and his thralls and hirelings tend it.’ 
 
    ‘A great responsibility,’ Gest commented, ‘for a man who is so often away at sea.’ 
 
    He kept his eyes on the two. Suddenly Asgeir looked up, and saw Gest’s eyes upon him. The man’s hand fell to his belt, and his fingers curled lovingly round the hilt of his sword. Gest glanced away. When he looked back, Asgeir was gone. 
 
    As the feast broke up, drunken men reeled away in search of their horses while others slept on the hall floor where they had fallen. Gest bade his farewell to the earl. Sigvaldi looked up only briefly from where he was playing with his two hounds, and Gest turned on his heel and went to the stables. As he mounted, Bjorn appeared in the entrance. 
 
    ‘Think about it, king’s man,’ he pleaded. ‘We’re better men than these folk. We can show them what Vestfolders can do.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll sleep on it,’ said Gest, not bothering to say that he was from Naumdale. And he rode from the stable so fast Bjorn had to leap aside. 
 
    His face grim, he galloped back up the strand. It was a chill night for spring, and his breath turned to smoke as he rode. Not long afterwards, he was trotting up to his own gate, which stood open. He frowned. That wasn’t right. Even if they had known he was returning, those thralls should have left it shut until he got back.  
 
    He rode into the garth to find it a scene of consternation. The thralls had gathered near the doors and all were talking volubly. Except—he couldn’t see Hild. As he rode in, they looked up, and one of the milkmaids shrieked. 
 
    Njal rushed forward to take the reins.  
 
    ‘You’re back, lord,’ he cried as he helped him dismount. ‘Just in time!’ 
 
    ‘What has been going on?’ Gest demanded as he landed on the packed earth floor with a thump. ‘Where is Hild?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it, lord,’ Kormak cried. ‘She’s gone! Been carried off!’ 
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    ‘Tell me what happened,’ he said, although he felt a dreadful foreboding. ‘But first let’s go inside. Njal, take a spear and stand on guard at the gate.’ 
 
    He led the rest of them into the hall. The fire crackled low, casting lurid shadows on the walls and roof pillars. Gest told Kormak to add more wood to the fire and went to sit in the high seat while the others crowded before him. 
 
    ‘She went looking for you,’ Kraka wailed. ‘Hild was worried that you had run into difficulty, so she went down to the strand. As she went out of the gate, we heard her shriek, cry out. I came running, and met the rest in the garth. The din was terrible, snarling and growling, more like a beast than a man, but…’ 
 
    ‘But it was a man,’ said Dufthak. ‘Or at least… it was more man than beast.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know what to do,’ added Kormak, as he carried in a pile of logs from the wood store. As he added them to the fire one by one, he went on; ‘I said we should go after her, but Njal said we should wait for you to come back. I argued with him. But then you did return.’ 
 
    ‘So this… abduction happened only a short while ago?’ Gest asked. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ said Dufthak. ‘Whatever it was, man, troll, or beast, it must have been lurking just outside the gates. Waiting for you, maybe. Or waiting for Hild.’ 
 
    Impatiently, Gest rose to his feet and pushed his way through the gathered thralls. He seized a torch from the wall.  
 
    ‘Then whatever it was, it may still be in the area. Come with me!’ 
 
    He led them out into the garth, then to the gate where Njal greeted them. 
 
    ‘Any sign of our visitor?’ Gest asked, but Njal shook his head wordlessly, and turned to peer out into the all-encompassing night. Gest pushed open the gates and examined the ground outside. The hoof tracks of his horse across other fresh prints. One set of footprints led from within the garth, another came in from the meadow.  
 
    The mud here was soft from the frequent passing of feet and hoofs, but the fresh prints stood out as they would in newly fallen snow, only dying away when they reached the grass of the meadow. He investigated them, torch held high, for some time, while the thralls clustered in the gateway and watched him. At one point he saw something lying on the ground and picked it up, slipping it into a belt pouch. 
 
    ‘Did none of you see Hild being carried off?’ he asked. 
 
    Njal shook his head. ‘We were too afraid,’ he said. ‘We dared not venture out until it was quiet.’ 
 
    Kraka had her knuckles pressed to her lips. ‘Is she taken?’ she whimpered. ‘Is Hild taken by the troll?’ 
 
    ‘What have you found, master?’ asked Dufthak. ‘Can you unriddle these marks in the mud?’ 
 
    Gest crouched down again, torch held high, and scanned the ground one last time. Then he rose, and showed it to his audience. 
 
    ‘Footprints run this way,’ he said, ‘out of the garth. A woman’s footprints, in the soft shoes that Hild, alone of you all, wears. Then a line of bare footprints comes out of the meadow, crossing the mud, wide spaced to show that whoever made them was running. They meet Hild’s prints here. The mud is churned up, as if there was a struggle. I found this,’ he produced a copper bangle from his pouch, ‘over here, where the mud is churned. Hild wore it.’ He sniffed. That beast odour still hung in the air, although the night breeze was beginning to dispel it. 
 
    ‘Where do the prints go from there, master?’ asked Dufthak. 
 
    Gest lifted his torch higher. ‘Hild’s prints vanish,’ he said. ‘The bare footprints veer round and return the way they came. They vanish when they reach the grass, but even in this poor light I can see the silvery trail of broken and bent grasses. It leads towards the strand. Stay here. I will follow them.’ 
 
    The thralls watched from the gates as the ruddy light of Gest’s torch bobbed away across the meadow. It vanished for a moment as he went down onto the strand, then appeared again as he strode to the edge of the moonlit water.  
 
    Here Gest knelt down. He had found prints in the sand that corresponded with those he’d seen in the mud. And there was something else, strange scratches, lines in the sand, leading straight into the water. He rose, and looked out across the fjord, but the waters were broad and still in the moonlight. The crags on the far side loomed black against the star strewn sky. 
 
    A pounding of hoofs alerted him. Whirling around, he saw two men on horseback galloping up the strand. They were riding from the direction of Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold, and as they came into the light of his now guttering torch, he recognised the closer of the two. It was Bjorn. With him was another man in the drab garb of a thrall. 
 
    Bjorn snatched at his reins, and his horse reared with a whinny and came to a shuddering halt. The thrall also reined his snorting steed and the two looked down at Gest. 
 
    ‘Ho there, neighbour,’ said Bjorn cheerfully. ‘What brings you out so late? Late night fishing, is it?’ 
 
    Gest lowered his torch, which seemed to frighten the two horses, and said tersely, ‘Hunting.’ 
 
    Bjorn exchanged a glance with his thrall. ‘Hunting?’ he echoed with a laugh. ‘You choose a strange time for it. Well, you know best.’ He paused. ‘Have you thought on what we spoke of?’ 
 
    Gest’s eyes narrowed. ‘Trolls?’ he said. Bjorn nodded. ‘It’s a strange coincidence…’ he went on.’ 
 
    ‘What is?’ Bjorn asked, trying to control his frightened horse. 
 
    ‘A very strange coincidence,’ Gest added. ‘Almost uncanny. But it seems my leman has been carried off.’ 
 
    ‘Carried off?’ Bjorn said with an involuntary glance at the crags on the far side of the fjord. ‘Carried off by whom? Outlaws?’ 
 
    ‘My household folk don’t seem very certain,’ said Gest wryly. ‘Seemingly, they were too afraid to intervene. And look at your horses. Something has spooked them.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Bjorn, struggling to gain control of his mount. ‘They’ve been like this before.’ He glanced at his thrall. ‘You remember?’ 
 
    ‘They were like that when your girl child was carried off,’ the thrall grunted. 
 
    ‘It can only mean…’ Bjorn broke off. 
 
    Gest nodded slowly. ‘That the troll has carried off my leman. And yet…’ He peered at the sand again. 
 
    ‘No time for that,’ said Bjorn brusquely. ‘This only proves what I was saying. It means only one thing. Is your horse saddled, king’s man?’ 
 
    Gest shrugged. ‘Grani is back in the stables,’ he said. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Get him saddled and ready,’ Bjorn said commandingly. ‘We ride back to Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold. It is high time we raised a band of men and went in search of this troll.’ 
 
    Gest gazed at him for a long time. Bjorn shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. ‘Quickly, neighbour,’ he added. ‘Do you want your womenfolk to suffer needlessly at the troll’s hands?’ 
 
    A quarter of an hour later, all three were riding back down the strand, the moonlight glinting off their spears and buckles. Gest had returned briefly to the steading to tell his thralls what was happening, and urge them to mount guard, lock the gates, and let no one in. Then he had another horse saddled, to spare Grani more riding, and trotted back to join Bjorn. 
 
    They reached Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold long after midnight. Two men nodded over their spears by the main gate, looking up in confusion as the three riders approached. Otherwise, the stronghold was silent and deserted, all the folk having taken to their beds after the excitement of the sacrifice. 
 
    ‘Open the gate!’ Bjorn cried. ‘Important message for the earl.’ 
 
    The two guards did not move. ‘The earl is abed,’ said one. ‘What message is this that cannot wait until morning?’ 
 
    ‘The trolls have struck again!’ said Bjorn impressively. ‘Rouse Earl Sigvaldi from his bed and tell him that Bjorn of Tunsberg is here, and with him is Gest, the king’s man. The trolls have carried off one of his household.’ 
 
    ‘Is this true?’ the guard asked the silent Gest. 
 
    Gest inclined his head a little. ‘So it seems,’ he said. ‘The girl has gone.’ 
 
    The guard stroked his beard. ‘This is ill news,’ he said. ‘But what can Earl Sigvaldi do about it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s high time,’ Bjorn declared, ‘that the earl took responsibility for his lands. These trolls must be hunted down and wiped out, not allowed to snatch beasts and folk whenever it takes their fancy. See what his slackness has achieved! And what if the king came to hear of this?’ 
 
    ‘He has a point,’ said the other guard. ‘It won’t look good for old Sigvaldi if the king hears of this.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said the first guard. ‘So you’re the one who can go and wake him.’ 
 
    A quarrel followed, which Gest ended with the suggestion that the guards allowed them to enter and they would waken the sleeping earl themselves. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said the first guard sullenly, and let them through. 
 
    They rode across the garth and up to the hall, not stopping to dismount but riding through the open doors and on into the echoing space beyond. Here Gest dismounted, followed by Bjorn and the thrall. Sleepy looking men came running out of partitioned sections beyond the hall pillars, and Gest demanded to see the earl. 
 
    After a short wait, Earl Sigvaldi entered, accompanied by Asgeir and Einar and several other men, all yawning and blinking, although Asgeir seemed fresher than the rest. Sigvaldi was the sleepiest of them all. 
 
    ‘What has happened that you drag us from our beds like this?’ the earl yawned. ‘King’s man you may be, but this is against all custom…’ 
 
    ‘Trolls have struck again!’ said Bjorn. ‘I warned you over this, my lord, I…’ 
 
    ‘Trolls again?’ Earl Sigvaldi said. ‘Your steading has been attacked? But what can we do? We have spoken about this in the past…’ 
 
    ‘Not my steading this time,’ said Bjorn. ‘Gest, tell them!’ 
 
    Gest looked round at the weary faces. For a moment his eyes met those of Asgeir, and he thought he saw a taunt in them. ‘I returned to my steading to find it in uproar,’ he told them all. ‘My leman has been carried off.’ 
 
    ‘By trolls?’ asked Earl Sigvaldi, jittering. ‘Have trolls abducted Hild?’ 
 
    ‘So it would seem,’ Gest told him. 
 
    ‘I have appealed to you about this matter time and time again, lord,’ Bjorn blustered. ‘Something must be done. Thorstein was killed by these trolls, and now another king’s man has suffered their assaults. You don’t want word of this to reach the king’s ears.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi tottered over to the high seat, trying to quell his quivering limbs as he sat down. ‘I am not the stuff heroes are made of,’ he complained. ‘I cannot fight trolls. She was only a thrall, king’s man, when all is said and done. I will find you another.’ 
 
    Bjorn turned to Gest. ‘That won’t do at all,’ he said. ‘The trolls must be hunted down and wiped out. Don’t you agree, neighbour?’ 
 
    ‘It would be foolish to allow such creatures to haunt these lands,’ Gest acknowledged. 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi wrung his hands. His wife, still wearing her nightgown, joined him on the high seat, and laid a comforting hand on his arm. ‘But what can I do?’ the earl asked. 
 
    ‘We know where the trolls are said to dwell,’ said Gest. ‘I would counsel that the crags above Gandsfjord are where we should make our start.’ 
 
    ‘They are very high,’ the earl’s wife spoke up. ‘No one has climbed them in living memory.’ 
 
    ‘The trolls can get up and down them it seems,’ Gest said. ‘And unless they can fly, they are no different from men. They have legs and arms like us.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not asking you to fight the trolls yourself, lord,’ said Bjorn. ‘Merely to muster men to accompany Gest and I as we go in search of the trolls’ cave and his woman.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi brightened. His hounds had slunk from his sleeping chamber with his wife, and one laid his head on the earl’s knees with a whine, and rolled his eyes at his master. Absently, Earl Sigvaldi patted the loyal hound. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will gather men to go with you. Asgeir, call them as soon as the sun has risen.’ 
 
    ‘Lord,’ said Asgeir in a harsh, grating voice, his eyes on Gest, ‘is this wise? All know what happened to this king’s man’s last wild goose chase.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi shook with anger. ‘Speak with more respect!’ he urged the man. ‘This is another matter. Besides, if Gest rids us of the trolls that haunt the fells, all will forget his earlier history and he will redeem himself in the eyes of the folk. Do as I bid you, Asgeir, and let us hear no more arguments.’  
 
    He clapped his hands. ‘Arrange sleeping quarters for our visitors. You’ll remain with us for the rest of the night,’ he told Gest, ‘and in the morning you will can ready for this new outing. And may the gods smile upon your endeavours!’ 
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    Next morning, Gest stood outside Earl Sigvaldi’s hall, gazing out at the crystal clear air over Gandsfjord. The crags loomed high and stark, fringed with pines for a third of the way, then sheer and seemingly smooth until they reached the tiny pockmarks that the folk insisted were caves.  
 
    Bjorn came out of the hall, yawning and stretching, and joined him. 
 
    ‘I see no path that leads up the slope,’ Gest commented. 
 
    ‘The folk say that it is unscalable,’ said Bjorn with a bear like shrug. ‘But the trolls seem able to come and go with impunity.’ 
 
    ‘If they are truly trolls,’ said Gest thoughtfully, ‘they surely have powers of witchcraft. Is there one troll or many?’ 
 
    Bjorn shrugged again. ‘Opinions are divided,’ he said. ‘Everything seems uncertain. But what we do know is that the troll, or trolls, cross the fjord to plunder in our lands. Mine especially. And yours.’ 
 
    ‘We’re both newcomers,’ Gest said. ‘Is that why the trolls target us?’ 
 
    Bjorn looked at him from under bushy eyebrows. ‘We’re not of this land,’ he acknowledged. ‘Perhaps that’s it. But the folk report that trolls have been making attacks ever since Earl Sigvaldi surrendered to the king.’ 
 
    ‘And before that?’ Gest said. ‘Were the trolls ever heard of?’ 
 
    ‘Only as a tale, it seems,’ Bjorn replied. 
 
    Gest digested this. ‘We’re getting no closer to working out a plan of attack,’ he commented. 
 
    ‘I know of one way we can get up there.’ 
 
    Gest and Bjorn turned to see that they had been joined by Asgeir. The bearded warrior looked from one to the other, expectantly. 
 
    ‘What way is that?’ asked Bjorn. 
 
    Asgeir pointed upwards. ‘We climb. We row to the edge of the cliff and we climb.’ 
 
    ‘The cliffs are said to be unscalable,’ Gest objected. 
 
    ‘No cliff is unscalable,’ Asgeir snapped at him. ‘Not to me. I was born on the coast, along the sea cliffs. I climbed my first crag when but a boy, searching for sea mew eggs. No cliff is ever unscalable.’ 
 
    Gest gave the crags another look. They reared high above the calm waters of the fjord, rugged and bleak. In some places, the dark blots of bushes were visible, in others slopes of scree tumbled almost vertically towards the waters. The rest seemed to be sheer rock. It plunged into the water as if it went down a long way below sea level. He turned his gaze to the landward side. Here dark woods swathed the lower slopes. He narrowed his eyes. Were those deer cropping the sparse grass of the slope? 
 
    ‘Why has no one made any effort to rid the land of these trolls?’ he asked. ‘It is nine years since Earl Sigvaldi bowed the knee to the king. If the land has been troll haunted all that time…’ 
 
    ‘Attempts have been made,’ said Asgeir with a scowl. ‘Men have tried to hunt down the trolls. Youths, rather, wanting to prove themselves. They have failed. Either they could not find a way up, or else they did, and were never seen again.’ 
 
    ‘Does anyone know how the latter got up there?’ Bjorn asked. 
 
    Asgeir shook his head. ‘Some tried a way through the wood, others sought to climb. The ones who returned failed. The ones who did not return…’ 
 
    ‘Doubtless they failed as well,’ said Gest grimly. 
 
    ‘I think it would be best to try a two-pronged attack,’ said Bjorn. ‘Some through the woods, some up the cliffs.’ 
 
    ‘What do you say, king’s man?’ asked Asgeir. ‘Divide our forces?’ 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘A mistake. Wherever we make our attack, we should concentrate our forces. When will the vessel be ready?’ 
 
    ‘Men were sent to the boatsheds at dawn,’ Asgeir told them. ‘They should be ready by now. I will go to gather the warriors.’ 
 
    A band of a dozen men had been provided by Earl Sigvaldi, led by Asgeir, and they rode down to the boatsheds with Gest and Bjorn to where a longship of the kind called a karvi had been made ready. It was a broad beamed vessel, seventeen feet across and seventy feet long, with enough room for twelve men to row. All in all it resembled a smaller version of the longships in which vikings made their raids and with which the king’s forces patrolled the coasts. 
 
    The sail had not been raised, since there would be no need for it on a short trip down Gandsfjord, but the stem and stern were ornamented with a carved serpent’s head and tail. The former was normally removed when in friendly waters, since it was believed that it would frighten away the spirits of the land, but on Earl Sigvaldi’s orders it had been retained. When fighting trolls it was necessary to keep every advantage you had. 
 
    The twelve men hauled the longship down the strand to the water’s edge and set her afloat, after which they boarded by the gangplank and took their positions. Asgeir was helmsman, while the other twelve men took down their oars from the oar trees and thrust them through the rowlocks. Bjorn and Gest took positions in the stern and prow respectively.  
 
    Asgeir cast off and they were soon under way, their keen keel slicing the slate grey waters of Gandsfjord. The wide expanse of water was like a mirror, in which the desolate cliffs were pictured clearly. A little morning mist hung around the higher crags, but otherwise the air was clear, if cold. A wind played around the deck as the oarsmen put their backs into rowing. Gest’s hair flew like a king’s banner as he stood in the prow. 
 
    Slowly they drew alongside the towering cliffs. Gest felt his pulse pound and his mouth grow dry as they came so close that the tops of the cliffs were now out of sight. He peered down. It was dark and murky here, but he could just make out the cliffs plunging down into the depths. The water seemed unfathomable. 
 
    He took a lead and line and cast it over the side, then rested his hands on the gunwales and peered downwards as the oars creaked in the rowlocks and the breeze played in his hair, as the lead plummeted. Fathom five, fathom six, fathom seven, he measured. It continued to descend. Finally he reached the end of the line and still the lead had not hit bottom. Thoughtful, he wound it back up again. 
 
    Then he rose and went aft to join Bjorn and Asgeir. ‘We’re drawing close to the cliff,’ he said, ‘but the water is deep. I couldn’t get a true sounding, so it must be more than twenty fathom.’ 
 
    Bjorn studied the cliffs that beetled above them. ‘But there is nowhere we can land,’ he observed. ‘What do you say, Asgeir? You know so much of climbing. Where can we go ashore?’ 
 
    Asgeir gave the command for the men to back water, and when they were drifting in silence, he pointed out a notch in the cliff. ‘We must swim there, then climb,’ he said.  
 
    Gest looked doubtfully at the spears and axes and armour the men had brought, which lay scattered about the deck, ready for them to snatch up when it was needed. ‘Swim?’ he said. ‘We’ll sink if we’re fully equipped, and if we go ashore without our weapons, what chance will we have against trolls?’ 
 
    They were drifting too close to the cliff, so Bjorn took an oar and used it to push them back off. Asgeir came to help him. They drifted around a headland, and a cave opened up like a yawning mouth in the cliff face. Water lapped inside it, and it was half flooded. A narrow strand led down from the weed-festooned back wall.  
 
    ‘Here!’ said Gest excitedly. ‘Here we can weigh anchor.’ 
 
    The rowers returned to their oars and with a few sweeps they were within the flooded cave. Bjorn cast the anchor and they sat at rest. It was so shallow Gest realised that they had narrowly missed running aground. Water oozing from the cave roof dripped on the deck. All was quiet except for the lapping of the waters outside the cave. 
 
    ‘We can moor here, and go ashore,’ said Bjorn. ‘But how do we get up the cliff?’ 
 
    Gest climbed over the side and waded up onto the beach. The cave mouth was low here so he had to crouch. He looked about himself in the gloom. 
 
    The strand followed the wall of the cliff in a crescent, tapering off as it reached the cave mouth. Waddling and shuffling along, he reached the cave mouth. From here the cliff wall plunged sheer into the fjord. He looked back at the longship, bobbing in the cave water. Then he followed the strand back the way he had come, halting part of the way when he stumbled over a log that had seemingly been washed up within the cave. Something made him crouch down to investigate it.  
 
    The log had been hollowed out inside, and lying propped against it was what looked like a crude wooden paddle. Was this how the troll he had encountered had crossed the fjord? His lip curled. There was nothing supernatural about a crude dugout. 
 
    He waded back to the vessel and two of the rowers helped him ashore. Standing dripping on the deck he spoke to Bjorn and Asgeir. 
 
    ‘Here we have a haven,’ he said, ‘but I see no path up the cliffs from here. The rock wall is sheer and unscalable.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ said Asgeir. He wrapped a line round his body and lowered himself down into the shallow water. Wading across to the edge of the cave mouth he got up onto the strand and then inched his way round the corner. 
 
    Gest looked at Bjorn. The farmer returned the glance. ‘No wonder no one has ever come back,’ he muttered. The echoes of the cave magnified his words and all the rowers turned to look at him.  
 
    ‘We ought to look for a way through the woods,’ Gest said, his voice low, so the others did not hear. ‘We’ll never get up the cliff.’ 
 
    There was a scraping sound from the cave mouth and Gest saw Asgeir coming back round. He sat down on a jutting shelf of rock. 
 
    ‘Any success?’ Gest called. 
 
    Asgeir nodded. ‘It’s almost sheer for a score of feet,’ he called back, ‘but I can climb it. I’ll attach this rope and the rest of you can follow me.’ 
 
    ‘Attach it to what?’ Gest asked, but already Asgeir had risen and was vanishing round the corner. 
 
    Gest and Bjorn issued orders to the men, who raised the anchor then used the oars to manoeuvre the ship out into the open at the foot of the cliff. Here they halted. Asgeir had already climbed as far as a ledge that must be, just as he said, a score of feet above them. He was in the process of hitching the rope around a withered thorn bush that grew from a crevice in the rock. 
 
    Above Asgeir the cliffs rose as far as Gest could see. The cloudy sky seemed like a roof above the endlessly high wall of rock. But he could see the tiny lines of ledges along the cliff, running crazily this way and that. He saw signs of movement, and saw what looked like a wild goat moving along a ledge far aloft. It might be possible to climb up that way, at least some of them. But some of them would have to remain to ensure the ship did not drift away. 
 
    Asgeir flung the rope down and its coils opened out and opened out until it cascaded onto the deck. Gest gripped hold of it and gave a strong tug. He looked up with a grin and waved to Asgeir. 
 
    ‘Firm,’ he shouted. 
 
    Asgeir waved back. ‘Climb up and join me,’ he invited. 
 
    Gest set a helmet on his head and hooked a hand axe into his belt. He addressed the men gathered on the pitching deck. ‘Bjorn, arm up and come next. Then I want ten of you to follow. The other two, stay behind to look after the ship. This will be a scouting mission, but there’s a chance we could find ourselves in trouble, so we need strength in numbers. We don’t know what to expect up there.’ 
 
    He gripped the rope in both hands, then leaned backwards, keeping himself steady, until his feet were firmly set on the cliff wall. Now he reached with one hand to seize the rope higher up, then repeated the action with the other hand, shifting his feet so he was walking up the side. At right angles to the cliff, he proceeded up as far as the ledge, then hauled himself up on to it with Asgeir’s aid. 
 
    ‘My thanks,’ he said. 
 
    Asgeir ignored him, instead gesturing down to Bjorn to begin the climb. Bjorn managed it less deftly than Gest, scrambling up the rock, bouncing from position to position as he clung frantically to the rope. Gest could see he had little experience of ropes, but he himself had served aboard the ships of the king, and learnt all the arts of the seafarer. 
 
    He looked about himself. The ledge was narrow, and tapered off on either side, but it was large enough for the whole group to crouch upon. But what then? He asked Asgeir. 
 
    Asgeir gave him an uncomprehending look, and gestured at the rugged cliff face. Then he reached out to help Bjorn up, and as he did, he said, ‘Climb!’ with a wild laugh. 
 
    Bjorn looked anxious. He gazed nervously up at the endless rock wall. Then he gasped. 
 
    Gest looked upwards to see what had caught his attention, but he saw nothing. Asgeir was busy helping another man scramble up onto the ledge. Bjorn was still peering upwards. Gest shaded his eyes.  
 
    ‘What is it, Bjorn?’ he whispered. 
 
    Bjorn looked back. ‘I thought I saw someone up there,’ he said. There was a clatter from above. 
 
    All four looked up. Gest saw nothing but grey rocks and occasional bushes. ‘I thought I saw a goat up there,’ he said doubtfully. 
 
    ‘A goat?’ Asgeir asked. ‘Up there?’ He craned his neck then shook his head. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What did you see?’ asked the newly come oarsman. Bjorn lowered his eyes. 
 
    ‘Someone or something up there,’ he said. ‘Just for a moment. It drew back into the cliff.’ 
 
    ‘Into the cliff?’ Gest said. Another clatter from aloft was followed by a creaking, cracking noise. 
 
    Bjorn looked up again. ‘Moved back,’ he explained. ‘So he was out of sight.’ 
 
    ‘You saw a man?’ Asgeir gasped. 
 
    ‘Or a troll…’ breathed the oarsman. 
 
    Gest drew the hand axe from his belt. But how was he to fight someone or something halfway up the cliff face? He could see no one. 
 
    Another oarsman clambered up to join them, a scrawny youth called Gorm who had complained throughout the short voyage. ‘What’s everyone looking at?’ he asked in a loud voice, but he was hushed by Bjorn. ‘There’s something up there,’ the latter hissed. 
 
    Gest glanced at Asgeir. The rope was quivering again as another man ascended. ‘Can you get up there?’ he asked. ‘Can you find a way up?’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ said Asgeir, pointing. ‘Up that chimney of rock, then along that ledge. Then…’ 
 
    He broke off as a shadow fell over them.  
 
    Gest looked up. Part of the cliff had broken free and was tumbling towards them. He glimpsed the figure of a man (or was it a troll?) galloping away across a ledge. Then fragments of tumbling rock struck them and he was knocked straight off the ledge. 
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    Gest hit the water with a bone-jarring smack and at once everything was lost in a roaring silence of dark green. He threshed about, feeling the pressure of the water crushing down on him. All around him he could see plummeting shapes trailing bubbles. One by one they struck their way back up to the surface. 
 
    His head burst out into the open and he trod water. He had lost his axe in the fall; happily, he realised, since its weight could have dragged him to the bottom. He would reequip himself from the ship. The capsized vessel was drifting in the water a short way from the cliff side. The falling rock must have struck her, emptying her into the icy fjord waters. He swam towards her. 
 
    Several men were already clinging to her side. He recognised Asgeir, flaxen locks plastered to his skull, holding onto the prow.  
 
    ‘King’s man!’ Asgeir said dazedly. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    Bjorn swam up to join them. ‘The troll,’ he said fearfully. ‘Did you not see him?’ 
 
    ‘I saw someone,’ Gest muttered, gripping firmly onto the sheer strake. He glanced up at the silent cliff. ‘Just before the rock broke free and fell.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean the troll dropped it on us?’ Asgeir said. He looked up, dashing the water from his face. ‘I see no one above,’ he added, pointing, ‘but I can see where the rock came from.’ 
 
    Part of the cliff had visibly fallen away, and a trail of broken scrub and smashed rock ripped down the side. The rock itself had sunk without trace into the fjord waters. 
 
    ‘No sign of the troll, if such it was,’ he said. ‘Are we all here?’ 
 
    There was a quick headcount, and Asgeir concluded that two men were missing. Gest gazed at the spreading waters that surrounded them. Had they drowned, or been struck directly by the rock? He had a bruise in his forehead, which he guessed marked had been where a fragment had stuck him. Most of the men had still been aboard the ship when the rock hit. 
 
    ‘We must get the ship afloat again,’ he urged his companions. 
 
    After a few minutes’ strenuous effort, they hauled the vessel over until its keel was bottommost, then swarmed aboard. While several men baled out what water remained using their helmets, Gest took stock of their situation. Although men had lost weapons and armour in the fall, enough remained aboard for them to continue without returning to the hall for more equipment. They paddled the ship back into the cave and held a council of war. 
 
    ‘It seems that the way is blocked to us,’ Gest commented wryly. ‘Whether that was a troll we glimpsed, or a common outlaw, we can’t be sure. But someone is defending that path up the cliff. We must find another road to take.’ 
 
    ‘But there is no other path,’ said Asgeir, shaking his head. ‘Only up the cliff. If the troll guards that way…’ 
 
    ‘It is the troll we have come to fight,’ said Bjorn loudly. ‘We need to draw him down here and slay him. 
 
    ‘And how will we do that?’ Asgeir challenged him, his voice echoing in the dark gloom of the flooded cave. ‘And what if there is more than one troll up there? There are said to be many.’ 
 
    ‘This rock makes an ideal fortress,’ said Gest in a quieter tone. ‘But even the strongest of forts has its weak spots. What do we know about it? It is swathed by trees on two sides, another side hangs directly over the fjord. What about the fourth side?’ 
 
    ‘More cliffs,’ said Asgeir. ‘There is no way we could get to it from that side, no path we could take.’ 
 
    ‘Through the trees?’ asked Bjorn. ‘Can we find a path through the wood?’ 
 
    Asgeir shook his head. ‘No one has ever found any way through the trees,’ he said. ‘It is said to be impenetrable.’ 
 
    ‘Then that leaves us with the cliff,’ said Gest. ‘We must find a way up. Or more than one?’ 
 
    Bjorn looked at him strangely. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked. 
 
    Gest turned to him. ‘If there is only one troll,’ he said, ‘and we found more than one way up the rock, the troll could not guard all the paths. ‘ 
 
    Asgeir rested his hands on the crosspiece of his sword. ‘A feint?’ he said. ‘You want some of us to throw our lives away while the rest climb the cliff another way?’ 
 
    ‘It would mean dividing our forces,’ Bjorn said. 
 
    ‘You may value your whore highly,’ Asgeir said, ‘but you can’t ask more men to throw away their lives in a futile attack.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just about Hild,’ Gest said. ‘As long as trolls remain up there, one or many, they can come and raid your lands with impunity. Why Earl Sigvaldi has not dealt with the problem before…’ 
 
    ‘I think we can see why he has not done anything about it.’ Bjorn said. ‘The trolls are too secure for men to shift him.’ He shook his head. ‘We know though that they leave the rock to hunt. We should wait for them to do so, then attack.’ 
 
    ‘Not while he holds Hild captive,’ Gest said. ‘We need to strike and strike fast before they kill her, or whatever it is they plan.’ 
 
    Asgeir gave him a mocking look. ‘Afraid you have a rival?’ he said. ‘This expedition is proving a failure, much like your last.’ 
 
    Gest wanted to seize Asgeir by the throat and throttle the life from him. He restrained his impulses and looked questioningly at the oarsmen who had been listening to this interchange in silence. ‘What do the rest of you think?’ 
 
    ‘Two men have been lost already,’ said Gorm, who sat by the gunwale. ‘What tale will you tell their kin? What will you tell our kin if we die here?’ 
 
    ‘We should return to the hall,’ said another man, Egil. ‘We’ve lost the food we brought with us. Even if we aren’t killed by the troll, we’ll starve here.’ 
 
    Asgeir snorted. ‘We won’t starve, you coward,’ he said. He indicated the cave walls where they met the water. Shellfish festooned them. ‘If you’re hungry, help yourself to the mussels. Or fish from the fjord waters.’ 
 
    Some men produced fishing rods and dangled lines over the side. Others waded ashore to prise mussels and oysters from the rocks. When they were busying themselves, Bjorn shifted closer to Gest. 
 
    ‘These locals show no loyalty to you, a king’s man. What’s more, we can’t even depend on them to defend their own livelihoods. Would it be different if it was their own livestock or thralls?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ said Gest, ‘but these trolls are well defended. I say we should try our way through the wood.’ 
 
    ‘That would take too long,’ Bjorn told him. ‘Who knows what has happened to your leman already?’ 
 
    Gest gritted his teeth. They had met with an impasse. He watched as hungry crewmen picked mussels from the rocks and ate them raw from the shattered shell. In the woods they would be able to light a fire. He was as hungry as the others. 
 
    Going to the hold he found firewood that had escaped the worst of the dipping in the fjord waters. ‘Light a cooking fire,’ he told one of the other men. ‘There is no reason why we must eat raw meat.’ 
 
    He went back to Bjorn, who was now speaking with Asgeir. ‘…very well,’ the latter was saying as Gest squatted down beside them. ‘We shall make a two pronged attack. There is a place on the far side of the outcrop where some of us could climb. Other men can wait in the ship, and if a troll appears, throw spears to keep him pinned down.’ 
 
    Down by the keelson the fire began to burn, producing more smoke than flame, and Asgeir coughed irritably. 
 
    ‘What is that fool doing?’ 
 
    ‘Lighting a cooking fire,’ Gest told him. ‘You men,’ he called to the warriors fishing in the gloom, ‘You can cook your catch here.’ 
 
    Men waded back ashore, hands filled with barnacle rough shells, which they set down by the fire to cook in the embers. The fire blazed more steadily, and it began to light up the cave. Crabs scuttled away into dark shadows. Gorm had caught a fish with his line, and he hauled it aboard. As he proudly carried it towards the cooking fire, he looked about him. 
 
    ‘What’s that over there?’ he asked, as he squatted down to gut the fish. 
 
    There was a patch of greater darkness in the fire lit wall.  
 
    ‘It looks like a cave,’ Bjorn said quietly. It looked like he was right. The base of this cave within a cave was flooded, but in the flickering firelight Gest could just see its floor rising from the waters and plunging deeper into the rock.  
 
    ‘That’s not a cave,’ he said. ‘It’s a tunnel. A tunnel leading upwards.’ 
 
    Asgeir turned to look at him incredulously. 
 
    ‘Do you mean…?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Bjorn. ‘There has to be a way the trolls get up and down the rock. That cliff is almost unclimbable. It’s in the nature of trolls to lurk in caves and tunnels. This must lead to our foes’ dwelling place.’ 
 
    ‘It’s said the trolls live in a cave,’ Asgeir commented. 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We’ll eat and recuperate our strength, and dry our drenched clothes by the fire. Then a group of us will go up the tunnel, taking flaming brands with us. We will see if it leads to the troll’s dwelling place or not. Even if it does not, it may take us higher up the cliff.’ 
 
    After a hasty meal of fish and shellfish, cooked on the embers of the smoking fire, eked out with what remained of their original provisions, Gest took Bjorn and several others over to the tunnel mouth. Asgeir remained aboard with the rest of the men. 
 
    ‘I’ll await your return,’ he said. ‘If it leads somewhere to our advantage, send a man back and I will join you with the others.’ 
 
    Gest raised a hand in farewell. He had replaced the hand axe he had lost with another from what remained of the stores aboard the ship, and this now hung from his belt. He didn’t anticipate any need to use it, but they had no idea of where the tunnel would lead. Perhaps into the very realm of the trolls itself… 
 
    They waded ashore. Gest lifted high the flaming brand he had taken from the cook fire. Crabs scuttled away across the ooze and weed. The tunnel led away into the darkness, becoming increasingly slippery, although the weed did not reach much further than the edge of the water. With Bjorn and the others behind him, he clambered up onto the wet rocks, clinging to slimy tussocks of weed, until he stood on a slippery shelf festooned with weed. 
 
    He looked back at the others. Bjorn and Gorm also held fiery brands. Behind them the still waters stretched towards the cave mouth. The ship bobbed at anchor, the cooking fire illuminating the faces of the men aboard so they resembled trolls themselves. It was a weird, eerie scene.  
 
    Bjorn scrambled up to join him. ‘Never look back,’ he said cheerfully. ‘The object of our quest lies ahead.’ 
 
    Before climbing onto the rock he had handed his brand to another man, and now he turned to take it back before helping the man up beside them. Gest looked further up the tunnel. It grew narrow, but the ground was now wet sand. He moved forward to give the rest a chance to get up out of the water. His brand fizzed and smoked in the dank air.  
 
    He examined the walls. They were rugged and wet, clearly the work of nature. Other than the slither of booted feet on slippery rock, muffled curses from their owners, and the distant drip of water on rock, all he heard was an eerie silence. 
 
    He padded up the passage, feet squelching in the cold sand. As it grew narrower it also began to climb. He turned again and looked back at the others. All now stood bunched together, gazing about them in awed silence. Bjorn met Gest’s gaze, and Gest beckoned him over. 
 
    Bjorn ushered the others up the sandy ground. Gorm at the back held a brand, Bjorn came in the middle, while Gest forged forwards. The thud of their feet echoed through the increasingly cold air. The tunnel sloped upwards, turning first one way, then another. In places it grew so narrow that Gest had to scuttle through crabwise. In others it widened out into spaces where the light failed to illuminate more than a fraction of the blackness. 
 
    It grew bitterly cold. The air was no longer wet, although the ground underfoot was still slippery. But it was cold and lifeless. It felt to Gest as if he was leading his men into some icy kingdom of the dead. And somewhere in this darkness dwelt trolls. One at least, perhaps more.  
 
    Out in the light of the sun Gest had felt able to scoff at the notion of such beings. The mysterious attacker would turn out to be one of the outlaws of whom there were so many in Earl Sigvaldi’s poorly governed land. But here, in this deep place beneath the world, he felt less sanguine. He was more than half willing to believe in any amount of trolls.  
 
    The cold closed around him, and chilled him to the bone. A hand just as cold seemed to clench itself round his heart. A cold hand of fear. 
 
    Onwards they tramped, further and further up the winding tunnel. And yet what would await them at the other end?  
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    They came out into a wider space, and here the tunnel ended. Scowling, Gest lifted his brand higher. It was almost burnt to a stump, but in its unsteady light, they all saw two cave mouths yawning in the rock face before them. 
 
    It fell to Bjorn to ask the obvious question. ‘Which way?’ he asked. 
 
    Gorm wetted a finger and held it up in the air, first before one cave mouth, then the other. A thoughtful expression flitted across his face. He turned to the others. 
 
    ‘The right hand path is stale and airless,’ he said. ‘Also, if you see, it goes downwards after a short way. The path to the left leads to the surface, I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘But which way will we find the trolls?’ asked Bjorn. ‘Such folk lurk underground, so I would say the right hand path.’ 
 
    Gest indicated their brands, all of which were burnt down to smoking embers. ‘Our light will not last long,’ he said. ‘We should make for the surface and take stock.’ 
 
    Gorm nodded. Bjorn shook his head. ‘We must seek that troll we saw,’ he insisted. 
 
    ‘I’m as eager to find him as you are,’ Gest told him levelly. ‘But we have no notion of where he is. Except that when we last saw him, he was aboveground, on the cliff. So we should make our way to the surface, and perhaps we will meet him there.’ 
 
    ‘And what then?’ asked another of the oarsmen. But his question went unanswered. 
 
    They began their ascent of the left hand tunnel. This grew steadily steeper, until they were scrambling up, sometimes even scaling, walls of nigh vertical rock. Gest saw nothing but the next ledge, as he hauled himself towards it, heard nothing but the panting and slithering of men. He was slathered from head to foot with gritty mud; beneath his grubby clothes he was wet with sweat, and the brand he gripped, hampering his movements since it left one hand unusable for climbing, was little more than a cinder.  
 
    At last he reached a wider ledge. Here he leaned back against the rock wall and looking down the shaft at the men toiling after him. Two more brands danced like fireflies in the murk, and the shapes of men were indistinct as they progressed like snails up the rock face. He panted for breath and tried to wipe the sweat from his eyes, but succeeded only in smearing mud across his face. 
 
    One by one men joined him, each one sitting down on the ledge, wheezing gratefully for breath. Next Bjorn reached them. For a while even he said nothing, only peered over the edge down at the men still toiling below. At last he lifted his head. 
 
    ‘It can’t be much further,’ he said. ‘Is there any sign of daylight?’ 
 
    Gest cupped the flame of his brand with his palm and nodded at Bjorn to do the same. Now the only light came from Gorm, at the back of the group still climbing. Except… Bjorn’s face took on an expression of delight as he saw it in a weak shaft of light that filtered from aloft. 
 
    ‘There’s light coming from somewhere above us,’ he murmured. ‘We’re almost there.’ 
 
    Gest took his hand away from the brand with a wince. Although it was still hot, as he could testify, the flame was growing steadily dimmer. He glanced up in the direction of the sunlight, which had vanished in the light of his brand. Would his light last long enough? Or would they have to make the last leg of the climb with no light other than that falling from above?  
 
    Bjorn held his own brand high and looked down at the climbing men. Now only Gorm and two others were still making their way up, and Gest held out a hand to help them up beside him. Gorm settled down, handing his brand to another man, yawned and stretched, leaning back against the rock. 
 
    ‘How much further do we have to go?’ Gorm whined. ‘The light won’t last much longer.’ 
 
    ‘We know,’ said Bjorn. ‘But daylight is visible up there.’ 
 
    Gorm extinguished his brand and darkness increased. 
 
    ‘What did you do that for?’ Gest snapped.  
 
    Gorm looked up, startled. ‘What need have we for light now that there’s sunlight?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘We don’t know if we’ll be able to get any closer,’ Bjorn told him sternly. ‘It could just be a shaft of light, not a cave exit. Here, let me relight that brand.’ He leaned over with his own brand and touched it to Gorm’s, which lit again after a moment, but its light was still feeble. 
 
    ‘Don’t do anything unless you’re ordered to,’ Gest told Gorm. Gorm sat back, muttering to himself. In the torch glow, his face looked dark and angry. 
 
    ‘Is everyone rested?’ Gest said after a moment’s silence. A chorus of unenthusiastic grunts answered him. ‘Then get up,’ he snapped. ‘We’re carrying on now.’ 
 
    With his brand in his left hand, he rose, clutched the rock with his right, then hauled himself up, feet skittering for a foothold on the ledge. He climbed over a boss of rock and scrambled up onto the next ledge, which led in a zigzag up the rock face. Here he crouched, and looked back down to see the others rising grudgingly to their feet. Bjorn was chivvying them along. 
 
    The halt had seemed like a good idea, but it soon proved to have been unwise. Having rested, the men were now unruly and rebellious. Gest himself was cold and wet and tired, while his joints were blazes of agony. But he kept going, his mind filled with visions of Hild’s possible fate spurring him onward. 
 
    The cold shaft echoed with the thud of booted feet and the angry curses of weary men. The brands shed so little light that they only made the dancing shadows darker. Anything could be looming there, watching the climbing men with hungry eyes. At that moment Gest fervently believed in the trolls, in monsters with sorcerous powers, waiting only for them to take a wrong turn and then to descend and slay them. 
 
    But as he reached another level ledge, he caught a breath of air on his face, and he was dazzled by a light from above. Briefly he peered upwards, holding his sputtering brand away from his face. There, high above him, like a single star in a night sky, was a light. 
 
    ‘At last,’ came a voice from below, as Egil scrambled up to join him. ‘A way out.’ 
 
    Gest’s lip curled. ‘We don’t know that yet,’ he said. ‘Keep climbing.’ 
 
    As he drew closer to the shaft of daylight, his nostrils twitched as he recognised a familiar beast stench. It was the same reek he had met when he first encountered his opponent. He looked about himself fearfully. Was a troll lurking somewhere in the darkness? He could see nowhere where one might be hiding. The shaft was growing narrower and narrower… A cold wind sighed somewhere above. 
 
    His brand went out. 
 
    He cursed, and looked back down. The others were steadily climbing up after him. Two brands still glimmered in the dark. Gest set his own burnt out brand down on the ledge and continued his climb.  
 
    A short while later, he halted again, teeth gritted in frustration, eyes blinking in cold light. Above him, the shaft narrowed to a slit. Through it shone daylight. Fresh air gusted down. But the slit was too narrow for him to fit his burly shoulders through. 
 
    He called for a halt. ‘Bjorn,’ he yelled. ‘Up here.’ 
 
    Bjorn clambered up past the waiting men to join his side. Together they stared up at the narrow slit. All Gest could make out were clouds in a grey sky. But they must be somewhere high up on the cliff, if not on the cliff top. 
 
    ‘Is there no way we can get up there?’ Bjorn asked hoarsely. 
 
    Gest shook his head. He indicated Bjorn’s shoulders, as broad as his own. ‘Either of us would get stuck,’ he said.  
 
    ‘We have to try,’ Bjorn exclaimed. ‘We can’t go back to Asgeir with a tale of failure. Here, get on my back. I’ll help you up.’ 
 
    Unwillingly, Gest clambered up onto Bjorn’s broad back. He gripped either side of the shaft, and hauled himself up with his arm muscles bulging. Now he lifted his right leg in search of some kind of foothold. His questing foot found a narrow shelf, and he used that to push himself upwards. Then he felt the rock brush against his shoulders on either side. He struggled to force himself higher, but soon realised that he was stuck. 
 
    His foot slipped from the shelf of rock and he dangled helplessly. He looked down to see Bjorn still crouching there, but beyond him the shaft plummeted dizzyingly. Men clung to its sides, peering upwards. He could see little more than their eyes glinting in the dim firelight. He had blocked the shaft so the daylight no longer reached them. 
 
    ‘Bjorn,’ he said. ‘I can go no further. I’m stuck in this shaft. Get a hold of my feet and pull me back down.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you can’t climb any higher?’ Bjorn panted. ‘We’re almost there.’ 
 
    ‘I am stuck,’ Gest repeated firmly. ‘I can’t go onwards or back. You’ll have to free me.’ 
 
    Bjorn grunted. He grabbed hold of Gest’s ankles and heaved. At first nothing seemed to happen. Gest remained jammed between the two walls of rock, but he felt as if his legs were about to be torn from his body. He tried to wriggle his shoulders to free himself, but to no avail. At last there was a tearing, wrenching sound and Bjorn pulled him free. They both landed with a clatter on the ledge.  
 
    Gest pushed himself up and gave the narrow shaft overhead a baleful glare. If it had only been an inch or two wider… A thought struck him. 
 
    ‘Get Gorm up here,’ he yelled down the shaft.  
 
    He heard a clamour of echoing voices, then scrambling feet, and then Gorm’s name repeated. Someone came climbing up to join them. In the gloom it was only the youth’s meagre size that identified him; he had left his brand with another man before beginning his climb. 
 
    He looked edgy. 
 
    ‘What do you want of me, king’s man?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Get up there,’ said Gest, pointing at the shaft. ‘We need to see where it leads.’ 
 
    Gorm looked shifty. ‘Why not go up there yourself?’ 
 
    Bjorn struck him. ‘When the king’s man tells you to go up there, you go!’ he barked. 
 
    ‘You’re small enough to get up there,’ Gest explained. ‘We need to know where it leads.’ 
 
    Gorm looked resentful, but he allowed the two bigger men to hoist him into the shaft. He chimneyed himself up while Gest and Bjorn watched his progress in what little light remained. Bjorn’s brand went out, and they were plunged into darkness, lit only by a glow from before. Mutters of dismay rose from the waiting men.  
 
    Gest could see next to nothing. Even Gorm seemed to have trouble. The daylight was blocked, and the fresh air that he had been breathing no longer flowed around the shaft. He peered upwards, hearing rather than seeing Gorm’s scrabbling form making its painful way upwards. 
 
    Abruptly, golden sunlight poured down the shaft. Gest blinked, shaded his eyes, then looked up again. Against a background of blazing whiteness, Gorm was briefly visible, a black silhouette moving slowly out of sight. 
 
    A sudden cry echoed down the shaft. A dark shape fell across the opening, blocking it again. The beast stench was back again, stronger and more sickening, and now Gest heard a snarling sound from above. Something warm and sticky rained down on his face. 
 
    ‘It’s the trolls,’ Bjorn snarled. ‘They’ve got Gorm!’ 
 
    Something hurtled down the shaft, scraping along the sides. It fell straight past the two men and went bouncing off down the shaft. As it passed, Gest saw that it was Gorm’s broken corpse.  
 
    There was a grinding noise from above and something else came crashing down the narrow shaft. Rocks and stones cascaded.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to get away,’ Bjorn yelled over the roar. ‘We’ll die here.’ 
 
    ‘Nay,’ shouted Gest. ‘Get back against the wall. Out of the way…’ 
 
    Ignoring him, Bjorn began climbing down the shaft. That was the last Gest saw of him, as all light vanished. The brands had all been extinguished, and now the head of the shaft seemed to be filled in. 
 
    The cascade of rock ended as abruptly as it had begun. All Gest could hear was the shouting of men scrambling back down the shaft. 
 
    Against his better judgement, he followed them, scrabbling for hand and footholds in the pitch blackness. 
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    Of that nightmare journey through the darkness, Gest was later to remember little. He and a hundred other men, it seemed, blundered through the deepest night, slithering from one unseen ledge to another. Several times Gest felt himself falling, slipping from his precarious position, only to catch hold of out-jutting rocks with his flailing hands.  
 
    At last he reached the bottom of the shaft. All around him he could hear the shouting of men, some crying out in pain. He bellowed for silence. After several attempts, he got what he wanted. 
 
    ‘Listen to me, all of you,’ he yelled, his voice echoing weirdly. ‘It’s no use blundering about blindly in the darkness. Are all of you down here?’ 
 
    A chorus of groans and cries of assent met his words. 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now we have to find our way back to the ship. Bjorn, are you there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m right here, neighbour.’ Bjorn’s voice was very close, so close Gest started.  
 
    ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now, does anyone know the way back to the tunnel?’ The dark descent had disoriented him. 
 
    ‘I can feel air on my face,’ said a voice. ‘I think it’s behind me.’ 
 
    Gest felt his way in that direction. ‘Keep talking,’ he said. ‘I’ll come to you.’ 
 
    ‘Come this way,’ the man said. ‘That’s right, towards me.’ He kept talking as Gest made his way across the slippery rocks. Twice the king’s man blundered into crouching forms that complained at the collision. Then he heard the man’s voice close up, and reached out to feel his hand grasped by a mighty paw. 
 
    ‘Who is that?’ he asked, and the man introduced himself as Hogni. ‘And where do you feel the air coming from?’ 
 
    ‘This way,’ Hogni said, pulling Gest to one side. As he did so, Gest smelt a salt breeze. 
 
    ‘That must be it,’ he muttered. ‘Now all we need do is make our way back.’ 
 
    ‘In pitch blackness,’ Hogni muttered in reply. 
 
    Gest raised his voice. ‘Bjorn, the rest of you! Come towards my voice. But be careful. The ground is unsteady underfoot, and it’s slippery, as you must remember. Come this way!’ 
 
    He heard footsteps as one by one the men headed blindly towards him. ‘Now stay still,’ he told them. ‘Find your neighbour, put your hand on his shoulder. Hogni, put your hand on mine.’ He felt the man’s big hand grip hold of his shoulder. ‘Bjorn, try to find Hogni. I want you near me.’ 
 
    In this way the men found each other in the blackness. When he was sure that everyone was holding onto someone else, Gest made his way forwards. ‘Follow the man in front of you,’ he told them. 
 
    In this halting, faltering manner, they made their slow and painful way back down the tunnel. Twice Gest almost walked straight into a rock wall. At last he saw light ahead. 
 
    ‘Good news, men!’ he called out. ‘We’re getting close.’ 
 
    As they made their way towards the dim, hazy light, Gest saw something darker in its midst. The dark shape resolved itself into a man. He seemed to be peering into the blackness. Beyond him stretched the waters of the cave. Gest felt a wash of relief on sighting the longship, its gunwale lined with men, the cook fire still illumining them. 
 
    ‘Who is that?’ the man demanded. 
 
    ‘It’s Gest,’ the king’s man cried, ‘and the others who went this way.’ 
 
    The man turned out to be Asgeir, perching on the cave’s strand, his breeches slathered with muck, but clean by comparison with the bedraggled creatures who slowly ventured out into the light of the cave. Asgeir rested on a spear and looked them up and down bewilderedly as they came out into the light. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Did you find the way to the trolls’ cave?’ 
 
    Bjorn nodded. ‘We did,’ he said, ‘but the trolls found us, and blocked the path.’ 
 
    Asgeir counted heads. ‘Where are the others?’ he said. ‘I see three men are missing.’ 
 
    ‘I believe Gorm was killed,’ Gest said. ‘I know nothing of the other two.’ 
 
    Asgeir scowled. He called men over from the ship, and as Gest and his companions waded over, Asgeir and the others took more flaming brands and entered the tunnel. Gest and Bjorn squatted down by the cooking fire, exhausted. 
 
    ‘Now what?’ Bjorn asked wearily. 
 
    Gest could only shake his head. He looked up as Asgeir and the others returned, leading two more men who had gone astray in the tunnels. They carried between them the mangled form of Gorm. 
 
    Another council of war was held in the stern. 
 
    ‘How many more men will die because of you?’ Asgeir asked bitterly, fixing Gest with accusing eyes. ‘It’s your leman we fight for, king’s man. Why should we not leave you to it?’ 
 
    Bjorn growled. ‘The trolls threaten all our lands,’ he said. ‘I admit,’ he added in a conciliatory tone, ‘that defeating them has not proved as easy as I thought. But there must be some way we can take our swords to him, and wipe out the whole nest of them.’ 
 
    Asgeir shook his head. ‘Climbing the cliff proved futile. Now this underground route has been blocked, and men have died. And we are no closer to the trolls, from what you say. What do you propose next, Gest? Borrow eagles’ wings and fly up there?’ 
 
    Bitter laughter came from the men amidships. Gest surveyed them all. 
 
    ‘There is one path we have yet to try,’ he said when the laughter faded away. 
 
    ‘And what path is that?’ Asgeir asked. 
 
    ‘Through the woods,’ Gest said. 
 
    Asgeir spat over the side. ‘Those woods are impenetrable,’ he said. 
 
    ‘How does anyone know that?’ Bjorn asked. ‘Who has tried to enter them?’ 
 
    Asgeir looked about him for confirmation. The men all shook their heads. 
 
    ‘I know the wood is impenetrable,’ said one of them, ‘but I’ve never heard of anyone who tried that way. Why would they? Everyone knows it’s impenetrable.’ 
 
    Asgeir laughed scathingly. ‘Very well, king’s man,’ he said. ‘We’ll try that way. Our last attempt. But you can lead the way.’ 
 
    When everyone was rested and fed, and the men who had gone up the caves had cleaned the worst of the muck from their clothes, the oarsmen went back to their berths and began to row the longship out of the cave, back into the wide waters of the fjord. To Gest’s dismay, the sun was beginning to set. 
 
    ‘This is no time of day to be exploring impenetrable woods,’ he remarked in an undertone to Bjorn. 
 
    Bjorn looked stolidly forward. ‘We must try it now,’ he said. ‘Or these cowards will cook up another tale to justify their idleness.’ 
 
    It was only a short way up the fjord before they had got past the cliffs and were at the foot of the wooded slope that led up the side of the crag. Here they weighed anchor and the gangplank was lowered. Gest went first, followed by Bjorn, stepping up the rocky strand to the edge of the wood. These woods were thicker than those Gest had led them into on his last ill-fated expedition, but he could see no reason to deem them impenetrable. What troubled him was the receding light. It would be night before they reached the summit, even if there was a clear path through the wood. 
 
    But Bjorn was right. If they did not make a move now, they would never be able to rally the men. He drew out his hand axe and forced his way into the trees, cutting down branches on either hand whenever they barred his way. 
 
    A short time later he returned. 
 
    ‘Ha! Impenetrable!’ he exclaimed. ‘It will not be hard going to men of backbone. Follow me. We will cut our way through the trees.’ 
 
    And so they did. As darkness fell, they hacked down branches and forced their way through the undergrowth, making their way slowly up steep slopes and climbing rocky crags. 
 
    A short while later, Asgeir called a halt. Gest turned to look at him. The man’s face was a pale blurred oval in the gloom. 
 
    ‘We can’t travel like this,’ Asgeir said. ‘This blackness beneath the trees is darker than those caves.’ 
 
    Bjorn grunted. He strode to a nearby pine tree and wrenched off a branch with brute strength, then set fire to one end of the tarry wood with the aid of his tinderbox. Soon a flaming torch was illuminating the faces of the surrounding men. 
 
    ‘Good thinking,’ said Gest approvingly. ‘All of you, find yourselves lengths of wood and light them from Bjorn’s torch.’ 
 
    With the aid of torches, the going was much easier, and soon they were tramping amongst pines where there was little undergrowth. Crows and ravens croaked above them as they made their way through the trees, and the darkness grew so great that nothing could be seen beyond the glow of their torches. But they kept going until at last they staggered out of the woods to learn that they were above the treeline. 
 
    ‘We’ve made it,’ said Bjorn exultantly, looking back down the wooded slope. Far below, the light of the newly risen moon gleamed whitely on the waters of Gandsfjord, and the fires of the steadings dotted the fjord banks on the far side. One of them was his own steading, and directly opposite them was the steading of the king, where Gest was steward. But up here the only light other than that of the flaming torches was that of the stars and the far-off moon. Far off, this hazy light glittered on the black waters of the unseen sea. 
 
    ‘Not yet, we haven’t,’ Gest said dourly in answer to Bjorn’s words, and he looked about him. They were standing at the edge of a sweep of moorland on the far side of which the crags stood like towers against the night. ‘Up there we will find the trolls’ cave.’ 
 
    Asgeir joined them. ‘The trolls will see us coming with these torches, he said. ‘Or will you lead us into darkness again? You are an ill-fated fellow for a king’s man. How many more must die for your sake?’ 
 
    Gest gave him a withering look that went unheeded in the gloom. 
 
    A cold wind blew across the moor. He examined the distant crags as best he could. The dark mouths of caves were still just discernible.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said to Asgeir. ‘I will go alone to scout, without a torch. If I find where the trolls have their cave, I will return and then we may all attack.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Bjorn. ‘The rest of you, stay amongst the trees. Make sure your torches cannot be seen from the moor. Don’t be afraid! As long as you do this, the trolls won’t see you in there.’ 
 
    ‘It is said that trolls see better in darkness than in daylight,’ Asgeir said grimly. 
 
    Gest and Bjorn made their way across the springy heather. The moor swathed a shelf of rock that stretched between the wooded slopes and the crags themselves. It looked to be about half an hour’s journey, but Gest had not reckoned with the peaty streams that rushed across the moor, running in narrow gullies hidden from sight. Narrow as they were, they were too wide to jump, and each time the two men came to one they had to lower themselves down into the cold water and wade across. 
 
    All the time the crags loomed on the horizon, picked out against the stars. Gest could see no hint of movement. Had the trolls seen them coming? They had fought off two attacks already, but no one had ever tried this route. 
 
    ‘What fools these local folk are,’ Bjorn grumbled as they went. ‘They speak of impenetrable woods, of hordes of trolls… Have you ever seen more than one troll?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve barely seen one,’ Gest said, ‘but I’m told a large group attacked my steading in Thorstein’s day. It wasn’t a single troll that attacked that time.’ 
 
    ‘But was it a troll at all?’ Bjorn asked. ‘Or was it men?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Gest asked. 
 
    ‘Perhaps it was the vikings that are said to be at large in these waters,’ Bjorn suggested. 
 
    Again Gest wondered if Bjorn was not the man Hauk had spoken of. But he had not responded to the watchwords, so that seemed unlikely. Yet he seemed to be Gest’s only ally. 
 
    ‘You said that vikings would not even enter Boknafjord for fear they were seen and the beacon fires were lit,’ he said. ‘How could they get this far?’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Bjorn grunted. ‘But what if the beacon was not lit? What if there was treachery afoot? What if Einar had been paid to turn a blind eye?’ 
 
    ‘To what end?’ Gest asked. ‘So that Thorstein was surprised and killed in his own hall? Is that what you mean? Did you see anything of this?’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘Of course not. But I will say this much. A king’s man has cause to be wary in these parts. I think…’ 
 
    He broke off and halted. ‘Did you hear that?’ he hissed, crouching low. 
 
    Gest looked about him searchingly. All he heard was the wail of the wind, all he saw was darkness. But above the peaty reek of the moor hung a familiar beast stench. He tensed. The crags still seemed a long way off, but that smell on the wind was unmistakable. 
 
    ‘What did you hear?’ he asked in a low voice, kneeling beside Bjorn’s crouching form. 
 
    ‘Movement, from towards the crag,’ Bjorn replied. ‘Movement among rocks. Footsteps?’ 
 
    ‘Stay here,’ said Gest, gripping his hand axe. ‘I’ll move closer. If you see anything, call out. And I’ll do the same. If I don’t return, get back to Asgeir and tell him what has happened.’ 
 
    Keeping low to the ground, he made his way across the moor. Before he was expecting it, the scree slope at the base of the crag came into sight. He crossed the heather and came to the edge of the scree. High up above him was one of the cave mouths. Round balls had been placed on stakes before the entrance. His eyes narrowed. That reek was very strong now. 
 
    He looked back across the windswept moor. It was a long way now to the woods’ edge where Asgeir and the others waited. The dark outline of Bjorn was visible closer by, watching the cliffs.  
 
    Gest shivered. The wind was stronger now, bringing with it an icy chill. It blew straight down from the great ridge of high fells in the interior of the country, the Kjolen, where no man dwelt other than the hardiest of outlaws, but where trolls were rumoured to live in multitudes. But trolls dwelt here in Rogaland by the sea, if that stench that came on the wind was anything to go by.  
 
    Had he found their cave? 
 
    He could not go back to the others without a clear story. He would have to creep closer, see if he could find any token of the trolls. He had expected fires to be burning in their caves, but perhaps such folk had no need for them. Or maybe they had fires deeper within. 
 
    He picked his way up the scree slope. He had to go slowly and cautiously. A slight slip and he might trigger off a landslide. It was a long time since he had learnt how to walk in silence, under any conditions. But his skills were tested to their utmost during that ascent. 
 
    He reached the mouth of the cave. As he had suspected, the white balls atop stakes were human skulls; they gazed blindly down at him, grinning menacingly. The rank stench was very thick here, but he could see no token of habitation. The cave mouth was dark and empty to his eyes. 
 
    He moved closer. Rocks fallen from the cliff above fenced off the cave mouth, but he could slide his way between two of them. This brought him into the cave proper, and a high arched roof towered above him. It was very cold in the cave, but at least he was out of the wind. 
 
    From deeper within came the dripping of water. He wondered how far he was from the mouth of the shaft that they had traversed underground with such hardship. All was cold and lifeless. The ground underfoot was slimy. Despite the overpowering reek, he could detect no signs of life. 
 
    He moved further inside, regretting now that he had not brought a torch. Nerving himself to speak, he hissed, ‘Hild! Hild, are you in there?’ 
 
    Only the hushed resounding of his voice gave any kind of reply. Dwarf speech, men called it, saying that dwarfs dwelt within rocks and mockingly mimicked the words of men. He gripped hold of his axe handle and went further into the darkness, left hand extended. After only a short time, his groping fingers found a hard rocky wall. Frowning, he traced this along, and the cave opened out. Here the stink was stronger.  
 
    His feet struck something lying on the floor and it rattled with a grisly sound. Kneeling down, he felt around for it and his fingers touched what felt like bones, though whether of man or beast he did not know. 
 
    A cry came from outside, a distant wailing on the wind. It was Bjorn, shouting to warn him! He ran towards the dim patch of starlight that marked the entrance to the cave. The starlit boulders resembled teeth in the gaping jaws of some terrible beast. 
 
    Something moved in the starlight, moved into the gap between two of the rocks. Gest gagged. The reek was almost overpowering. He gripped his hand axe firmer and strode forward. 
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    With a snarl, the newcomer flung itself at Gest.  
 
    Gest leapt to one side as another waft rushed over him, and cut in low with his axe, catching the dark figure a glancing blow. It scrambled back, lashing out as it did so with a hand that was jagged with talons. 
 
    Gest winced as something as sharp as a thorn tore through the flesh of his forearm. Pain lanced through his mind but he focused on the snarling figure that rushed at him through the darkness a second time. He lifted his axe for another blow but the thing ran in under his raised arm and seized him round the chest. Gest gripped his opponent by its scrawny shoulders then looped his ankle round his enemy’s, and tried to bring it down. 
 
    But the attacker struggled out of the hold and shoved Gest backwards. As he hit the ground, his head connected with a rock and stars exploded in his mind. Before he could fully recover his senses, the thing was on top of him, scratching and biting. One hand scrabbled round for the axe he had dropped, the other he lifted to fend off the attack. 
 
    Sharp teeth sank into his arm and he cried out. The thing worried at him like a dog with a rat. His groping hand could find no sign of his axe haft, but he brought his fist up to strike the attacker a blow. It snarled through the fold of Gest’s skin that it held in its mouth but did not let go. Gest felt as if he was fighting a wild beast, and yet the limbs that gripped him were those of a man, a man who had not been eating well lately. They seemed brittle as old sticks, and yet there was an iron strength to them. The strength of madness. 
 
    He seized one bony arm and forced upwards with both arms. After a struggle, he flung the thing to one side, and scrambled away. But as he did so his attacker seized his foot and hauled him back. He rolled over, and kicked out. 
 
    He could see nothing more than a darker patch of darkness amidst the darkness of the cave. But his foot connected with something bony and hard, and he heard a muffled grunt, manlike in its piteousness. The grip on his ankle weakened. He snatched it free, then scrambled to his feet, searching the ground for his fallen hand axe. In the gloom he could still see no sign of it. 
 
    The creature sprang, and Gest was bowled over by its sudden rush. Again he fell flat on the ground, his unseen opponent forcing him down. One paw slammed at his face, the other seized him by the throat, jagged claws sinking into his flesh. Gest lashed out with his fists, raining the ribs of his enemy with blows. It was like striking a fleshless skeleton. 
 
    The thing roared and angrily seized his throat with both hands, crushing with two thumbs on his windpipe. Gest scrabbled at the claws that gripped him as his vision blurred and his lungs blazed. He was growing weaker, and still he could not prise the savage hands from their grasp around his throat. 
 
    In a sudden gleam of light, he glimpsed the face of the troll leering down at him, drool dangling eagerly from its mouth. He was going to die. This was it, this was the end. So sudden, so unexpected, so futile. His career in the Gestasveit had brought him to nothing more than this pass, throttled by a troll in a hole under the earth. 
 
    The light grew, and the troll turned its head abruptly, peering into the darkness beyond the cave. Gest heard shouting from outside, the pounding of footsteps. 
 
    He broke free and dashed across the floor of the cave. With a wailing howl, the troll galloped after him. Gest bled from several deep scratches, his throat was bruised and sore, but he was not undeterred. He would find his axe, and he would kill this troll. 
 
    Someone shouted out, a familiar voice, but he did not turn to see who it was. Where was that hand axe? He heard the troll’s footsteps. The new grey light that had illuminated the cave glinted on metal. He dived for it as the troll raced snarling after him, and seized it in his hand. 
 
    It flashed in the rays of the newly risen sun as he turned, seeing the troll for the first time in the cold light of day. Even as the sword he had seized from the ground—bewilderingly, it was his own sword, the sword the troll had stolen so many days ago—ploughed into his attacker’s neck, sending the head flying across the cave, he saw that it was no monster, no terror of the night. It was only an old man, clad in the briefest of rags. 
 
    The decapitated torso clattered to the ground, spurting blood in crimson fountains. The head landed amongst the rocks by the cave entrance where Bjorn stood with Asgeir and the others, their faces fearful. Gest gasped for breath, staring about him. He tore a rag from the body of the troll and wiped the blood from his blade. 
 
    How had his sword got here? Clearly, the troll—if troll it was—had brought it back here. Perhaps in the dugout boat he had found drawn up in the cave down below. Presumably the troll had come to the burnt out steading in search of pickings. He it must have been who had gnawed at the corpse of Thorstein, and scrounging around the ruins had become a habit. 
 
    On that one occasion he had scrounged himself a sword. But why then had it not used it in the fight against him? He glanced back at the fallen figure. But this had been no troll, he reminded himself. What kind of man would dwell up in a mountain cave all alone? Surely he was mad. 
 
    ‘Neighbour!’ said Bjorn, who had picked up the fallen head and was peering at it. ‘You have killed the troll? Was there only one?’ 
 
    Gest saw a shaft that led downwards at the back of the cave. It was heaped high with boulders. He had a feeling he knew exactly where it went. Asgeir joined Bjorn and both examined the severed head. 
 
    ‘That’s no troll, as any fool can see,’ Gest said, his words harsh and clear in the dawn lit cave. 
 
    He crossed over to join them, and gingerly took the gory remnant from Bjorn. He looked into those sightless eyes, studied the lines of the face. It looked oddly familiar. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen a face like this before,’ he murmured. He looked at Asgeir. The other men were crowding into the cave, peering over the man’s shoulders for a look at the severed head. On Asgeir’s face was a look of dawning recognition. 
 
    ‘But where is your leman?’ Bjorn asked suddenly. 
 
    Gest tossed the head to Asgeir who caught it reluctantly, gazing down at that face with an expression of horror on his own. Then he turned and scanned the cave, which was growing easier to see in the light. He had expected to find Hild crouching in one corner, perhaps bound with rags. But there was no sign of her. No sign that anyone had ever dwelt here other than the troll—the old man—whose reek still hung thick in the still air. 
 
    ‘You killed the troll!’ Hogni and Egil shouted in amazement. ‘The troll that killed so many folk!’ 
 
    Gest shook his head, still searching the floor of the cave. ‘That was no troll,’ he told them. ‘Look at it. If that’s a troll, then so am I. So could any of us be.’ 
 
    ‘It’s said,’ Bjorn mused, ‘that men have become trolls. Run from settled lands and taken to living on their own in the wilderness. They’ve lost their identity as men, and become more like beasts.’ 
 
    Gest’s foot stubbed against something half buried in the cold sand of the cave floor. He crouched down and brushed the sand away. 
 
    A skull grinned back up at him. A small skull, but human. 
 
    ‘That’s not the only one,’ said Bjorn, joining him in his investigation. ‘There are more bones over here.’ 
 
    ‘The remains of children,’ Gest said, seeing a litter of small leg bones and arms bones, skulls and ribcages. ‘These must be the children the troll carried off. But some of these bones are those of beasts.’ 
 
    He turned back. Asgeir had sat the severed head upon a rock. ‘So our “troll” lived on the flesh of beast and man. But who was he?’ 
 
    ‘I think that must be clear,’ Asgeir said darkly. ‘Don’t you recognise that face? You weren’t here in the old days, but you must see the likeness.’ 
 
    ‘Earl Sigvaldi,’ said Bjorn. ‘It looks like the earl, but much older. So he was the troll who raided my lands.’ 
 
    Gest’s eyes narrowed. ‘The earl’s father?’ 
 
    The old man who had renounced his throne after King Harald Finehair won his famous victory at Hafrsfjord, and fled away into the wilderness. So this was what had become of him! And Gest had killed him. Killed Earl Sigvaldi’s father. 
 
    ‘But what of Hild?’ he said. 
 
    Bjorn looked dark. ‘Perhaps the troll—Surt—killed her. Like he killed all the rest.’ 
 
    Gest rooted curiously amongst the bones. Bjorn came to join him while the others gathered in the cave mouth. As he did Gest’s foot squelched on something flabby. He peered down and saw that he had stepped on the carcase of a child. Its face was half gone, and in places the body had been gnawed upon. He looked up. 
 
    ‘Bjorn,’ he said urgently.  
 
    For a moment Bjorn was silent. Then he knelt and gathered up the remains. 
 
    ‘It’s her,’ he said, his voice choked. ‘My bairn. My Dagny.’  
 
    He wept in silence. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing else fresh enough to be Hild,’ Gest muttered, after more searching. ‘Even if Surt had eaten every scrap of her flesh, these remains are old.’ He looked up at Bjorn. ‘I don’t think she was ever here.’ 
 
    ‘But we were told…’ Bjorn protested, looking up mournfully from his child’s corpse. He placed the remains on the ground reluctantly, arranged the putrid limbs neatly. 
 
    Gest drew him aside. ‘Thank you for coming to help me,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I went back for the others,’ Bjorn explained. ‘I didn’t know what had happened, but I knew there would be strength in numbers. We’d heard that there were hundreds of trolls… who would have thought it was one crazy old man?’ He looked grim. ‘Asgeir was sure you would be dead,’ he added. ‘I had trouble persuading the rest to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘They thought my death inevitable?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Bjorn nodded. ‘It’s almost as if… that was what they had in mind all along.’ 
 
    They walked outside. The sun peeked sleepily over the eastern fells, a red ball of flame whose light seeped slowly across the moors, turning the fjord waters far below red as blood. From up here, they had an unrivalled view of the surrounding lands.  
 
    Mountain peaks strode on the eastern horizon, westward the shores of Gandsfjord gave way to woodland, beyond which were the waters of Hafrsfjord. Gest was surprised by how close the fjord lay to the king’s steading. Those tangled woodland paths had led him astray, and it had seemed that Hafrsfjord lay much further away. No longships were visible upon its calm waters. Beyond it was the open sea.  
 
    Asgeir and the others had followed them outside, and now sat lazing in the sun. It had been a hard night for all of them. Gest himself was weary. But Bjorn’s words confirmed his own suspicions. 
 
    ‘It was Asgeir who killed Ivar,’ Gest murmured. ‘Killed him before I had a chance to question him. To learn more about the vikings who he had joined.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s in league with them?’ Bjorn asked hoarsely. ‘And he thought he would get rid of you, too, by egging you on to fight the trolls?’ 
 
    ‘It seems likely,’ said Gest. ‘I’m a king’s man. Like Thorstein before me. They got rid of Thorstein… but told these tales of trolls to escape the blame. Perhaps they wanted to do something like that with me… I’m sure that it was not trolls that burnt the steading. You say this Einar guards the fjord mouth, and lights the beacons if vikings are sighted. Where is his steading, from up here?’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘You can’t see it from this spot,’ he said. ‘Come with me round here.’ 
 
    He indicated the cliff that led around the curve of the crag. Other cave mouths yawned in the rock, the ones Gest had seen from across the fjord. From further round they would be able to see further west, towards Boknafjord mouth. Gest took a last look at the others before he followed Bjorn. Most of the warriors were sitting idly among the rocks in the cave mouth, but Asgeir was talking urgently to two cronies, looking in the direction of Gest and Bjorn. 
 
    ‘Here we are,’ said Bjorn a moment later. 
 
    They stood on a windswept shelf of rock, out of sight of the cave mouth, with a view of Gandsfjord below them entering the wide waters of Boknafjord, the fells, and the far off sea. In the mouth of Boknafjord was an island called Kvitsoy. Bjorn told Gest that it was the location of the beacon that could be seen from one end of the fjord to another. The island was a part of Einar’s lands, which lay on either side of the fjord. Beyond it, fishing boats stood out to sea. 
 
    Gest shaded his eyes with his hand and pointed. ‘So Einar, if he were in league with the vikings, could have turned a blind eye to a vessel of war sailing in from the sea’—he traced the possible journey—‘past your own lands to the strand north of my steading. If it was in the middle of the night, the attack could have been carried out in no time, Thorstein slain, and the vikings away to sea before the thralls could reach Earl Sigvaldi.’ 
 
    ‘What of your leman?’ Bjorn asked. Gest was still looking out to sea. ‘There was no sign of her amongst Surt’s other… victims,’ he added bitterly. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Hild was ever here,’ Gest told him evenly. ‘I think she was abducted by our enemies, and it was put about that the trolls had her. I doubted the tale, but I came here partly to regain my standing in the eyes of the folk. I think I can claim that I have done so now, freeing them from their night terrors. What the earl will say when he learns that the troll was his father, or that his own father carried off your bairn and killed her, I do not know... But I think that my search for Hild—and for answers—will continue elsewhere.’ 
 
    Bjorn followed his gaze. He tensed suddenly, seeing what Gest was looking at. 
 
    Off in the distant haze where the islands dotted the sea, he saw what looked like a sail. Then another. And another. And yet another! Dozens of ships, at anchor off a distant island. 
 
    Gest lowered his hand. ‘We must return to the earl,’ he said, without commenting on what they had seen, ‘and bring him the sad news.’ 
 
    Without another word, he led Bjorn away. 
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    They trotted up from the strand where the ship now bobbed at anchor, towards Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold. By now it was mid-morning, and folk were at work in the fields around the settlement, readying the ground for the spring planting, while the garth was quiet and almost deserted. The hoofs of the horses drummed on the packed earth of the trackway as the two men on guard duty opened the gates to let them enter.  
 
    Asgeir rode at the forefront, his face grim. Behind him came Gest, the troll’s body slung across his saddlebow and its head hanging from a strap. Behind Gest was Bjorn, with another bundle carried similarly. Egil, Hogni, and the rest of the survivors rode at their back. 
 
    They galloped across the garth and in through the open doors of the hall, the clattering of their hoofs echoing and magnified by the high roof above. Few folk were visible in the dim glow of the fire trenches, but Earl Sigvaldi sat upon his high seat, pulling the ears of his dogs absently as he spoke with his foster father Einar and other men. As the riders galloped into the hall, he looked up in dismay. His head shook. 
 
    His thin, reedy voice drifted across the hall, almost drowned out by the noise from the men as they reined their horses in the middle of the floor.  
 
    ‘What is the reason for this outrageous entrance? Who rides helter-skelter into my hall with so little thought for propriety? Is that you, Asgeir? Are you responsible for this tumult, this hurly-burly?’ 
 
    His words in another man’s throat would have been impressive. As it was, he sounded only impotent, petulant. 
 
    Asgeir leapt down off his horse and flung his reins to a nearby thrall. Then he strode across the hall floor towards the high seat.  
 
    ‘I greet you, my lord, in a dark time,’ he said in ringing tones that were heard right across the hall. ‘I return, and with me the king’s man Gest, and the others who set out on the trail of the trolls.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s weak, rheumy eyes scanned the horsemen, fixing on Gest’s own for a moment before moving on to take in all his unexpected visitors. 
 
    ‘There are fewer of you now than set out,’ he remarked. ‘What happened to the others?’ 
 
    Asgeir bowed his head. ‘Men died on our expedition,’ he said. ‘Some lie at the bottom of the fjord, some are lost within caves beneath the earth.’ 
 
    ‘You return with a tale of failure?’ Earl Sigvaldi crowed. ‘This would not be the first time that the king’s man has led my folk into danger—and for what? Gest swore that he would free us from the trolls that have plagued our lands for years.’ He shook his head, and his voice grew stronger as he added, ‘I should have known that I could not trust him to fulfil his vow.’ 
 
    Gest spurred his horse forward. He leaned down, took the troll’s head from his saddle strap, and held it high. 
 
    ‘Thus is my vow fulfilled, Earl Sigvaldi,’ he said, and the hall rustled to the murmur of men. He shook the head, turning it to left and right so that all in the hall could see the slack jaws, the eyes that rolled in their sockets.  
 
    The earl sprang back, colliding with the back of his seat. Beside him, Einar half rose to stare at the severed head. His eyes glinted. 
 
    Then he turned to look down at the earl. ‘I know this face,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘I know it as well as I know the face of my own lord. We were friends long ago, before he was driven out of his wits and from his rightful throne.’ 
 
    Asgeir nodded. ‘It is the face of Surt, whose brother was king of Rogaland before the coming of King Harald Finehair. It is the face of your father, my lord.’ 
 
    There was a hiss of horror from the others. Gest lowered the head that he had been holding so high. 
 
    ‘It is also the face of the troll that has haunted this country these nine years,’ he said. ‘Ever since your father fled into the wilds, mad with grief, my lord.’ He stared down at Earl Sigvaldi. ‘It is your father who was the troll, my lord. Your father who has harried and haunted the lands you rule. And I have slain him.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s voice was a snakelike hiss in the silence that followed. 
 
    ‘You… killed… my father,’ he said slowly, as if unable to understand the news that he had heard. ‘It is you… the king’s man… who is my father’s killer.’ 
 
    Gest flung the head. It whizzed through the air to crash with a clatter on the packed earth at Earl Sigvaldi’s feet, rolling over so that its dead eyes gazed accusingly up at his. The earl stared back in horror. 
 
    ‘Take a good look, Earl Sigvaldi,’ Gest said harshly. ‘This is the troll who I vowed to slay. And thus my vow is fulfilled.’ 
 
    Einar motioned to a waiting thrall, who hurried forwards. ‘Take this away and prepare it for burial,’ he said urgently. ‘It must not lie in the muck at the earl’s feet a moment longer.’ 
 
    ‘And while you’re about it,’ Gest told the thrall, ‘here is the rest.’ And he turned in his saddle, seized and flung down the torso of the troll—of the earl’s father. 
 
    More thralls came forwards and reverently gathered up the emaciated trunk, to bear it off after their fellow, who carried Surt’s head in his hands, sobbing piteously. All the thralls set up a wail over the mortal remains of their long lost lord. Einar, Earl Sigvaldi, and the other free men by the high seat did not lose their composure. But the earl cast his cloak over his head, and his wife came to comfort him. 
 
    ‘Asgeir, were you there?’ Einar asked. ‘Tell us how this came about. Did this Gest truly slay my old friend and comrade in arms, our earl’s father?’ 
 
    ‘He slew him, indeed,’ said Asgeir. ‘What is more, he slew him at night time. I think everyone in this hall knows the law well enough to see what that means.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi flung back his cloak. His face was tear streaked. ‘Murder!’ he cried, froth foaming on his lips as he pointed accusingly at Gest. ‘Murderer! You murdered my father!’ 
 
    He tottered to his feet and clumsily half drew his sword. ‘I’ll avenge him!’ he shrieked. His hounds sent up a piteous baying. 
 
    Gest gave Asgeir a dark look, but he did not draw his own sword, nor did he dismount to meet the earl’s challenge.  
 
    ‘We tracked the troll back to his lair,’ he told the assembled folk. More had entered the hall while Einar and Asgeir were talking. All had heard Earl Sigvaldi’s accusation.  
 
    ‘It was a hard fight,’ he added. ‘Simply reaching the cave was hard. Men lost their lives. At last we found a way up through the wood as night was falling, and I went forwards alone to explore the cave. It was there that I met the troll. We fought before dawn broke.’ 
 
    ‘Troll?’ Earl Sigvaldi shouted. ‘You killed my father. And by your own words, you slew him at night. By all the laws of this land, killing by day is manslaughter, but killing by night is murder! You murdered my father!’ He turned to Einar for confirmation. ‘You have the law by heart, foster father. Am I not right?’ 
 
    Einar nodded. ‘To kill a man by night is murder,’ he said gruffly. ‘The penalty is the greater outlawry.’ 
 
    The accused, if found guilty, would be banished from the kingdom for life. Back home in Naumdale, as a young man, Gest had suffered lesser outlawry for killing a man. If he had not found a better berth as a guest of the king, he would have been allowed to return to Naumdale after three years were up. He had never returned, knowing full well that the man’s kin would kill him, lawfully or unlawfully, if he set foot in his homeland. 
 
    And now it seemed that he faced a similar fate. 
 
    Bjorn rode forwards. He hauled up the bundle he carried over his saddlebow. The wrappings fell back and all saw the gnawed corpse of a young girl. 
 
    ‘My lord,’ he said, and his voice shook with passion, ‘Your father slew my daughter! Slew her and …’ He choked. ‘And tried to eat her. And there were many bones in his cave, bones of men as well as beasts. Men have vanished from these lands since your father’s leave-taking. No doubt he carried them off to devour them in his cave.’ He looked about him. ‘Gest has done us all a favour by ending the life of this troll—and troll he had become, my lord. That was not your father, whatever he had been when you remember him. He was no longer a man, subject to the laws of the land, but rather a troll, far beyond the law. And it was with your blessing that we went hunting him. Gest should be rewarded for his deed, not reviled.’ 
 
    ‘My father…’ Earl Sigvaldi wheezed, ‘My father was a man. A man of royal blood. He cared not for the laws of the land. He slew those with whom his kin was at feud and paid wergild to no man. And in my veins burns my father’s blood. The blood that is on your hands, king’s man!’ 
 
    He tottered forward, sword unsheathed, raging. ‘Dismount!’ he shrieked as his hounds howled. ‘Dismount and meet me with steel in your hand! And then shall we see who is the better man!’ 
 
    ‘Nay!’ yelled Bjorn as Gest dismounted. The king’s man ignored his friend, brandishing the sword that the troll had stolen as he came forward to meet the earl. 
 
    ‘Nay!’ Einar echoed Bjorn’s words. He signalled to Asgeir and together they seized the earl and dragged him back despite his struggles. As they did, Bjorn dismounted, and went to Gest’s side. 
 
    ‘This is not the way,’ he hissed. ‘Can’t you see that Asgeir has provoked this situation? And Einar. We know they’re working together. They want you dead…’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Bjorn,’ said Gest in a grim undertone. ‘But I cannot afford to be seen as a coward. Besides, I have nothing to fear fighting that weakling earl.’ 
 
    ‘Nay,’ said Bjorn, ‘but if you were to kill him, Einar could use it against you. Don’t you see? They want you out of the way. They want…’ 
 
    ‘King’s man!’ Einar shouted from the high seat where he now stood beside the unmoving earl. ‘Would you draw steel in Earl Sigvaldi’s presence? You who represent the king?’ 
 
    Gest lowered his sword. ‘I draw steel whenever I am challenged,’ he said. ‘Now that the earl has thought better of it, I shall sheathe my blade.’ 
 
    He had no sheath, however, having left it in his own hall after the troll took his sword. Instead he thrust it into his belt to hang at his side. He rested his left hand on the pommel and exchanged a look with Bjorn. 
 
    ‘What now, my lord?’ he addressed the earl. ‘You maintain that I murdered your father. That is a serious charge. I, however, say that I slew the troll that troubled your lands, as I had vowed to do. He was no longer your father, but an addle-pated outlaw who had sunk to the level of a beast. His death has saved many more of your folk from suffering the fate of Bjorn’s daughter.’ 
 
    Cold sweat sheened Earl Sigvaldi’s skin. He looked unwell, seemed barely aware of where he was. Gest wondered if all his kin suffered from some kind of madness. The madness of Surt, who had run away into the wilds to live as a troll, was perhaps more dangerous than the earl’s own weakness of mind. But who knew what Earl Sigvaldi was capable of? And what his cronies might egg him on to? 
 
    ‘I summon you to the Midsummer Thing,’ the earl told him, as his wife mopped his brow and his hounds growled furiously. ‘There this whole matter will be decided, with witnesses and lawmen and a jury. Should you be found guilty of murder, the penalty will be the greater outlawry, king’s man or no king’s man. I shall send word of this matter to the king, and in the meantime, I would ask you to remain at your steading. What is your answer?’ 
 
    Gest looked from the earl to the two men who stood flanking him. Asgeir returned his gaze with a sneer. Einar was coldly triumphant.  
 
    Bjorn’s words were true. These men were working against him. They had poisoned the earl’s ear. They must have hoped that the troll would kill him as it had killed so many others. When it did not, but instead turned out to be the earl’s father, the discovery gave them another chance. If he was unable to leave his own steading, Gest would not be able to learn anything more about these mysterious vikings and their plot to burn Kaupang. He had until Midsummer.  
 
    He glanced at Bjorn, who gave him an encouraging look. ‘Very well, earl,’ Gest said. ‘I will abide by your demands.’  
 
    But he lied. 
 
    As they both rode back up the strand together, Bjorn spoke with Gest. 
 
    ‘Will you really stay in your steading?’ he asked. ‘You have given your word that you will do so while all were listening, and yet…’ 
 
    ‘And yet it will be impossible for me to solve this riddle,’ Gest said wryly, ‘if I cannot leave.’ 
 
    Bjorn nodded seriously. ‘I will do what I can for you,’ he added, ‘You know that. Now I know that my daughter was carried off by Surt, matters are different.’ He still carried her mortal remains over his saddlebow; he would bury them on his return to his steading. ‘But I am still your man, king’s steward. So I will work for you. I’m just a farmer. I will help you as much as I can, but you know what you are doing, Gest. So if you stay on your steading until Midsummer…’ 
 
    ‘At Midsummer,’ Gest said meditatively, ‘I will have to face these trumped up charges. Earl Sigvaldi has been egged on by Einar and Asgeir to bring me low. I very much doubt that I will get a fair trial. The earl is a weak man, easily used by others. Einar and Asgeir know that I threaten them. They want to get rid of me.’ He looked frankly at Bjorn. ‘Thank you for your offer of help,’ he added. ‘It won’t go unforgotten, of course.’ 
 
    Bjorn looked hurt. ‘You’d spurn my offer?’ he said. 
 
    Gest shook his head quickly. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you up on it. But I’m not asking you to go into danger on your own for me, or for the king. I want you to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘With you?’ Bjorn echoed. ‘You mean…’ 
 
    ‘I mean I’ll pay no heed to the earl’s words,’ Gest said. ‘He’s a weakling and a fool, and I have no regard for him. What matters is Einar and Asgeir and whoever else they are working with. But we’ll find out—together.’ 
 
    ‘You gave your word,’ Bjorn protested. ‘It is dishonourable to break your word.’ 
 
    ‘What faces us means much more than the honour of a king’s man,’ Gest said, and spurred his horse into a gallop. 
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    Bjorn and Gest rode on to Bjorn’s steading, where with the household gathered to mourn, his daughter’s remains were interred with much solemnity in a barrow near the hall. Gest was introduced to the farmer’s wife, a mousy, diminutive fair haired woman with ice blue eyes, although they were reddened with weeping. 
 
    As soon as seemed decent, Gest reminded the grieving father of their intentions. 
 
    ‘Come to my hall. When we are between four walls,’ he said, ‘we will be able to plan our approach.’ 
 
    Once the wake was over, Bjorn seemed content to go with Gest, to ride alongside him to the steading, and to join him in his clandestine work. As an outsider in Earl Sigvaldi’s land, he had stronger loyalties to the king than to any of the local folk. Although Gest had yet to reveal his true identity, his status as a housecarl was sufficient to secure the man’s loyalty. 
 
    As they drew closer to the stockade, Gest began to feel uneasy. The gates were standing open, and he could see no one at work in the fields, nor any herds in the meadow. An eerie hush hung over the steading, which they broke as they galloped into the garth. They reined their horses and dismounted. From the byre came a dejected lowing, and when Gest investigated he saw that the cattle had neither been pastured nor milked. 
 
    He returned to Bjorn. ‘Surely they haven’t run off,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t so foolish. I was only away a short time. And they were well treated at this steading.’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘They wouldn’t get far,’ he said, ‘unless they took ship. Then who knows where they might end up.’ 
 
    Gest shook his head impatiently. ‘The skiff and the fishing boats were in the boatsheds when we rode past,’ he said. ‘They must have taken to the woods. They’ll die there. They are not of the stuff that makes outlaws. One meeting with a bear or a wolf pack will be enough.’ 
 
    At a sudden noise from behind him, Gest turned to see a yawning figure standing in the hall doorway, stretching. It was Dufthak. Seeing the two men in the garth, he paled, shut his mouth mid yawn, dropped his arms, and bolted back inside. 
 
    ‘Come back!’ Gest roared. He glanced angrily at Bjorn. ‘So that’s it! My back is turned and they’re all sleeping. Come on!’ 
 
    After tethering the two horses, he led Bjorn into the hall. Passing under the porch, he could hear raised voices. 
 
    They swept into the hall to find Dufthak haranguing the sleepy figures of the other thralls. They started guiltily at Gest’s appearance.  
 
    Njal stumbled forwards, hauling on his tunic. ‘Master!’ he cried. ‘You’ve returned!’ 
 
    Gest looked sardonically at the puddles of ale on the floor and the mead horns and trenchers that lay untended upon the trestles. The more he looked, the more he saw the hall was in disarray. Quite a feast they had helped themselves to while he was gone. ‘So it seems. And it seems that you were not expecting my return so soon.’ 
 
    ‘Did you find Hild?’ asked Kraka, brushing back the straggly, unkempt hair that fell in her bleary eyes. She looked about her but her eyes fell only on Bjorn’s grim face and she looked away. 
 
    Gest pushed through them, and Bjorn followed him to the high seat, where both sat down. Gest’s eyes glinted malignantly. 
 
    ‘What made you think that I would not return?’ he snapped. When only silence answered him, he added, ‘I did not find Hild, though I found and slew the troll who you told me had carried her off.’ 
 
    ‘You slew the trolls?’ Njal gaped at him. He turned to the others. ‘I said the master would live,’ he said. ‘Whatever we were told.’ 
 
    ‘There was only ever one troll,’ Gest said. ‘And he was only a crazed old man, no worthy opponent. The only reason he became such a scourge was because he knew how to take advantage of a good defensive position.’ 
 
    ‘But what were you told?’ Bjorn rumbled. ‘And who told you?’ 
 
    Njal looked at him. Then at Gest. ‘Men came here,’ he said. ‘They said you were not returning, that the trolls would have killed you. They forced their way in, and ransacked the place.’ 
 
    ‘They did not drive off the cattle,’ Bjorn remarked. ‘Nor did they burn the buildings. They have not taken off much loot.’ He looked about him. ‘It’s hard to say, neighbour, if this clutter is the aftermath of a ransacking or just the slovenliness of your thralls. I’d beat them all soundly if I were you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for your counsel,’ Gest said. He looked back at his thralls. ‘What do you have to say for yourselves?’ 
 
    Kraka spoke for the others. ‘They were armed men,’ she said. ‘They rode into the garth when we were driving the cattle back into the byres for the evening.’ 
 
    ‘We had just penned the cows,’ added Gerd shyly, ‘when they rode in. So the gates still stood open.’ 
 
    ‘They dragged us into the hall,’ added Signy. ‘And then they rounded up the men. We were afraid that they would burn the steading around us, but instead they asked us many questions.’ She looked down at her hands, which she wrung. 
 
    Dufthak took up the tale. ‘They asked us all about you. Who you were, what you did, what you had told us about yourself.’ He shrugged. ‘We know little about you, little to tell them, since it’s not our place to ask, but they were not happy to hear that. They struck us until we would tell them the lies they wanted to hear.’ 
 
    ‘And what lies were they?’ Gest asked quietly. 
 
    ‘That you are a spy for the king,’ said Kraka. ‘They said the old master was a spy, too. That was why he had to die.’ 
 
    ‘Who were these men?’ Bjorn demanded. ‘What did they want?’ 
 
    ‘Thorstein died because they thought he was spying for the king?’ Gest asked. ‘Good question,’ he acknowledged, with a nod to Bjorn. ‘Who were they?’ 
 
    ‘They were high-ups,’ said Dufthak with a shrug. ‘Like yourselves. I don’t know the names of my betters, but I have seen their leader before, when I’ve been out with the master.’ 
 
    ‘Describe him,’ said Gest. 
 
    ‘Burly,’ said Dufthak. ‘With a beard.’ 
 
    ‘Could be anyone,’ said Bjorn with a disgusted grunt. 
 
    ‘He wore a fine spun red cloak and a green tunic,’ Kraka added, looking to the others for confirmation. They all nodded encouragingly. ‘And his beard was shot with grey, or white. He looks like a badger.’ 
 
    Gest’s eyes widened. He glanced at Bjorn. ‘Einar,’ he said in an undertone. ‘It sounds like our friend Einar.’ 
 
    Bjorn nodded darkly. He addressed the thralls. ‘Tell us more. What else did they do other than wring lies from your lips?’ 
 
    ‘They went through the hall and the outbuildings,’ Dufthak said, ‘looking for… something.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ Gest asked, glancing wryly at the clutter on the floor.  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Dufthak admitted. ‘They didn’t take us into their confidence. But they did tell us that you were dead, that the troll had killed you.’ 
 
    ‘That was their plan,’ said Gest scornfully. ‘Instead it was I who killed the troll. Unfortunately that has led to other troubles. I suppose we should be grateful that they did not carry off the king’s cattle.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t take this sitting down, neighbour,’ Bjorn protested. ‘If anyone led armed men into my lands, harassed my thralls, and left my hall in disarray, I would round up my own friends and go and take reprisals. And you are the king’s man. Whenever they go against you, they go against the king.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the king’s man, aye,’ said Gest, ‘but right now my stock is not high in this land. I’m facing a sentence of outlawry at the Midsummer Thing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a plot,’ Bjorn muttered. ‘A plot against you, against the king even.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ Gest told him. ‘Einar is part of the plot, Asgeir too. But there is something else. Remember what we saw from the crag.’ 
 
    Bjorn studied him in silence. Gest turned to his thralls. ‘So, you were told that I was not returning, and you downed tools at once?’ he roared. ‘Get back to work. Tidy this place up, take the cattle out to pasture…’ He sprang up and chased them back to their duties, leaving Bjorn sitting deep in thought on the high seat. As she passed, Gest collared Kraka. ‘Get me and my guest horns of ale,’ he told her, and stalked back to the high seat. 
 
    ‘I saw sails on the horizon,’ Bjorn murmured. ‘A fleet of longships.’ He looked at Gest, but at that moment Kraka came hurrying back, carrying two foaming drinking horns. Gest motioned for silence, and they took the horns. Kraka hovered for a moment, looking expectant. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ Gest snapped at her. ‘Get back to your work!’ 
 
    ‘Aye, master.’ Kraka bit her lip as if she wanted to say more, then thought better of it, and hurried away. 
 
    Now the hall was empty, Gest sat back and sipped from his horn. The ale was cool and bitter, and he drank more. His tired limbs began to feel less weary. He was getting old. 
 
    ‘Now that we can be sure that there are no ears listening…’ he began. 
 
    ‘You suspect your own thralls?’ Bjorn asked, shocked, gazing after Kraka as she clattered out into the garth. 
 
    ‘I suspect everyone,’ Gest said levelly, ‘even myself. Not of plotting,’ he added with a grin. ‘But you must understand that anyone could let slip what they know, either by oversight or under torture. The less my thralls overhear of my intentions the better. So, as we were saying earlier. There is a fleet of longships anchored off one of the outlying islands. An uninhabited rock, by the looks of it, little more than a skerry. But the fleet is hidden there.’ 
 
    ‘You think it is the fleet that you found in that inlet?’ Bjorn suggested. ‘The fleet that no one believed in, because by the time we got there it was gone?’ 
 
    ‘Asgeir and Einar are working with these vikings,’ Gest said. ‘That much is clear. But they are small fry, we can be certain of that. The real threat lies out to sea, with those longships.’ 
 
    He remembered what Hauk the Smith had told him. These vikings had to be stopped. But he was a man alone. He had only Bjorn to help him, and did not know if he could trust even him. 
 
    ‘The king should be told,’ said Bjorn. ‘We can’t keep this to ourselves. These vikings threaten the lives of the king’s subjects. Every summer we hear of viking raids on the kingdom. None have struck here before, not that I have heard of. But the king should come here with his own fleet and put them to flight.’ 
 
    Gest looked at him. ‘Before I send the king word, I must be sure I have word worth the sending. For all we know, what we saw from the crag is nothing more than a passing fleet of vikings, who will soon be on their way west over sea to raid English shores. We must have something stronger to go on before word is sent to the king.’ 
 
    ‘Where can we find what we need to learn?’ Bjorn asked. ‘Before you send word to the king?’ 
 
    Gest looked pensive. ‘First I think we must net ourselves some small fry.’ 
 
    Bjorn laughed. ‘You mean…?’ 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘Einar and his men paid me a visit while I was away. It is high time I returned the compliment.’ 
 
    ‘Remember that Earl Sigvaldi has asked you to stay at your steading,’ Bjorn said. ‘Perhaps he had your own safety in mind. Besides, you did say that you would do as he bade.’ 
 
    ‘And as I have already told you,’ Gest said, ‘keeping my word, keeping my honour, is nothing besides my duty to my king.  
 
    ‘I grew up on a poor steading in Naumdale, my father the tenant of a richer farmer. I killed his son after he tried to abduct my sister—it was a matter of honour; it went on all the time in the days of the petty kings, as you’ll remember—and was outlawed. I spent years living in the woods with nothing to my name but the shirt on my back and whatever I had stolen. It brought me little honour, but the life hardened me, and when at last I came to Tunsberg, I was so good a fighter that they took me on, no questions asked. But I am not of noble blood, so I joined the Gestasveit.’ 
 
    ‘The Gestasveit?’ Bjorn mouthed the word. His face was pale. ‘I’m a loyal subject, but what I have heard of the Gestasveit…’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have heard the stories: that we have little regard for personal honour,’ Gest said. ‘We will do whatever is needed to further the king’s aims. Murder a man, spy, steal… All crimes are praiseworthy, if they are committed in the name of the king.  
 
    ‘You’ve had it easy, Bjorn,’ he went on. ‘You’ve bought yourself a steading in this country, you’re a farmer, a man of wealth and lands. You can afford high ideas of honour. But I live in a murkier world.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not of noble blood,’ said Bjorn. ‘But how can I hope to better myself if I lack the honour of a nobleman?’ 
 
    ‘Honour?’ Gest spat. ‘The kind of honour that kept the petty kings fighting each other until this whole land was mired in endless war.’ 
 
    ‘War is glorious,’ Bjorn protested. ‘War is noble, honourable.’ 
 
    ‘Says the farmer,’ Gest replied. ‘War is blood and death, no honour except in the lies of folk who survive. All you hold dear, the king excepted, has no meaning. You’ve helped me so far. Now I have told you the truth about myself, something I have not risked with anyone else—although it seems that Einar has guessed who I truly am. I am a king’s spy. And I want you to help me. Will you do that?’ 
 
    Bjorn stared searchingly at him. He looked down suddenly, as torchlight glinted on a dagger that Gest had begun to unsheathe. Mouth dry, he looked up. 
 
    ‘Of course, neighbour,’ he said. ‘The king must know that he has a loyal subject in Bjorn Oddgeirsson.’ He glanced down again, meaningfully, and Gest sheathed his blade. ‘You need not threaten me,’ he added. 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘It was no threat,’ he said. ‘But my true identity can be known only to men I can depend upon. Anyone I cannot trust who learns who I am will have to die.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me,’ Bjorn exclaimed. ‘I will keep your secret. And I will come with you, wherever you go. When this is over, speak of me to the king. He must know that he has a loyal subject here. Perhaps he will grant me lands and rank.’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘The king is openhanded,’ he said, ‘perhaps even as openhanded as you, it seems, are ambitious. I shall speak your name in the king’s ear, when I have a chance. If I ever get back to Tunsberg.’ 
 
    Bjorn mopped sweat from his brow and took a long deep pull at his drinking horn. Then he lifted it high. ‘To the king,’ he said.  
 
    ‘To the king,’ Gest echoed him, raising his own horn. ‘To victory and the king.’ 
 
    They both drank deep, sealing their deal in ale. ‘Now all that is decided,’ said Bjorn, ‘what shall we do?’ 
 
    Gest looked thoughtful. ‘Your lands lie beside Einar’s,’ he said. ‘I suggest we return to your steading, and after dark make our way to Einar’s lands, to see what we can find.’ 
 
    ‘But what will we be looking for?’ asked Bjorn, puzzled. 
 
    ‘We’ll know that when we find it,’ Gest told him. 
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    That evening found them on the far edges of Bjorn’s land, where a thorn brake made progress difficult as they forced their way down a slope. Both men were afoot, having left their horses in the care of Bjorn’s people. Ahead of them, the cliffs that marked either side of the mouth of Boknafjord were limned in the last, garish light of the sun. Both men were armed. Both were proceeding cautiously through the thorns, which were black and gnarled, spotted in places with lichen and hung with draggled tufts of sheep wool. Sheep droppings slimed the rocky path, and the stink of sheep hung in the wet air. 
 
    Much of Bjorn’s wealth was tied up in flocks of sheep. The land he owned was broader than that of the king, stretching flatly towards the strand, but it was poorer, and sheep and goats thrived where cattle would not prosper. Back at his own steading Bjorn had taken the time to discuss the running of his farm with two shepherds. He anticipated being away for some time, though Gest told him privately that they would not spend longer than necessary spying out Einar’s steading. 
 
    To the surprise of Bjorn’s wife, they set out on foot. ‘My lands that march with Einar’s are rocky,’ he had told Gest. ‘Horses would be more a hindrance than a help. We were best to go on foot.’ 
 
    So they went. When the sun set, they were still crossing Bjorn’s fields, heading up slope to a pass among rocks that would lead into Einar’s fields by a secret route. Many times as an outlaw Gest had followed wild ways, so this was little hardship, but now, as they forced their way through the thorn bushes on the edge of Bjorn’s land, he wondered how far they would have to go. 
 
    Bjorn pointed ahead. ‘That standing stone marks the edge of my lands,’ he said, indicating a pillar of crudely carved rock that stood out amidst the bushes. A path wound past it, a track, rather, transformed into slush by the hoofs of sheep. Ahead was the ridgeline, and Gest could see nothing of the land beyond. ‘Beyond that we will be in Einar’s fields. Then we will have to tread cautiously.’ 
 
    Gest nodded. Einar wanted him dead. That was why he and Asgeir had prevailed upon Earl Sigvaldi to have him tried for murder. As an outlaw, he could be killed out of hand, king’s man or no. And the king would not speak up for a man who had let himself to be outflanked by the foe. Yet by entering Einar’s lands, they might be playing into the man’s hands. It would be an easy matter for him to have them slain, the deaths excused as the killing of suspected vagrants or outlaws. 
 
    ‘If we meet any of his men,’ he said, ‘we fight as a last resort. This journey is to be as fast and effective as possible.’ 
 
    ‘It would help,’ Bjorn remarked, as they made their way up to the standing stone, ‘if you could give me a better idea of what we are looking for.’ 
 
    Gest halted. ‘As I said, that will be easier to determine when we find it,’ he said. ‘But what we are looking for is evidence that Einar has links with the vikings.’ 
 
    ‘The ones who are moored off that island,’ Bjorn murmured. ‘Well, we know that Einar spends much time at sea. Surely he is aware of their presence.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he is,’ Gest said. ‘I should think it was at his word that the longships were moved to the island from the inlet where I found them. And we know now that the attack on Thorstein was not carried out by any supposed troll; it was vikings who burnt his steading. And they could only reach Gandsfjord if Einar turned a blind eye. But we need proof, neighbour. Not speculation. I cannot trouble the king with guesswork.’ 
 
    They started walking again. ‘So if we were to see Einar making contact with them,’ Bjorn was saying as they crested the rise. He broke off. ‘Look!’ 
 
    Beneath them the fields of Einar’s lands swept down towards the mouth of Boknafjord. Smoke rose from the peaked roof of a steading by the shore. Boats were moored in a narrow inlet fenced with stakes. Gliding swanlike into the haven was a broad beamed trading ship, a knar. 
 
    They watched from the thorn bushes as the crew reefed the sails and guided their vessel up to a wharf. A gangplank was run out, and down it swept a group of men, led by one whose red cloak and green tunic were visible even in the waning light. As they marched up towards the hall, men lit torches. 
 
    ‘Einar has returned,’ Bjorn muttered. ‘But from where?’ 
 
    In the distance lay Kvitsoy, the island in the mouth of Boknafjord. Here shone the beacon Einar tended, to give the folk advanced warning of vikings. Gest could see little of the sea beyond, and the other island, where vikings were moored. Had Einar come from that direction?  
 
    ‘He’s hardly had time,’ Gest said after a moment’s discussion. ‘He was at Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold when last we saw him. All he needs to have done is sail across the fjord to his own steading.’ 
 
    ‘So no suspicion falls on him for that,’ Bjorn said. By now, the men in Einar’s train had followed their chief inside the hall. ‘Now what should we do?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get a little closer,’ said Gest. ‘There is nothing to be learnt watching from a distance. Come.’ 
 
    He led Bjorn down the field that opened out beyond the thorn brakes. 
 
    From what Gest could see in the rapidly vanishing light, much of Einar’s own wealth came from the sea. The reek of sheep was replaced by that of fish, and the salty tang of the ocean. Down by the strand, close to the steading, fish hung drying on racks. If Einar’s men were chiefly fishermen, it would afford him an opportunity to parley with any of the vikings and sea kings who laired among the offshore islands. And were they plotting to sack Kaupang? If only Thorstein had told Hauk more about what he had learnt. 
 
    Of course, Gest remembered as they crossed to the far edge of the field, Thorstein had not got so far in his investigations before he was killed. But Gest had heard nothing of the plan except from what Hauk had passed on. How had Thorstein found out so much? So much that they had been forced to kill him. The plotters had made a foolish mistake by thus drawing attention to themselves. But right now Gest needed hard evidence... 
 
    They reached the edge of the home field. So far they had seen no sign of Einar’s men, but seeing movement from ahead, Gest gestured to take cover, and they both ducked behind a drystone wall. 
 
    Gest peered over the top. Two men stood together under the eaves of an outbuilding. They were talking together quietly, one of them holding a lantern. The length of the home field was between him and the two figures. He wished he was closer. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Bjorn hissed. 
 
    Gest could barely make them out. It was almost pitch dark by now, and the torch one of the men carried served only to throw their faces into shadow. They turned to go and Gest caught a brief glimpse of one man’s beard. It was streaked with white. He remembered what Kraka had said about Einar: he looked like a badger.  
 
    They were gone now, and with them went the light of their torches. But in the gloom, Gest thought he saw someone or something else moving, shambling after them. Gest thought he heard the clinking of a chain… Then it too was gone as if it had never been. 
 
    ‘If we could get a little closer…’ he remarked. 
 
    ‘It was him?’ Bjorn asked. 
 
    Gest ducked back down. ‘Aye, neighbour,’ he said. ‘Who knows, we may have missed something important. And there was someone else, but I couldn’t quite make them out. And someone or something followed after them… Let’s get a little closer.’ 
 
    They rose and slunk through the shadows along the edge of the home field, following it round until they had drawn close to the outbuildings of Einar’s steading. The sound of boisterous conversation and the thud of fists on feasting boards filtered from the hall, bringing with it the reek of smoke and cooking food. Gest felt an overwhelming loneliness, a sharp reminder of the years of wandering when he had watched halls of feasting men from outside, in the cold, envious of folk leading humdrum lives while he was condemned to outlawry. 
 
    He quelled the feeling, and led Bjorn down a narrow alleyway between two outbuildings. Rounding a corner, they saw that it gave onto the garth, on the far side of which stood the hall. Beyond it, a wharf jutted out into the water, and the lapping of waves was audible. 
 
    ‘This way,’ he said, pointing to the track down to the wharf. 
 
    ‘Not to the hall?’ asked Bjorn. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’re invited,’ Gest said wryly. 
 
    ‘But we could say we are travellers,’ Bjorn suggested. ‘Gain entry into the hall and sit on the lower benches. Then who knows what we might hear?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing that would make it worthwhile,’ Gest said. ‘We’d be recognised.’ He put a hand on Bjorn’s arm. ‘A good thought, neighbour,’ he admitted, ‘but it would need time for preparation. And time is in short supply. This way,’ he repeated. 
 
    They passed the hall and made their way down the path to where the dark waters lapped against the wharf. Nearby, three or four fishing boats had been hauled up on the strand, but it was the knar that had drawn Gest’s attention. The gangplank remained lowered, bridging the gap between the wharf and the prow. Gest looked around him. The wharf was deserted. 
 
    The steading was quiet, except for the hubbub from the hall. No guards were to be seen. Einar was confident, Gest thought. Perhaps too confident for his own good. But why should he fear any interlopers? Apart from the apparent fact that he was plotting against the security of the kingdom. Or was he? Had Gest mistaken his man? Were his intentions honourable? But how then had vikings sailed up Gandsfjord to burn Thorstein in his hall? 
 
    He paused, hearing a shuffling, padding sound from back down the alleyway. 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ Bjorn asked, as he turned to look. ‘What will we learn down here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to spy out that ship,’ Gest told him absently. He could see nothing down the alley. ‘Stay in the shadows, and if anyone comes this way, hoot twice like an owl, and that will be my signal to flee.’ 
 
    ‘And what do I do then?’ Bjorn asked as Gest slipped out into the open. But he received no reply. 
 
    Gest had heard his question, but he had no very good answer. If Bjorn could not take care of himself, that was his own affair. He had proved a useful helper in many ways, but Gest thought he would make better progress on his own. Reaching the gangplank he glanced back. He could just make out Bjorn’s eyes glinting in the darkness at the end of the narrow alley. Should he tell him to return to his own steading? No. He would search the ship for what he could find, and then return to Bjorn’s side. 
 
    The gangplank sprang under his tread as he crossed it, then he jumped down onto the deck with a clatter. Bent double, he hurried across the swaying strakes to the opening to the hold aft of the gangplank. 
 
    The deck was strewn with coiled ropes and chests of provisions. More chests lay within the hold. Gest went to one, a long, heavy chest almost long enough to hold a body, but too narrow. He crouched beside it, staggering a little as the deck swayed beneath him. He reached out to open the chest. 
 
    It came as little surprise that it was locked. He knelt down on the deck and gripped it in both hands, dragging it closer. It was heavy. What did it contain? He found the lock by feel rather than sight, then drew his dagger and forced it into the keyhole: he had no time for subtleties. He jabbed the tip into the lock until something broke with a metallic snap. He opened the chest. 
 
    Inside it lay a sheaf of spears. About a score of them. War spears. He could see them only dimly, but by feel he knew them as Frankish make. What was Einar doing with so many spears? And the other chests, did they hold weapons too? He forced another lock. This chest was filled with iron rings. Hauling out a handful, he realised that they were linked. This chest contained a byrnie. 
 
    A frenzied yell split the night, and Gest looked up at a sudden snarling. What had Bjorn got himself into now? 
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    He ran back up the deck. In the darkness, it was impossible to see what was happening on the shore, but he could hear snarls and shouts. It sounded like Bjorn had been attacked by some beast. 
 
    The gangplank bounced under his running feet as he dashed down, drawing his sword as he ran. Reaching the wharf, he sprinted for the alleyway. Two shapes were pelting through the blackness, a larger one pursuing a smaller. He couldn’t make out what was what or who was who. 
 
    ‘Bjorn,’ he hissed. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Gest! Neighbour!’ Bjorn’s voice was loud, desperate. ‘Help me!’ 
 
    Bjorn was running from a huge bear. In the gloom it looked almost as big as an ox, its fur black and bristling, its snout brimming with teeth. A chain formed a collar round its neck. As Gest stepped forward, brandishing his sword, the bear veered away from Bjorn and sprang. 
 
    Gest met it with his drawn sword. Somehow the bear dodged his glinting blade and a mass of stinking fur and ranking claws and teeth collided with him. Gest was bowled over backwards, and had to seize hold of the edge of the adjacent outbuilding’s roof to steady himself. The bear hit the ground and seized Gest’s thigh in its slavering jaws. 
 
    Wildly Gest swung his sword, felt it sink into flesh, but still the pressure from the bear’s teeth did not lessen, and its claws raked again and again at his calves. Bjorn tried to haul the bear off Gest, but it turned to snap at him, then returned to the attack. 
 
    Gest withdrew up the alleyway, blood running freely from his thigh, swinging his sword. Again he felt his blade make contact, then a third time. This time he hewed off the bear’s left leg, and it fell to one side, but still dragged itself snarling at him. Gest lifted his sword high, reversed it, and brought it whistling down. 
 
    The bear gave one last yelp, and was still. Gest put his foot on its skull and dragged his blade free. As he did so, shouts rang out from the direction of the hall. 
 
    Gest looked up. Bjorn faced him across the carcass of the bear. Gest cursed. 
 
    ‘They heard that clamour,’ he hissed.  
 
    Bjorn looked over his shoulder. From here, the hall was hidden from view by a turn in the alleyway, but the yells of men and the pounding of feet was coming closer. He looked down at Gest’s torn breeches and the sticky mass of blood that fouled them. The king’s man clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘Get down to the wharf,’ he instructed. ‘Find us a boat and prepare to cast off.’ 
 
    Bjorn stared at him. Then he nodded, and brushed past, sprinting down the alley. Gest stood astride the bloody carcase and waited for the first man to appear. The pounding of footsteps grew louder. He stood patiently, the scratches and bites of the bear stinging in the cold night air. 
 
    A man turned the corner, spear in hand. He did not see Gest’s sword as it whirled through the air, and if he had, it would have been the last sight he saw. His corpse dropped into the mud beside the dead bear. Two more appeared, following him, one carrying a flaming torch, and both halted at the sight of the sword wielding man. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ shouted one in challenge. 
 
    ‘He’s killed Thorkill,’ noted the torchbearer. ‘And Bjarni! He’s killed the lord’s own bear!’ 
 
    ‘The bear must have found him wandering round the garth,’ said the first one. Gest surmised that the bear had been left to patrol the steading. That was why there had been no guards. Well, he had slain that beast guard, but the noise had brought a worse threat. 
 
    The first man lunged, thrusting his spear across the alleyway, and Gest dodged awkwardly, feeling a hot flash of pain as the spearhead nicked his arm. He leapt back, arms spread wide, sword in one hand. With the other he beckoned wordlessly. In the distance, more men were audible searching the garth. 
 
    ‘So he wants a fight,’ said the first man. ‘Well, he’ll get one! Asleif, get the rest. They’ll want to see this.’ 
 
    As Asleif ran off, the first man rushed Gest. In the darkness, he stumbled over his fallen comrade, and Gest struck. The blade sank deep, the man cried out in a high pitched voice, then fell to his knees, spraying blood. As more men hurtled down the alleyway towards them, Gest ran back to the wharf. 
 
    Where was Bjorn? Gest could see no sign of the man—no, there he was! The fool was aboard the knar, hauling unaided on a halyard; the sail was halfway up the mast. Scowling Gest ran up the gangplank. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he called from the prow. ‘We can’t take this ship!’ 
 
    Bjorn looked up. The sail was more than halfway up the mast, but it had yet to be lowered. He glanced back at Gest and his eyes widened. Pointing, he shouted, ‘Too late for that! Cast off!’ Gest turned.  
 
    The shore was lined with grim faced warriors, their spears glinting in the light of torches. More were hurrying from the alleyway, these bearing bows.  
 
    Another man came to join them. It was Einar, a helm on his silver shot brows. 
 
    Gest cut the line that kept them tethered to the wharf. With his foot, he shoved the gangplank overboard. He was about to shove off when Einar spoke. 
 
    ‘Surrender at once!’ His voice carried, harsh and deep. ‘Bring my ship back to shore or my men will riddle you with arrows!’ 
 
    Gest ignored his words. He reached out with an oar and shoved against the wharf, and the ship began to wallow her way across the water. Angry, Einar looked to his men. ‘Archers!’ he cried. Men notched arrows and drew back bow strings. 
 
    Gest ran across the deck to help Bjorn, and together they lowered the sail, which unfurled with a deep hiss, bringing with it a musty reek of wet homespun. Bjorn, his face besmirched with blood, looked back. The shore was lined with torch bearing men and archers. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ yelled Einar to his men. ‘We gave them a chance. Loose!’ 
 
    A dozen arrows leapt from the bow, lifting in the air hissing like a skein of geese, their tips glinting in the torchlight, before they swooped like hunting hawks. Gest seized a shield from a heap of them on the deck and lifted it high, sheltering himself and Bjorn from the deadly hail.  
 
    Arrows thudded into the deck on either hand. The shield banged and jumped as arrow after arrow struck it. Gest flung it aside, glancing ruefully at the arrows that covered it like the spines of a hedgehog. They were now passing beyond the lines of posts that sheltered the haven from the fjord waters. 
 
    ‘Archers!’ came Einar’s voice, thin and distant now. 
 
    Bjorn turned to Gest. ‘Get another shield.’ 
 
    As Einar shouted ‘Loose!’ again, they lifted their shields high. Gest peered up into the darkness. Even as he did so, the night sky began raining death. He ducked under the shield and the arrows fringed the deck around him. One pierced his shield and stopped an inch from his eye. He heard a strangled cry. Still the knar wallowed across the water, sail billowing in the night breeze. 
 
    Bjorn lay on the deck, clutching at an arrow that had pierced his leg. Gest ran to him and dragged him into the hold. 
 
    ‘This won’t shelter you from attack,’ he said grimly, ‘but you had better keep out of the way.’ 
 
    He heard another shout from Einar, and again the air whistled. He scrambled back out of the hold to grab a shield, but as he did so, the waters aft of them hissed as more arrows plunged into the waves. Einar’s steading was a distant red glow. Darkness surrounded the ship. Far off to starboard scattered red stars lined the strand, indicating other steadings. The one furthest off would be Earl Sigvaldi’s stronghold. 
 
    But the wind was taking them out to sea. They were out of range of Einar’s archers, which was nothing to mourn, but the ship was going its own way. Gest tried to picture the haven. Had Einar had any other vessel capable of pursuing them? He had a vision of fishing boats packed with warriors rowing after them, but quelled it. He shook his head. They had stolen Einar’s ship. He would have to ride to the nearest steading to get help if he wanted to sail after them. He laughed. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    Bjorn’s voice was weak, but he had risen to his knees and crouched in the opening to the hold. Gest turned with a grin.  
 
    ‘I was thinking,’ he said. ‘Einar will have to find someone to help him if he wants to sail after us. He could go to his neighbour… but…’ 
 
    Bjorn’s laugh was a harsh bark. ‘His neighbour is absent. He’ll have to ride some way up the strand before he finds a man who can spare him a ship.’ 
 
    He glanced at the chest that sat beside him, its lid broken open. ‘Spears?’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ said Gest. ‘I found them earlier, while you were befriending Einar’s bear. Seems like a lot of spears for a small steading with what, a score of warriors at the most.’ 
 
    He crossed to another chest and smashed it open. The story was the same. Spears, a few axes. Knives. 
 
    ‘Now, where were these bound?’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Einar meant to trade them,’ Bjorn said. ‘He has a forge.’ 
 
    ‘His smith has been working flat out all winter,’ Gest said absently, ‘if he’s made all these weapons alone. It would take every forge in the district to produce so many. Perhaps he means to trade steel... but with whom?’ 
 
    ‘Neighbour!’ 
 
    Using a spear as a crutch, Bjorn limped out onto the deck. He was pointing towards the shore. He had snapped the shaft of the arrow that protruded from his thigh. He joined him in the stern, dodging through the arrows that now grew across the deck in small thickets. 
 
    Boats bobbed on the water. Gest caught a sheen of steel from the nearest. 
 
    ‘Einar has decided to follow us,’ he said. He looked about him, then went to the steering oar. ‘We’re undermanned,’ he said, ‘but we have the bigger ship. Let us make use of her!’ 
 
    The island at the fjord mouth stood a few ship’s-lengths on their starboard bow. They were dangerously close to foundering on the reefs that surrounded it. He shoved down hard on the steering oar and the knar began to turn about, hoving to until the island was aft. Bjorn went to the larboard gunwale. 
 
    ‘They’re still making for us,’ he said. 
 
    It was some years since Gest had last been at the helm of a ship, and he needed all his concentration. He had taken hold of the sheet and now he hauled doggedly at it. The sail yard creaked as it turned to swell in the wind, which was now blowing from the south-south-west. 
 
    ‘Make yourself useful,’ Gest said. ‘Get a bow and use it to discourage our pursuers.’ 
 
    Bjorn limped back and returned with an unstrung bow. He strung it and notched an arrow that he took from those lying on the deck, then loosed. With a wild whoop it vanished into the windy darkness. 
 
    A cry of pain drifted down the wind, and Bjorn raised his fists in exultation, brandishing the bow. He snatched up another arrow and sent it after the last. This time he was not so lucky, and the wind caught the arrow and flung it contemptuously out to sea. 
 
    By now Gest had sailed them round the island and they themselves were bearing towards the open waters. He squinted into the salt tanged wind. Stars wheeled overhead, mirrored in the choppy sea below. Far off, on the distant skyline, another island bulked black against the stars. The ruddy light of fires winked in its lea, marking the location of ships. Aboard them he imagined men sitting by cooking fires, eating and drinking to keep out the cold. But it was too dark and they were too far off to make them out. 
 
    Gest looked to windward. Still the fishing boats dogged them, dark shapes vaulting the waves. But now they were drawing further and further aft as the knar cruised into the windswept waters.  
 
    The sail rattled against the mast as the wind grew fiercer, taking them where the fishing boats could not follow. Bjorn had lowered his bow now, and was standing by the gunwale, the wind tugging manically at his long hair. He had lost his hat somewhere in the recent confusion. He turned to Gest, and yelled across the deck, ‘Where to now?’ 
 
    Despite the hair that streamed across it, Gest could see the man was in pain, and no doubt. In the last hour or so he had been savaged by a bear and pierced by an arrow. They had both fled from danger, and it had afforded little time to care for their hurts—Gest became aware of his own wounds again. Maybe Bjorn could make use of his skills as a healer, but without herbs and potions it did not seem hopeful. But now they were out of the worst of it. 
 
    ‘I’ve been so taken up with getting away,’ he said, ‘that I’ve thought little of where we should go. But the wind, or the Norns, will decide. Do you see where we are bound?’ 
 
    Bjorn looked to leeward. ‘I see nothing but the night,’ he grumbled. Then, as Gest opened his mouth to speak again, he added, ‘Nay, I see it! So that’s where we are. I had no idea. We’ve left Boknafjord behind us and we’re out in the open sea. And we’re on course for that island.’ 
 
    He looked back. ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ he asked. ‘That’s a viking fleet we’re headed for. You have us running from the smoke into the flame, neighbour. Those men will kill us!’ 
 
    Thin-lipped, Gest shook his head. ‘Not if we’re wary,’ he said, ‘and know what we’re about. Besides, that is where I want to go.’ 
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    ‘Ahoy the ship!’ 
 
    Stafnglam the stem-man of the Red Grasp was pissing over the side when the call drifted down from the cliffs. He looked up in puzzlement as it came again. 
 
    ‘Ahoy the ship! Ahoy!’ 
 
    The amber stream came to an end, he shook himself, retied his breeches, and pulled his fur cloak close against the cold. Then, squinting in the light of early dawn, he peered up at the cliff again. 
 
    Aft of his post, the rest of the crew dozed in their sleeping bags. Awnings had been raised over deck before the stern, but most of the men slept under the paling stars. A reek of stale beer hung in the still air. The embers of the cooking fire still glowed by the mast, though they were paling in the growing light of dawn. The spars and stays creaked a little, the men grumbled in their sleep or rolled over, grunting. The air was cold. 
 
    Both to port and starboard, other ships lay at anchor in this haven, which was sundered from the rolling green waters of the sea by a long sandbar. A breakwater creamed between the strand and the bar. 
 
    The island itself was a barren prominence of rock topped by sparse, wiry grass. Sea mews and other marine birds nested amongst the cliffs in vertical cities of squawking, squabbling life. Above the tideline seaweed festooned barnacle-rough rocks. Otherwise there had been no sign of life on the island during the week that the Red Grasp and her consorts had been anchored there. Off in the east, a dark line now reddened by the rising sun marked the mainland. Sometimes they had seen boats passing from the nearby fjord. But not once had Stafnglam seen a man on the island. 
 
    ‘Ahoy, the cliff!’ he yelled back. ‘What do you there?’ 
 
    Men aboard sat up, startled from sleep by his bellow. The opening to the awnings twitched, and a bearded face appeared, scowling, surveyed the deck, and then withdrew inside again. A mumbled conversation came from within. The men on deck were also talking amongst themselves. 
 
    Stafnglam ignored them, holding a hand cupped to his ear as the man on the cliff replied: 
 
    ‘May I come aboard? Our ship hit a hidden reef and went down with all hands but me, her skipper, who swam ashore on this barren island. I spent the night here wet and shivering. Only near dawn did I hear the creak of your timbers.’ 
 
    Stafnglam did not reply at once. He had been on watch half the night, and was cold and stiff as he strode aft and knelt by the awnings. 
 
    ‘Man wants to come aboard,’ he told the scowling, balding, black bearded face that appeared.  
 
    The face grunted, withdrew, spoke with someone else. Then it reappeared. 
 
    ‘Tell him to come aboard,’ said the balding, black bearded man. ‘We need another oarsman. Does he know how to row?’ 
 
    ‘Says he was the skipper of a foundered vessel,’ replied Stafnglam. 
 
    The man nodded. ‘Tell him to come aboard,’ he repeated. ‘We’ll try him out. If he fails us, the sea king says he goes in the drink.’ 
 
    Stafnglam relayed the invitation, and he leant against the prow, with its figurehead of a dragon lifting blood reddened talons skywards in triumph. Slowly the cliff grew lighter as the sun crept up the sky, and the beetle like shape of the man traversed the cliff. Sea mews rose in shrieking clouds and darted viciously at him, afraid he might be after their eggs. At last he jumped down onto the rocky strand, slithered across seaweed and rock pools to the water’s edge, then waded into the water. 
 
    On deck, the men who Stafnglam had woken with his bellow were cooking gruel in the cook pot over the fire at the foot of the mast. One man stirred the gruel while the rest lounged close by, grateful for the warmth. The opening to the awnings remained shut; those within had their own breakfast. The sea king kept his own kind of state, even in mid campaign. 
 
    The man swam nearer the hull until he was in the shadow of the dragon prow. Stafnglam flung a line down to him and he climbed up to fling a leg over the sheer strake. He looked at Stafnglam and grinned. 
 
    ‘My thanks,’ he said, and jumped down onto the deck, to stand there dripping. 
 
    Stafnglam saw a brawny, saturnine man in early middle age, with a wild, unruly beard. His drenched clothes were salt stained but of well woven linen. His thigh and arm were both wrapped in blood stained bandages. He held a sheathed sword by its sword belt, which he proceeded to strap around his waist. Otherwise he was unarmed and unarmoured, but wore gold rings around his arms.  
 
    Noticing Stafnglam’s gaze, he shrugged, and laughed. ‘I left my helm and byrnie aboard when the ship went down,’ he said. ‘But I couldn’t leave my blade. I held it above the water as I swam with one hand. I had no notion there was land nearby, but I swam regardless.’ 
 
    ‘What is your name?’ Stafnglam barked so loudly the men round the cooking fire looked up. ‘And what were you doing in these waters?’ 
 
    ‘Hunding Hringsson is my name,’ said the newcomer, gripping his well worked belt and looking keenly around the deck. ‘I sailed from my home in Iceland at the close of winter, with a ship and a score of men provided by my father, on a raid. Instead, as soon as we reached the old country, we hit a hidden reef and sank.’ 
 
    ‘We need another oarsman,’ said Stafnglam. ‘We lost one in an engagement off Stad. You can take his place, if you prove good enough for us.’ He gestured to a berth beside a rowlock on the starboard bow. 
 
    The newcomer grinned, and held out a hand for Stafnglam to shake it. ‘Are you the skipper?’ he asked artlessly. 
 
    Stafnglam shook his head. ‘I’m the stem-man,’ he said proudly. ‘And you’ll follow my commands.’ 
 
    ‘I want to speak with the skipper,’ said the newcomer. 
 
    Stafnglam shook his head. ‘The sea king speaks to no one,’ he told him. ‘Go to the cook pot and get some gruel. Then to your berth. We’ll be having exercises this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Exercises?’ asked the newcomer.  
 
    Stafnglam nodded. ‘We may not be at sea,’ he said, ‘but all crew members must keep their hands in. And we shall be trying you later. A man does not simply join the fleet of Sigfrid Redhand.’ He turned on his heel and went to seek his own berth. 
 
    Gest stood looking after him, his wet clothes steaming slightly in the sun. He would have to change them soon. He squeezed his cloak and water pooled on the deck.  
 
    He was aboard the dragon ship, flagship of the fleet of the famous sea king Sigfrid Redhand. The other longships moored nearby were of the kind men called snakes, fifty feet from stem to stern with a score of oars on either side. As he crossed to the cooking fire and greeted his fellow crewmen, he counted six ships, seven including the dragon ship herself, a monster one hundred and ninety feet long, intricately carved and brightly painted from prow to stern, with thirty oars on either side.  
 
    An impressive enough fleet, but surely not sufficient to launch a raid on Kaupang. He felt a twinge of doubt. Were these the longships he had seen in the inlet? 
 
    No one seemed to think it strange that he had been shipwrecked on the island, or that he had come to them seeking a berth. It all seemed a little too easy. He’d taken a chance, seeing nothing else for it, and it had worked! But what was this about him being tried? A trial… He didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    ‘An Icelander, are you?’ asked a well-built youth with a fuzz of beard. ‘My father’s steading is in the West Quarter. Whereabouts do you hail from?’ 
 
    Gest squatted down beside him, supressing a wish to groan. ‘The East Quarter,’ he hazarded. He had not been expecting to meet vikings from that far flung, new found land. ‘But my folk settled there only recently. I was born in Naumdale. How did you come to join this fleet?’ 
 
    The youth, whose name was Vivil, had joined Sigfrid Redhand’s viking brotherhood when little more than a boy, but even then he had been so skilled a swordsman that a display of his skill had secured him a berth aboard the dragon ship Red Grasp. Since then he had spent his life at sea, raiding trade ships and coastal settlements, or fighting with rival vikings. 
 
    A wave of doubt wash over Gest. Was he truly aboard one of the ships he had seen before? Where had this crew come from? The only way he could settle his doubts was if he became privy to the plans of their leader. 
 
    ‘I swore never again to sleep under sooty hall beams,’ Vivil concluded, ‘and so it has been ever since. All these men could tell a similar tale.’ 
 
    His fellow vikings gathered round to make their own boasts. Few if any of them had been ashore in many years other than to harry farms and settlements, except when they took winter quarters off one or other island in the Orkneys, Shetland, or the Faeroes. Their raids had taken them west to England and east to the kingdoms of the Baltic. One man, Gram, had sailed down the rivers of Russia to the kingdom of the Greeks, seen the golden towers and domes of Miklagard, the Great City, where the Greek Emperor had his throne. 
 
    ‘But that was when I was a young man,’ he said, rubbing at the empty socket of his left eye. A long red scar seemed almost to cut his face in half; it went straight across where his eye would have been. ‘Before this winter, when I was deemed good enough to join the sea king’s fleet.’ 
 
    Gest glanced at the awnings. ‘Is that where the sea king has his quarters?’ he asked idly. ‘Sigfrid Redhand?’ 
 
    ‘That’s where he sleeps,’ Vivil agreed, and the others nodded. ‘And his berserks stay with him at all times. He is only seen on deck when we are at sea, and we get our orders from Stafnglam, his chief warrior…’ 
 
    After finishing their gruel, the men drifted away from the cook pot. Gest went to the space that Stafnglam had singled out as his berth. It was no more than a stretch of deck beside the gunwale on which sat a seaman’s chest. A rowlock stood in the hull in about the right spot for the oar loom to be at hand-height were Gest to sit upon this chest. 
 
    Several of the men had already jumped overboard to bathe in the salt water; after leaving his clothes on the chest and the gunwale to dry in the sun Gest did the same. The men were sportive and rough, competing in swimming races and playing a kind of sea-wrestling where they would compete to see who could be held underwater longest. The men of the other ships joined in. 
 
    Gest, knowing he would have to make allies if he was to succeed in his mission, went along with their games, which reminded him of the rough and tumble of King Harald Finehair’s housecarls. Since their leader presumed to call himself a king, he supposed they were housecarls themselves. But it was a much more informal court, and much smaller, than that belonging to the king of Norway. 
 
    He had heard wild tales of Sigfrid Redhand, most notorious of the sea kings whose viking fleets troubled the kingdom of Norway. Legend had it that his crews were fiends and sons of whores, all of them, but Gest concluded after a morning with them that their wickedness had been much exaggerated. 
 
    He climbed back up onto the deck and towelled himself down with his cloak, then donned the breeches and tunic that had been drying in the sun.  
 
    Stafnglam joined him. ‘We need an oarsman, but your place here is not assured until we’ve tried you. First, I’ll give you the laws of this viking brotherhood.’ 
 
    He lounged against the gunwale, folding his arms. ‘No man shall sail with us unless he has seen eighteen winters, nor do we accept a greybeard of two and a half score years. Our plunder is divided by lot. No man in King Sigfrid Redhand’s brotherhood will eat raw meat—it’s common for some vikings to squeeze fresh flesh in a cloth and call it cooked, but the sea king deems it a habit fit for wolves not men. None but the king and his closest men may pitch awnings on the deck. Never do we rob farmers or traders unless we need to restock our supplies, nor may any man lead a woman back to the ships against her own will. Never do we sleep beneath sooty hall beams. And never do we flee from fire or iron.’ 
 
    He slapped Gest on the back. ‘Now that is straight, we will go on to the next part of your trial: we shall decide if you are good enough to sail with us, or in another ship, or…’ 
 
    Gest spoke. ‘Do none of us ever see the face of the man we serve?’ he asked, nodding over at the tented section of deck. It seemed a foolish policy to draw such a sharp division between the sea king and his warriors. Besides, he wished to meet the king and speak with him, find out what the fleet intended. This was the only reason he had joined. 
 
    Stafnglam seemed angry at the interruption. ‘Remember you are here on sufferance until we have tried you,’ he said warningly. ‘In answer to your question—Seldom. Few see the king except at sea and in battle, when he wears a helm that covers much of his face. Few see him except his guard.’ 
 
    Gest was silent a moment. ‘What would a man need if he wanted to become one of his closest men?’ he asked. 
 
    Stafnglam glared at him forbiddingly. ‘His guard consists of twelve berserks,’ he said. ‘Even I must speak to the sea king through them. And no man can join the guard unless he proves himself by slaying one of their number. No man has succeeded in doing this all the years I have sailed with the sea king, but rather the very few to issue a challenge have gone to seek a new berth in the hall of Aegir and Ran, the sea giants.’ 
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    The rest of that morning was spent in training and manoeuvres aboard ship, half the oarsmen fighting the other half, armed with wooden training swords. Gest knew that Stafnglam’s eyes were upon him the whole time, gauging his reactions, assessing him as a newcomer to the fleet. But he fought absently, his mind on what he had learnt so far. 
 
    The longships he had seen in the inlet must have some link with this fleet, but he was sure that this was a separate group of vikings. Nevertheless, two viking fleets could hardly be at large in the same waters without there being either an alliance or a fight. Sigfrid Redhand was notorious the length and breadth of Norway. It seemed highly likely that he would be involved in a planned attack on Kaupang, and yet his forces were too small to take on an entire town, even if King Harald Finehair went fighting vikings across the western sea. 
 
    This was the only clue he had found. The other fleet had vanished beyond his ken, but they must surely be intended as reinforcements. Perhaps it was Sigfrid’s men who had burnt Thorstein’s steading. Perhaps it was with them that Einar was in league. Was that it? Did Einar and Sigfrid mean to join forces and attack Kaupang? If only Thorstein had been clearer in his report to Hauk… 
 
    Pain cracked through his skull and he skidded on the deck, clumsily steadying himself by gripping the sheer strake with his shield arm. Vivil, who had struck him, guffawed. 
 
    ‘You’re only half awake, new boy,’ he crowed. ‘You’ll never be taken on if you don’t fight your hardest.’ 
 
    Ruefully, Gest rubbed his throbbing head with his left hand, hampered as he was by his shield. Like Vivil, he wore a byrnie, carried a shield, and held a wooden sword. All around them the men of the ship were fighting, the clock-clock-clock of wooden blade on wooden blade ringing out across the deck. A black bearded face watched them from the opening to the awnings. Gest wondered just how many men lurked within. So far he had seen only one. 
 
    ‘You’re fast,’ he acknowledged in reply to Vivil’s words. ‘But…’ He swung his wooden sword in a feint at the youth’s throat, then changed direction as the youth raised his shield, and rapped him on the kneecap, ‘not fast enough.’ 
 
    Vivil cried out and dropped his wooden sword to rub at his bruised knee. His mouth broke open in another laugh. ‘That’s a good one,’ he said. ‘A dirty trick. You’ll have to teach me it.’ 
 
    Stafnglam hove into sight, barging round Gest’s elbow and striking Vivil’s hand with the butt end of a spear. ‘Pick up your sword,’ he barked. ‘Never drop your weapon, whatever the provocation.’ 
 
    Chastened, Vivil obeyed. Stafnglam turned to look at Gest. ‘You fight well,’ he said grudgingly. ‘Seems the rumours about you Icelanders are ill-founded.’ 
 
    ‘I’m an Icelander too.’ Vivil brandished the sword he had retrieved from the deck. ‘We’re all good fighters up in Iceland. What have you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Icelanders spend all their time humping their livestock,’ said a harsh voice from behind them. ‘They don’t know how to fight.’ 
 
    Gest and Vivil turned to see that the bald, bearded man from the awnings had come out on deck. He looked about him proudly, eyeing the fighting men as if he thought he could do better. After stretching and spitting over the side, he looked scathingly at the two men. 
 
    ‘That’s what men say about Icelanders,’ he said, stepping close to Gest and peering aggressively up at him.  
 
    To Gest’s surprise, this berserk was quite short, about five feet at the most, but broad with it, his arms rippling with muscle. He wore a cloak of wolf fur, baggy breeches of maroon linen, and a broad leather belt from which hung a bearded axe. A waft of unwashed flesh came from him, almost as sour as the wild beast reek attributed to trolls. ‘What do you have to say about that, fellow?’ 
 
    Gest grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Why do you think I left the place?’ he asked. ‘Aye, Icelanders spend all their time humping livestock—or else they get ships and men and sail in search of fame and plunder. Right, Vivil?’ 
 
    Vivil laughed. The bald man shoved Gest’s hand from his shoulder. ‘You’re full of yourself for a newcomer,’ he said resentfully. 
 
    ‘And who are you?’ Gest asked with another grin. 
 
    Stafnglam coughed nervously. ‘This is Bork Wolf-mantle,’ he said. ‘One of the chosen guards of our king, Sigfrid Redhand.’ 
 
    Gest and Bork eyeballed each other. ‘So that’s who you are,’ said Gest with a laugh. ‘I thought some dwarf had come up from Hel’s cold kingdom, but the sun hasn’t turned you to stone yet, has it, little man?’ 
 
    Stafnglam gave a sharp intake of breath. Vivil’s face was pale as whey, his eyes darting from one man to the other. Bork’s ruddy face grew redder, almost purple. 
 
    Stafnglam seized Gest’s arm and led him hastily to the prow, dodging round fighting men. ‘You show promise, newcomer,’ he said as they walked, ‘but you’ll last no time if you anger Bork. He’s no bear to be baited. The wolf whose hide he wears he killed with his bare hands, years ago.’ 
 
    His face was as white as Vivil’s. The stem-man valued him, Gest saw, though he kept this hidden. ‘He’s an old man, then?’ he said. ‘I thought I saw white in his whiskers.’ 
 
    Stafnglam gave him a serious look. ‘Don’t make jokes about him or any of the other berserks,’ he said. ‘You’ve not seen them in the fray. You’ve not seen that greying beard dyed crimson. Fear Bork, newcomer. Do not anger him.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll heed your words,’ Gest said agreeably, ‘but I’d wager that I could soon bring that dog to heel.’ 
 
    Stafnglam shook his head. ‘Don’t be a fool. I’ve got my eye on you. You’ve got what it takes, maybe, but if you blunder on like this…’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it true that he who kills one of the king’s berserks will take his place?’ Gest asked. 
 
    Stafnglam looked away. ‘That’s what is said,’ he muttered. ‘But no one has ever succeeded. You’d be wasting your life, throwing it away uselessly, if that’s what you mean to do.’ 
 
    ‘You see a long way,’ said Gest, ‘but not far enough. I am a fine warrior, and of noble blood. It is not for me to heave at an oar, but instead I should stand at the side of the sea king in the fight.’ 
 
    Stafnglam tugged worriedly at his beard, twisting it in knots. ‘You’re just out of Iceland, boy,’ he said, although Gest was his senior by several years. ‘Just out of Iceland with nothing to brag of but a shipload of men gone to the bottom. You may have been deemed of noble blood on that frozen rock, but here it means nothing. Aboard the Red Grasp, it’s the blood we shed that matters, not the blood in our own veins.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I fear that you hope to challenge Bork for his position. Other men have been just as prideful. They are with Aegir and Ran.’ He clapped Gest on the shoulder. ‘Go back to your training and think not of such things. You must prove yourself worthy of a place aboard the Red Grasp.’ 
 
    Vivil stood alone, waiting patiently. There was no sign of the berserk. Bork Wolf-mantle had returned to his seclusion with the others. As Stafnglam swaggered off to bully other men, Gest trailed back to Vivil. 
 
    ‘You’ll come to a bad end,’ Vivil said, ‘if you defy the sea king’s picked men.’ 
 
    Gest lunged at him, and Vivil brought his shield up only just in time. 
 
    ‘And you’ll come to a bad end,’ Gest said with a grim laugh, ‘if you waste your time wondering about what doesn’t concern you when there’s fighting to be done.’ 
 
    Stafnglam called a break and the men returned to their berths to eat. Gest lounged on his sea chest, sipping a horn of ale. When he finished, he unsheathed his sword and began sharpening it with a hone. Vivil watched curiously. 
 
    ‘Who’s that for?’ he asked eventually. 
 
    Gest looked up. ‘Whoever I meet next in the fight,’ he said. ‘We’ll be fighting for real soon enough, right?’ 
 
    Vivil shrugged. ‘You’re eager,’ he commented. 
 
    ‘As keen as my blade will be when I’m done whetting it,’ Gest replied. ‘It’s summer. Campaigning season. Men grow fat and idle without war. What is the sea king waiting for?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ Vivil asked, with a shrug. ‘Such folk don’t take common seafarers into their confidence. We never know what the sea king plans until he tells us! Sometimes not even then.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever seen him?’ Gest asked. ‘What does he look like?’ 
 
    Vivil was shifty. ‘I saw him last year, when we were fighting. He seldom comes out from under his awnings except at night.’ 
 
    Gest considered this. ‘Even Stafnglam says he sees little of the sea king,’ he said. ‘A lord should be with his men at all times. It forms a bond.’ 
 
    ‘You know all about that,’ Vivil said sardonically. ‘You, who lost all his men not in the fight, but to the sea.’ 
 
    Gest grinned harshly. ‘All the same, I could counsel the sea king better than he is advised. He wouldn’t spend all his time hiding under his awnings, not daring to show his face…’ 
 
    ‘And what do you know?’ demanded Gram from the berth behind him. Gest looked over his shoulder, seeing hostile faces. Men were reaching for axes and spears. Stafnglam marched down the deck towards them.  
 
    ‘Making trouble again, newcomer?’ he said wearily. ‘We could easily find another oarsman.’ 
 
    ‘He thinks he’s better than the sea king,’ Gram grumbled. 
 
    ‘Needs to learn some respect,’ said another man. 
 
    Vivil hissed to Gest, ‘Keep your teeth together! You’ll anger everyone like this!’ 
 
    ‘Who’ll teach this newcomer respect?’ Stafnglam called. ‘We’ll have a fight right here. Not training weapons either. Aye, make that sword sharp, newcomer! You’ll need it.’ 
 
    ‘May I choose my opponent?’ Gest asked, looking round the angry faces goadingly. ‘None of these striplings would give much of a challenge. I would fight a true man.’ 
 
    Stafnglam’s voice broke through the angry rumblings. ‘Who will you fight? Me? I am the chief warrior here.’ He put a hand on his sword hilt. ‘I’ll teach you a lesson, you yelping whelp. If you would haul an oar aboard the Red Grasp you must learn respect.’ 
 
    Gest rose, looked Stafnglam up and down. ‘I’ll not fight you. I demand a fight worthy of my steel.’ 
 
    Vivil flung up his hands. ‘You’re a witless fool, newcomer,’ he hissed, looking up at him. ‘Your pride has brought you low. Sit back down before someone slits your throat.’ 
 
    Stafnglam snarled, ‘There is no one else left to fight you!’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘I will fight Bork Wolf-mantle.’ 
 
    His words carried across the deck. All the oarsmen heard them. At first they were silent. Then they roared with laughter.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Stafnglam bleakly. ‘I can do nothing. You’ve made your choice. You’ll fight Bork Wolf-mantle, if he’ll deign to accept your challenge.’ 
 
    As he stamped across the deck, Gest called tauntingly after him, ‘He’s a coward if he won’t.’ Stafnglam did not reply. He reached the awnings and called humbly. 
 
    ‘Hunding,’ Vivil hissed, putting his hand on Gest’s arm. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You’ve made enemies here, enemies of all of us. Now you’ll be killed.’ He glanced at the gunwale. ‘Your only hope is to jump ship now and swim back wherever you came from. I’m advising you as a friend.’ 
 
    Gest grinned coldly. ‘I’d be filled with arrows if I followed your counsel,’ he said. ‘I’ll stand and fight Bork Wolf-mantle.’ 
 
    An angry roar erupted from the awnings. Stafnglam had been peering inside, speaking with someone. Now an angry figure shoved him brutally out of the way and came charging down the deck. 
 
    ‘Who’d fight me?’ bellowed Bork Wolf-mantle, wildly swinging an axe as he ran. 
 
    But someone else was watching from the opening to the awnings. A man Gest did not recognise, a face he had not seen before, could barely see now, obscured as it was by shadow. Stafnglam leaned down to hold a whispered conversation with him. Gest wondered if it might be the sea king himself. 
 
    Seeing Bork stomping across the deck, neck wattling, face as purple as the cloak of the Greek Emperor, Gest wondered if his plan was not going awry. But he shook off Vivil’s arm and rose, unsheathing his sword and flinging the scabbard down on his sea chest. Bork saw him and changed direction. 
 
    ‘You?’ he roared. ‘You’d challenge me? Challenge Bork Wolf-mantle? You! Whelp of an Icelander!’ 
 
    Gest sprang across the deck to meet him. Bork roared again, swinging his axe round and round his head. Gest lunged, hacked at the berserk’s unprotected chest, scoring a long red line across it, but the berserk paid no heed and swung his axe right at him. Gest raised his sword to parry but the blow was so fierce he lost his grip and his sword went slithering into the bilges. Weaponless, he faced his foe. 
 
    Bork swung the axe again. Gest leapt back, but his feet caught in a trailing line and he fell. His backbone hit the sheer strake with jarring force and he lay against it, gasping. With a cruel smile, Bork lifted his axe. It glinted once in the sunlight, then swooped like a plummeting hawk. 
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    ‘Hold!’ 
 
    The voice rang out across the deck. Bork whimpered, struggling to arrest the fall of his axe. Instead, it hauled him off his feet, and he fell sprawling in the bilges as the axe edge bit deep into the gunwale where Gest had lain until a split second before. 
 
    Bork, absurd tears starting in his reddened eyes, boosted himself to his feet and lunged for the haft of the axe, which now stood at an angle, projecting from the sheer strake. 
 
    Again the voice rang out. ‘Stand fast!’ and Bork hesitated, face pale now when it had been red with fury, the line of his jaw white against the paleness. Then he seized the axe handle and with a splintering of wood tore the blade free. 
 
    ‘Seize him!’ the voice shouted, and Stafnglam and another man rushed to grab a-hold of Bork, who struggled vainly in their grasp. 
 
    Gest, lying against the gunwale where he had rolled, craned his neck round. The deck was a scene of confusion, with the crew surging around to the fighting men. But aft of where Gest sat, the awnings stood open. The man who he had glimpsed earlier seemed to be the source of the commanding voice. 
 
    ‘But sire!’ Bork whined like a beaten hound, hanging his head. ‘He slandered you with his filthy tongue.’ 
 
    ‘He fights well,’ said the man—this must be Sigfrid Redhand. He seemed to be a youngish man, in his early thirties. ‘Do not slay him. We wished to try him, to see if he was good enough to serve upon our ships. I think he has proved himself this day.’ 
 
    Stafnglam snatched the axe from Bork’s hand—now that the berserk fit was gone like a sudden storm, the great man seemed to be as weak as a kitten. The stem-man shoved him, not unkindly, towards the tented section of the deck. Other fur clad berserks came out from under the awnings to carry him inside, watched by the sea king himself. When Bork was no longer to be seen, Sigfrid turned to Stafnglam. 
 
    ‘This Hunding will join my fleet,’ he said. ‘But not aboard the Red Grasp. He shall rather seek a berth aboard one of the longships. Let him row over to the Sea Eagle and we will exchange oarsmen. I will take the best of their men.’ 
 
    The sea king withdrew under the awnings. His voice could be heard, the words indistinct, but from the tone Gest knew he was berating Bork Wolf-mantle. The king’s man brushed a hand across his brow, finding that it was wet with cold sweat. 
 
    ‘You fought well,’ Stafnglam said grudgingly. ‘I’ve never seen a man fight against one of the king’s berserks and live. But had it not been for the sea king’s word, you would be dead by now.’ 
 
    Gest nodded wearily. ‘But he will not have me aboard his own ship, it seems,’ he commented. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ said Stafnglam. ‘Count yourself lucky he did not have you beheaded.’ He gave orders to the crew and the skiff that lay cradled on the middeck was winched over the side.  
 
    Gest jumped down into it, shipped the oars, and began rowing away. The gunwale was lined with stern faces. One of them was Vivil, who now looked at Gest with mingled scorn and wonder. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder, seeing the other longships nearby. As he drew hard, powerful strokes on the oars, the closest came closer. Her prow had a figurehead depicting a stylised Sea Eagle, its antlers gilded and glittering. He sculled his oars and allowed the current to draw him closer, stretching out one to prod the painted bow of the ship and stop the skiff from banging against its hull. Men looked curiously over the gunwale.  
 
    A man in a dark green cloak stood in the stern. ‘Who are you?’ he barked. 
 
    ‘I bring word from the sea king,’ Gest yelled up at him. 
 
    The man frowned, tugged thoughtfully at his short auburn beard, then gestured to Gest to come aboard. One of the crew flung down a line and Gest made the skiff fast before climbing up the side to where men held hands out to help him aboard.  
 
    Two crewmen were wrestling on the deck while the others watched and laid bets. The man in the green cloak, who Gest took to be the skipper, came down from the stern, cloak swirling around him as he came. 
 
    ‘What word does the sea king send?’ he asked, coming to a halt before Gest and folding his arms arrogantly. ‘I’ve not seen you before.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve come to join your crew,’ Gest said shortly.  
 
    ‘No you don’t,’ said the skipper. ‘Get back in that skiff and row back where you came from if all you’ve brought me is insolence. You said you brought word from the sea king.’ 
 
    Gest nodded patiently. ‘That’s the sea king’s word,’ he said. ‘I’m to join your crew. My name is Hunding.’ He held out a hand but the skipper looked at it disbelievingly. He glanced warily over at the Red Grasp.  
 
    Then he turned away. ‘Get back where you belong,’ the skipper said brusquely. ‘I need no more crewmen.’ 
 
    ‘The sea king said you should send him your best man,’ Gest said stubbornly, ‘and accept me in exchange.’ 
 
    The skipper glanced over at the Red Grasp again, but the deck was quiet now, a few men still mock fighting with wooden swords, others swimming in the water. The sea king was playing a risky game, keeping his men so idle. What were they waiting for? It was summer, raiding season. On most summers the ships would be sailing the length of Norway’s seaboard, sacking and plundering coastal settlements. These men were bored and resentful. 
 
    The skipper shook his head. ‘Why should I take you on? What recommends you to me? I’ll not take the sea king’s leavings. This is too much! First we sit idle in this haven for days, now I must yield up one of my men for an untested stranger. Why should I lose my best man?’ 
 
    Gest had nothing to say. Looking around the hostile faces of the men on deck, he got the distinct impression that he was unwelcome. 
 
    ‘All I can say is that this is the sea king’s command,’ he said, spreading his hands. ‘As for being untested, why, I am the only man who has stood against Bork Wolf-mantle and lived to tell the tale.’ 
 
    An awed murmur rose from the men. The skipper’s eyes glittered. ‘If that is true,’ he said slowly, ‘I should take you on. But if you slew him, why are you not one of the sea king’s guards?’ 
 
    ‘I did not say I had killed him,’ said Gest. ‘I stood against him and lived. The sea king was so impressed…’ 
 
    ‘…that he sent you to irk me,’ the skipper said wearily. ‘I am beginning to understand. You’re a troublemaker, Hunding. I must bow my knee to the sea king, or else take my ship and men to plough our own furrow. We have seen scant booty this summer as yet, but the word is we will gain the richest of prizes ere raiding season is out. So we stay with Sigfrid Redhand, and we follow his orders.’ 
 
    He turned on his heel, green cloak flaring out around him, and spoke to an immense, muscular man who stood nearby, holding a long handled axe over a brawny shoulder. ‘Take the skiff and go to join the sea king’s crew, Skjold,’ he said, clapping the man on the shoulder. ‘We’ll miss you aboard the Sea Eagle, shipmate, but it’s a great honour for you.’ 
 
    Skjold looked glumly at Gest, then got his few belongings from his sea chest, and jumped down into the skiff, which almost capsized under his weight. 
 
    ‘What should I do now?’ Gest asked.  
 
    The skipper gave him an unfavourable look, then pointed at the deck beneath him. ‘These boards haven’t been swabbed in a week!’ he barked. ‘Get on your knees and swab them!’ 
 
    The rest of the crewmen laughed uproariously and left Gest to it. 
 
    By late afternoon, Gest had swabbed the foredeck clean, and was sore and aching. He had spent all that time on hands and knees shuffling from spot to spot, carrying a bucket of filthy water and a wet rag. The Sea Eagle had not been cleaned in a while, rather longer than the week the skipper had suggested. Another token of the idleness that had gripped these vikings. Again Gest wondered what they were waiting for. But how could he hope to learn what that was berthed aboard the Sea Eagle? The skipper was almost as in the dark as Gest himself. 
 
    Wearily, he scrubbed at the wooden strakes. After flinging more water over the middeck he crouched down to swab the strakes around the mast. As he did, he glanced out to sea and his eyes widened a little at what he saw. 
 
    At first it was hard to make out, a sail out to sea. But what kind this solitary vessel might be was impossible for Gest to say. As he knelt on the middeck, it resolved itself into a ship with outspread sail and oars rising and falling on either side. It was bearing straight for this remote island. As far as he could see, it was coming from the direction of the mainland. 
 
    ‘Belay that!’ barked the skipper’s voice. 
 
    Gest looked round. The skipper was gazing at him from the stern, where he had been sipping a horn of ale. ‘Get back to work,’ the skipper added, gesturing at him with the tip of the horn. ‘You’ve yet to prove your worth. I’ll have no slacking.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, skipper,’ said Gest. ‘But have you seen?’ He dropped his rag and pointed out to sea. 
 
    The skipper sprang up and went to the side. He shaded his eyes with his hand and watched in silence. More of the crew saw what he was doing and crowded to the side to join him, pushing past Gest as they did so. 
 
    ‘Is he come at last?’ a man said breathlessly. ‘We’ve been waiting a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Too long,’ the skipper commented. ‘But it’s not the knar we saw last time.’ He caressed the pommel of the highly polished sword he wore. ‘This is a karvi, a ship of war.’ 
 
    They watched in silence, and Gest watched with them. No one noticed that he was no longer swabbing the decks singlehandedly; all were too intent on the appearance of the new vessel. The skipper was right, it was indeed a karvi, like the one he had sailed in to the trolls’ cliffs. Up on the masthead hung a shield painted white in token of truce. 
 
    Why was a peaceful vessel approaching a gathering of viking ships like this? Despite the laws of the viking brotherhood that Stafnglam had recited, Gest doubted that they would resist the chance to plunder a vessel if her skipper made it so easy. 
 
    Rounding the sandbar that guarded this haven from the rolling sea waters, the karvi bore down upon the Red Grasp. The dragon ship seemed to dwarf her as she weighed anchor a few fathoms off. Gest waited for shouted orders and men to leap down upon the deck and put the crew to the sword. 
 
    He glanced up at his fellows. All seemed fascinated, no one spoke. At a shout from the Red Grasp, he looked back, to see a man from the ship being welcomed up onto the deck. At once Gest recognised the red cloak and green tunic, and the white streaks in the newcomer’s beard. 
 
    Einar shook hands with Stafnglam, but seemed not to share the stem-man’s delight. Stafnglam asked a question but Einar gave a sad look and gestured to the ship behind him. The stem-man shouted something that the breeze snatched away before Gest heard it, and led Einar aft. They vanished under the awnings. 
 
    ‘Something’s wrong,’ said one of the oarsmen aboard the Sea Eagle. 
 
    The skipper shook his head. ‘What could be wrong? This man is our friend. He’s helped us before. What…’ 
 
    He broke off, and gnawed at his nails absently. The spars creaked, the lines thrummed overhead. The wind stirred the water into wavelets. The crew of the Red Grasp were waiting on the deck watching the awnings expectantly. Some stood at the side, speaking to the crew of the karvi, shaking their heads glumly. 
 
    Gest remembered the cargo of the knar that he had hijacked. Had those weapons been bound for Sigfrid Redhand’s fleet? Was that what the sea king had been waiting for? He smirked to himself. He was already disliked. How much more disliked he would become if anyone learnt that he was responsible for this setback. 
 
    Einar reappeared from under the awnings, Stafnglam to one hand, Sigfrid himself to the other, a bevy of berserks following. Voices were raised, fingers pointed. Einar spread his hands, Sigfrid shook his head. Einar turned on his heel and stormed to the side. He looked back for one parting shot, and an angry Sigfrid led his men back under the awning as Einar clambered down to his karvi. 
 
    The sun was setting over the haven as he sailed into the darkness that had now swept over the eastern waters. The skipper watched unhappily as she vanished into the murk. 
 
    He saw Gest watching. ‘Don’t you have work to do?’ he snarled, then turned and stamped aft, his men following him.  
 
    In the gathering gloom and cold, Gest continued to swab the deck. When it grew too dark to see, he picked up his bucket and went to the side to pour the water away with a splash. While he was doing so, he heard raised voices floating over from the Red Grasp.  
 
    He looked about the deck of the Sea Eagle. The disappointed crewmen had taken to their berths in deep dudgeon. No one was paying any heed to their newest member. He placed the bucket down on the deck, dropped the wet rag inside it, unbuckled his sword belt and placed it inside his sea chest, then took hold of a line and slowly lowered himself over the side. 
 
    He began to swim towards the Red Grasp. 
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    The water was bitterly cold. The short stretch that had passed so quickly when he crossed it in the skiff seemed endless. All was dark and bitterly cold, stars glittered icily in the sky aloft. The red eyes of fires aboard the ships seemed to watch his progress furiously, but no one called out to him. 
 
    There was not a man to be seen on any of the ships, and Gest guessed that they were huddled round the cooking fires out of sight. Another source of light came from the awning on the aft deck of the Red Grasp; lanterns were burning within. A hubbub of rowdy conversation drifted across the water, growing louder the closer Gest drew to the dragon ship. 
 
    A man clambered out of the gap in the awnings, straightened, and went over to the side to piss. Gest trod water, uncomfortably aware that he was developing cramp in his shoulders. The man was a black shape against a yellow glow that spilled from the awnings; unrecognisable, almost indistinguishable. After a moment, he finished pissing and Gest started swimming again. 
 
    The skiff in which he had rowed to the Sea Eagle now bobbed a few fathoms away from the stern, at the end of a long tether. Gest gripped hold of her side and hauled himself up until he could rest his forearms on her gunwale. 
 
    The dragon ship towered above him like some mighty fortress, dark and dense against the black skies. The awnings were out of sight this far astern, but the glow of light was visible, and he could still hear men speaking angrily. The skiff shuddered, almost capsizing as Gest seized hold of the gunwale and hauled himself up. 
 
    Dripping, he sat in the stern and gazed up at the dragon ship again. After a moment’s thought he shipped one of the oars and paddled closer. The tether drooped into the water as he inched nearer the hull. A dull boom shook through the timbers as a sudden billow slammed the skiff into the side of the ship. 
 
    The conversation from aloft broke off. Someone spoke in a commanding voice. Another voice bellowed across the deck. Gest dropped the oar and crouched down, covering himself with his cloak. Peeping up from under its hem he saw a large figure appear in the bow, holding onto the stern post as he scanned the waters below. The skiff drifted away from the side, its tether stretching out taut again.  
 
    The man withdrew. As the skiff bobbed away from the side, Gest heard more heated discussion from aboard the ship, then it ebbed away. He cursed. 
 
    He was getting nowhere like this. Flinging back his cloak, all that had hidden him from the dull eyes of the clot who had been sent to investigate, he seized hold of the tether and began climbing up it hand over hand. It drooped down under his weight, and the skiff was drawn closer to the dragon ship again, but before another boom rang out, Gest reached the stern post to which the tether was spliced. 
 
    His booted feet pressed against the hull, he reached round to the sheer strake between stern post and steering oar, and used the latter to boost himself up onto the quarter deck. It was deserted, but leaning with his back against the ornately carved stern post, he received an unrivalled view of the whole deck. 
 
    Closest to him, it was covered by the awnings, striped wadmal stretching towards the mast. They obscured his view of the deck beyond, but he could smell the rank smoke of the guttering cooking fire and glimpse a few slumbering forms near the prow. The sail was reefed, the oars were stacked beside the awnings. Only the creak of strakes as the deck rose and fell and the thrum of the rigging broke the silence, that and the moan of the wind around the spars. Shifting closer to the awnings, he listened. 
 
    He could hear voices from within, but they were muffled, and it was still impossible to make out any words. He guessed that they were sitting to for’ard. There was a tent flap at this end, but it was tightly bound and would take too long to unknot, even supposing he was not found in the midst of his task. 
 
    It was vital that he learn what they were discussing. The appearance of Einar had confirmed much of his suspicions, allaying his doubts. There was indeed some link between these vikings and the strange goings-on in Rogaland. Were they keeping Hild prisoner under the awnings? Something stirred within him. He must know. 
 
    Silent as a shadow, he flitted for’ard, passing along the deck between the gunwale and the starboard oar-stacks. Lines hung down and he used these to help him along the way. A wind was getting up, and the waters of the haven grew rough. The deck swayed beneath his feet and he came close to stumbling. His flailing hand brushed against the awning before the other gripped the gunwale. He froze. Had the men within been alerted? 
 
    He heard nothing but the wailing of the wind. After a moment he continued for’ard. 
 
    At last he reached the far end of the awnings. The cooking fire had been banked down and only embers glowed, shedding a wavering light on slumbering forms. Aloft the sea wind tugged at the rigging. Gest crept round the side, seeking the tent flap he had seen previously. But as he rounded the corner, he collided with what felt like a solid wall of muscle and hair. 
 
    A squat, broad, reeking shape roared menacingly and he felt two hands seize his shoulders. His unseen assailant forced him to his knees. If only he had brought his sword! But weighed down by the iron blade he would have been severely hampered swimming even that short stretch of water. 
 
    He struck out at the muscular limbs, wrapping his right arm round his attacker’s left, then gripping the man’s throat in both hands, shaking him like a hound with a rat. His attacker jabbed a brawny knee into his groin and he gasped out in pain, but did not break his grip on the man’s throat. He pressed his thumbs into iron hard flesh, seeking the man’s windpipe. 
 
    Now fingers of steel seized his own throat and they found his own windpipe easily. Stars flashed in his vision as the man began to throttle him. Gest let go of his enemy’s throat and seized hold of him by the wrists, hauling vainly at them, but it was like wrestling with a statue of Thor. 
 
    He stamped down on the man’s instep, at the same time driving a bunched fist into his belly. The man grunted, but did not slacken his grip on Gest’s throat. The dark world turned grey in Gest’s sight and his chest was an agony. 
 
    In desperation, he seized the man by his flowing beard and yanked hard. His foe endured the assault but tightened his hold on Gest’s windpipe. With ebbing strength, Gest hauled on the man’s beard with such force that he thought he would tear it out by the roots. The man grunted, let go with one hand and gripped Gest’s wrist crushingly, twisting it so the king’s man lost his grip on the beard. 
 
    Now the man had him by wrist and throat, but the pressure on his windpipe had lessened. Again Gest sank a fist into his attacker’s belly, following it up with a clout round his ear, of the sort Gest’s mother had often given him when he was a lad. The man snatched hold of his other wrist, but to do so he had to let go of Gest’s throat. Gest had little to grumble about this.  
 
    He head-butted the man, who lost his hold on Gest’s wrists and staggered back against the mast. Quick as lightning, Gest seized a dangling line, looped it round his enemy’s neck, and hauled. There was a whizzing sound, a muffled cry from the man, and as he was lifted bodily off his feet and swept up into the rigging, Gest felt more than saw an almighty waft of stale air, heard the boom as the sail unfurled, felt sudden pain as it struck him in the middle of his upturned face. The back of his head connected with the deck strakes as he fell. 
 
    For a moment he lay there, listening dreamily to the yells of confusion from all around him, staring up into the starry sky where the twitching form of his attacker hung. By the time men seized him, dragged him to his feet, and belaboured him with outraged blows, the squat, broad, bearded form who he only now recognised, had breathed his last. 
 
    ‘Cut him down,’ said a powerful, masterful voice from the awnings. ‘Cut Bork down and pitch him over the side. He’s no good to me now. Let the fishes feast upon him.’ 
 
    Outlined by the glow of light from within, the speaker turned to Gest, who drooped in the men’s arms as limp as the hanging berserk. ‘Cunning. I like that. He defeated you once, but you came back in the dead of night and worsted him.’ He lifted his voice commandingly, and gestured with a hand on which he wore a scarlet gauntlet. ‘Let go of him. Do not lay hands on the newest member of my guard!’ 
 
    The men’s grip slackened. Gest fell to his knees, unable to stop himself. Muzzily he looked up. Standing over him was a rangy, powerful figure in his early thirties. Gest knew that voice. This was the man who had spoken from the awnings when he fought Bork the last time. This was the sea king, Sigfrid Redhand. 
 
    ‘No man as doughty and ruthless as you need bow the knee before any man,’ Sigfrid added, holding out his gauntleted hand to help Gest to his feet. ‘Except to me. You will acknowledge me alone as your master.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sire,’ Gest gasped, rubbing ruefully at his tender throat. ‘Only to you will I bow.’ He glanced up at the rigging where men were untangling Bork’s heavy corpse. He watched as they dropped his body abruptly to the deck, then dragged it over to the side. As the splash of the corpse striking the water below rang out, he turned to Sigfrid Redhand, looking searchingly at him.  
 
    In the glow of the distant lantern, he could make out little of the man’s features, but there was something strangely familiar about him. 
 
    Sigfrid laid hand on Gest’s shoulder. ‘Leave the crew to their toil,’ he said, ‘and follow me. There are folk within I would have you meet.’ 
 
      
 
    Underneath the awnings, all was luxury and splendour. Horn lanterns shed an amber light upon men who sat or lolled upon heaps of furs and silks, horns of mead in their hands, steaming meat heaped upon platters before them. Burly men clad in pelts of wolves or bears, full bearded and fierce faced, formed a strange counterpoint to the luxurious style in which Sigfrid Redhand dwelt. 
 
    The sea king strode down to the far end of the compartment, which stretched only partway aft. Beyond it the enclosed deck was in shadow; he guessed that these were sleeping quarters for the berserks who stared inquiringly up at him as he stood in the opening. As Sigfrid reached a heap of furs at the far end, he turned to Gest and pointed to an empty space at his right hand. 
 
    ‘Take Bork’s place here,’ he said, and sat down cross-legged. As Gest followed him, the sea king addressed the other men. ‘This man—Hunding, wasn’t it?—has defeated Bork and now he will take his place among you by right of conquest. I’ll expect you to begin his training on the morrow.’ 
 
    He sipped deeply from a drinking horn of gold, wrought with figures of gods and trolls. Gest sat down, aware of the eyes of the berserks blazing upon him. In the quivering light of soapstone lanterns, they resembled trolls themselves. Each of them looked to be six or seven feet in height when standing, and were fittingly broad about the shoulders. They wore little or no armour, but berserks scorned such unmanly protection. 
 
    Gest had met berserks before, of course; both the wandering, lawless bullies who plagued settlements on the mainland, and the disciplined warriors of the royal guard of King Harald Finehair. If Bork could be taken as any kind of yardstick, these men were closer to the former in temperament, but it seemed that Sigfrid had them whipped into a disciplined fighting force.  
 
    None of them raised an objection to Gest’s presence, although any court of the kingdom would find him guilty of murder. He’d broken the law of the land—but not, it seemed, the law of the vikings. 
 
    One man, whose vast auburn beard spilled over a massive chest, who wore the pelt of a bear round his brawny shoulders, but whose face was crazed with broken veins and whose eyes had the red stare of a drunk, lolled back on his furs and tore at a leg of mutton. 
 
    ‘Weren’t you the one who Bork stomped on earlier?’ He guffawed fit to burst. ‘We all thought it was you who’d be feeding the fishes, until our lord the king intervened.’ He gave Sigfrid, who was listening in absent silence, a respectful nod. 
 
    ‘Mercy is not something we anticipate from our king,’ commented another berserk, a grim faced man with a black beard, who ate and drank little. ‘He saw something in you, perhaps, that recommended you to him.’ 
 
    ‘And here I am,’ said Gest with a grin, ‘in your esteemed company.’ There was no sign of Hild. Perhaps she was kept in the sleeping area. Bound and gagged, no doubt. ‘Before I bumped into our departed friend, you were deep in talk. Don’t let me hinder you.’  
 
    Sigfrid laughed harshly. ‘We discussed strategy,’ he said. ‘Bad news came to our ears today. But let us forget it until the morning. I will seek my bed.’ 
 
    He rose and made his way, bent double to avoid brushing his head on the low awning, into the unlit compartment aft. Gest sat watching him in silence. 
 
    He looked round at his new companions. ‘Well, gentlemen,’ he said cheerily, and stretched. ‘Time for some serious drinking, no?’ 
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    The longship crossed the waves and spray surged over the deck. Gest clung onto a line and looked to leeward. Strakes creaked, lines cracked, the sail billowed full-bellied in the wind. The air was wet and salty. But the sea was empty of prey.  
 
    He turned to face the berserks who stood forward of the mast, while the backs of oarsmen rose and fell as they hauled at the oars. The skipper stood at the steering oar, eyes on the distant horizon. It was the man whose crew Gest had briefly joined, whose name it turned out was Orm. He had been more than a little startled to find his ship commandeered, in the name of the sea king himself, by a man who had previously swabbed his decks. He seemed uneasy, and avoided Gest as much as he could. 
 
    Gest was still under trial. No one had said as much, but it was clear that this raid was meant to test him. He cast his mind back to the sea king’s words. 
 
    ‘Our stock of provisions is running low. We’re still waiting for the sign to attack, but it’s taking longer than expected. I want you, Hunding, to take Valgard, Kari, and Ulf on a raid. Bring back food.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sire,’ Gest had said. He had seen the look the sea king gave him from beneath shaggy brows, and known that the three berserks he had named were Sigfrid’s most trusted men. As they set sail the following morning, he had noticed all three giving him appraising looks. The spy was now spied upon.  
 
    ‘No sign of any ships,’ he told them. ‘The sea lanes are strangely empty.’ 
 
    ‘We can sail further west,’ said Valgard with a grunt, ‘and search the seas around the English kingdom.’ 
 
    ‘Or turn about,’ lisped Kari, as the wind blew his long, well combed locks, ‘and seek landfall. An attack on the Norway coast will see our hold well stocked with meat.’ 
 
    Gest was unwilling to make a strand-hewing raid on the king’s subjects. And if he was commanding this expedition, it would go according to his wishes. 
 
    ‘It’s a long way to the English kingdom,’ Ulf growled. ‘I say we attack the nearest coast, then return to the fleet.’ He looked round at them. ‘Why not? As long as we don’t attack the folk who have been so hospitable…’ 
 
    Valgard scowled at him. ‘You know not to speak of them,’ he said. ‘Remember many of us have kin along these coasts. Outlaws we may be today, we must be slow to spill blood that may be close to our own. I say we attack the English. We have no loyalty to them.’ 
 
    Ulf bristled. ‘We need to make a fast attack and get back as soon as we may,’ he said. ‘No time to sail to England and back. But what does the man in charge say?’ 
 
    They all turned to gaze at Gest. Gest returned their looks, studying the three berserks absently as he mulled it all over in his own mind.  
 
    Valgard was big, heavily built, clad in furs and wearing an iron helm with a long, silver nasal in the form of a flying dragon. His eyes were bloodshot, his cheeks crazed with broken blood vessels, his beard was greying. Food and grease stained his linen breeks. The handle of the axe which he held like a yoke over his shoulders was carved with a long series of notches, which he had bragged to Gest marked each man he had slain with the weapon. 
 
    Kari was another matter. Younger, less well built, but sinewy, his face bare but for a slender moustache, he wore a rich linen tunic and matching breeks, over which his fur cloak was elegantly arranged. He was as vain of his appearance as a girl, and spent an inordinate time in the morning combing his long hair, for which Ulf and Valgard teased him. They were the only men who would dare. Kari kept no tally of the men he had killed, but in his berserk frenzy he was unstoppable. 
 
    Ulf was less fastidious in his dress, but not as slobbish as Valgard. He wore no armour, but carried a sword and an axe and spent much of his spare time honing their blades. There were tales of his dark knowledge of arcane matters, and he kept in his luggage a blackened skull dug up from a Danish bog to which he was rumoured to speak on certain nights. He considered himself a good counsellor, and persisted in advising Gest at every possible turn, providing the benefit of his greater wisdom, as he called it. Gest had yet to see him in the fray, but he was rumoured to be a dirty fighter. 
 
    ‘I go with Ulf,’ Gest said reluctantly. He was reluctant because he knew that Ulf needed little encouragement in believing that he was as wise as Odin himself. ‘Should we attack lands in Norway, it will draw attention to our presence, and surely we do not want that at this point.’ He looked around, and the berserks nodded wisely. ‘It may take longer, but we will sail as fast as we can, make our attack, and sail back. Take what we can, cut down any who resist, depart as soon as we can.’ 
 
    Ulf looked to the others. ‘Hunding is right,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You would say so,’ Valgard growled, ‘since he takes your counsel. But I see the sense of it. If word reached King Harald that vikings are raiding so far into his kingdom, he might put off his proposed raids on the outer islands and come searching the fjords for foes. We’ve been hiding in plain sight, but that has its own risks.’ 
 
    Kari said nothing, but instead held out his hand and examined it. ‘Then let us make haste,’ he murmured almost to himself. ‘My blade is eager to taste blood.’ 
 
    Gest went aft to speak with Orm. 
 
    ‘We’ll sail west,’ he told the skipper. ‘Set course for England.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ said Orm curtly. He pulled on the steering oar and shouted orders to his crewmen, two of whom left their oars and went to haul the sheets. As they veered westwards, the wind blew cold and wet across the deck. Without glancing at Gest, Orm said, ‘What are we looking for? A strand-hewing?’ 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘Do you know of a good place?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of fat farms with fine herds down in Northumbria,’ the skipper said, ‘but those waters are thick with vikings preying on traders. With only a single ship, we would find ourselves in trouble soon. I say we sail due west for the shores of Scotland, avoiding the worst of it, and attack a settlement on the edge of the strand.’ 
 
    Gest listened to his advice with a show of eagerness, told him to make for the shores where he thought they had the most chance of loot, then went back to the prow where the berserks awaited him. 
 
    Dark clouds towered on the horizon, and a chill wind blew down from the east. The crew hauled in their oars and hastened to take advantage of the wind. Rain lashed down as they sailed before it, crossing the North Sea at a rate of knots. The deck lurched beneath Gest’s feet and he clung to a line. Teeth bared against the wind and spray, he waited for them to ride out the storm. 
 
    At last they limped into calmer waters, and in due course a wooded shore became visible as a black line on the western horizon. The kingdom that had been conquered by the current English king was centred on Wessex a fair way to the south. Scotland, where they were heading, was debatable land, home to sturdy clansman who never bowed their knees to the English king. But by the time the ship was closing on the shore, the sun was beginning to set in the west, throwing long shadows across the water.  
 
    They anchored off a skerry off the shore, and Gest gave orders for cooking fires to be lit. As the men ate and drank, he idled by the gunwale and looked out to shore. The sun had set by now, and all was dark beneath wheeling stars. But in several places along the coast he could make out twinkling ruddy dots that marked the fires of settlements where folk, he assumed, were also eating. Everything looked peaceful, tranquil. But one of those places would be visited by red war ere the following day was out. 
 
    His loyalties were to the king of Norway. The Scots were another folk, and they meant little to him. It was vital that he remained with the sea king until he was able to discover his plan and report it to King Harald Finehair. He felt few qualms about attacking coastal settlements in another kingdom. Life was harsh. Anyone who dwelt on the coast ought to be ready for the attacks of vikings and sea kings. 
 
    What mattered most was that he gain the confidence of the sea king and his berserks. If the lives of a few Scots must be sacrificed, it was a necessary price to pay for the continued security of the kingdom. 
 
    The deck swayed gently beneath him, lulling him as he studied the dark coast. He heard a creak behind him and looked round to see Kari coming over to join him. 
 
    ‘The skipper says there are steadings along this shore,’ said the berserk, ‘but are they rich enough to supply our wants? We should have sailed straight for England. I’ve been there before! Rich grasslands, herds of milch cows and kine. Before I joined the sea king it was, and before Alfred made himself king of the English.’  
 
    Alfred was the king who now ruled over England, but his sway did not stretch as far as the country of the Scots. Before his day, England had been split into several petty kingdoms, and harried by Danes, but he had defeated his foes in the south and gone on to become a powerful ruler. But like King Harald Finehair in Norway, he still had to fight a never-ending war with vikings. 
 
    ‘And that’s why we won’t sail to England,’ said Gest. ‘England is a stronger place than you remember. We shall raid one of these ill defended Scottish settlements, then return to the sea king with our plunder. Remember that it is I who was chosen to lead this raid.’ 
 
    Stung, Kari looked away. He studied the red glows that dotted the dark shore. ‘All that worries me,’ he said in a mollifying tone, ‘is that in these far flung parts we will not find meat enough to feed the fleet.’ 
 
    ‘If we do not find enough to stock up on our first raid,’ Gest said, ‘we shall sail on to another steading.’ 
 
    ‘The folk will unite against us,’ Kari objected. ‘The longer we stay, the more they will organise themselves to fight us. King or no king, the folk in these parts are hardy and stalwart, everyone says so.’ 
 
    Gest clenched his fist. ‘Then we fight,’ he growled. ‘Are you afraid to face these clansmen?’ 
 
    Kari bridled. ‘Not I,’ he said. ‘I fear no man, nor do I fear death. When my Valkyrie takes me, I will be swept up into Valhalla to drink and feast until the end of all worlds. But…’ 
 
    ‘But what?’ Gest asked edgily. 
 
    Kari shrugged. ‘We can’t fail in this mission,’ he said. ‘The fleet needs feeding.’ 
 
    Gest scowled, and spat over the side. ‘Why the wait?’ he demanded. ‘What are we waiting for, besides? Tomorrow we will make a lightning raid, kill all who resist, sail away with all we can lay our hands upon…’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Kari said, fingering his hair as he gazed out into the night, ‘what of it?’ 
 
    ‘Why does the sea king not do the same?’ Gest asked him. ‘What is he waiting for?’ 
 
    Kari looked across at him. ‘You do not know?’ he asked in surprise. ‘You’re one of the sea king’s guard now. And you don’t know something that the meanest oarsman is privy to?’ 
 
    Gest shook his head patiently. ‘I may have won myself a seat beside the sea king,’ he said, ‘a place with you and the others as his guard. But no one has told me what we wait for. Why not simply go raiding? Not you and me, I mean the whole fleet. What else is it for?’ 
 
    Kari grinned, eyes glittering weirdly in the light from the cooking fires. ‘We’re not gathered to carry out a few raids,’ he said; ‘we’re not going to scoop up a few trade ships, loot a few settlements. We’ve got our eyes on a bigger prize.’ 
 
    Gest nodded his head slowly. ‘I thought as much,’ he said, thankful that Kari was such a boaster. Wild notions passed through his mind. He could learn the whole plan here and now, then jump ship on his return and make his way to Tunsberg with the whole plot… 
 
    Kari studied him. ‘You did?’ he said challengingly. ‘Then what is our prize?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to attack somewhere big,’ Gest said. ‘Somewhere in Norway. On the south coast, am I right? Kari nodded wonderingly. Gest halted. ‘But what are we waiting for?’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I can’t stand this waiting.’ 
 
    Kari slapped him on the back. ‘Eager to wet your blade?’ he laughed. ‘So am I. Tomorrow’s fight will not be enough. I want to see blood again. I’ve not fought since last summer, and I grow rusty. But I can tell you, Hunding, when it comes to the real fight, we’ll wade in blood. And a kingdom will fall. But for now… we wait.’ 
 
    The following morning dawned clear and bright. The skies were blue, and there was not a hint of the rainclouds Gest had seen during the voyage. The Scottish coast brooded silently, the sky above streaked with smoke trails where last night there had been red glows. He went to Orm, who was already at the helm. 
 
    ‘Sail along the shore,’ he said. ‘When we see signs of rich pickings, we’ll strike.’ 
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    Broad meadows led down to the strand, a patchwork of fields between the wooded hills and the water. In the distance, a scattering of huts was visible, but there was no sign one about. Cattle cropped the grass not far from the strand. 
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ said Gest darkly. ‘It looks too easy.’ 
 
    Valgard shrugged. ‘What do you mean? Do you expect a trap?’ 
 
    Kari snorted. ‘Vikings go boldly into battle. If any of these clansmen attack, we cut them down. We are trained fighters, they are men of the soil.’ 
 
    Orm leaned on the steering oar. ‘Do we go ashore?’ he asked. ‘Or keep looking?’ 
 
    Ulf turned to Gest. ‘I counsel a fast attack. Drive the herds down to the strand, fight off any attack, slaughter and butcher the cattle, and load the ship with their meat. That’s how it’s always done. You’re green to strand-hewing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not unaccustomed to fighting,’ Gest said, ‘but never have I stolen livestock before.’ He mulled it over for a moment. ‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘We attack!’ 
 
    The wind whistled in the rigging and the sail bellied in the wind; oars clacked in rowlocks as the oarsmen bent over their oar looms. Oar blades cut the green waves as the Sea Eagle drew closer to land. So far they had seen no sign that any ashore had sighted their sail. But as soon as they did, the alarm would be sounded. Messengers would ride to other settlements, fighting men would be mustered. 
 
    The raid depended on speed to achieve a successful outcome. Despite Kari’s grandiloquent words, Gest had no wish to meet the local levy. His vikings were trained, hardened fighters, and the opposition would be under-trained and under-armed. But if it came to a fight, the foe would be fighting them on their home ground. He did not want to return to the sea king with a tale of loss, or even failure. His standing within the viking brotherhood depended on his success. And the berserks were watching him all the way. The sea king would want to hear everything on their return. 
 
    The longship flew like a bird across the foam as they bore down on the green shore, but it was a bird of ill omen for the folk of the land. The vikings steered their way into a shallow bay where they weighed anchored. The men hastily donned helms and byrnies, took their shields from the gunwales and spears from where they were stacked. 
 
    The fields were out of sight from here, the strand ending at a low cliff, topped by turf. All that was visible in the distance were the wooded hills. Gest tramped down the creaking gangplank, leading the berserks and the others onto the gritty sand of the strand, where they gathered, weapons at the ready for any sign of attack. A complacent silence hung over the land. 
 
    Weighed down by his armour, Gest turned to regard his band of vikings. ‘Two of you, get up there and see what you can see,’ he said, gesturing at the low cliff. ‘The herds should be due west of our position. Five of you, remain with the ship. Orm, you stay with them. Get us ready to depart on the evening tide. The rest of us will remain here, ready for attack, until we get word that the coast is clear.’ 
 
    The two scouts hurried away up the beach towards the cliffs. Orm took five men back aboard and they readied the ship for a hasty withdrawal. The rest formed a defensive formation, shields interlocked, spears jutting landwards like a hedgehog’s spines. Gest stood with the berserks behind the shield wall, surveying the cliffs over which even now the two scouts were disappearing. 
 
    ‘This is not a good position,’ Valgard remarked. ‘Archers could appear on the cliff and riddle us with arrows.’ 
 
    Nettled, Gest glowered at him. ‘What would you do?’ he said. ‘The coast is like this for miles, low cliffs and shallow bays. It was this or keep sailing, and that might take us into waters King Alfred controls, where we would soon find ourselves in trouble. We are here to restock the fleet, not to fly to Valhalla with songs on our lips.’ 
 
    ‘Hunding is right,’ said Kari unexpectedly. ‘Besides, this part of the shore doesn’t seem to be well defended.’ 
 
    ‘So why has it not been raided already?’ said Valgard. ‘I’m getting wary in my old age, it seems, but it also seems that something isn’t right.’ 
 
    Gest felt a chill at his words.  
 
    Where were those scouts? There was no sign of them. Were they ever going to come back? He was about to order an immediate return to the ships, but how would that look? It would be seen as rank cowardice. He wondered if this was part of the test. Were they all working to try his will and resolve? 
 
    He took off his helmet and mopped his brow. The sun beat down from high overhead. Still the scouts showed no sign of returning. Sea mews circled in the air, squawking to one another. The vikings betrayed signs of mounting impatience. 
 
    ‘You, you, and you,’ Gest said, pointing at three of his men who had been quarrelling aimlessly in undertones. ‘Go up the cliff and see what’s keeping those scouts.’ 
 
    Dropping shields and spears in the sand, armed only with knives, the three men sprinted away, sand scudding up behind their running feet. 
 
    ‘What do you suppose it is?’ Kari asked. 
 
    Gest cursed under his breath. ‘Who can say?’ he asked. ‘They may have run into trouble.’ 
 
    The three men he had just sent reached the top of the cliff, but went no further. They had seen something, Gest guessed as they scrambled back down to the beach. 
 
    ‘Armed men,’ gasped their leader as they ran back. ‘They’re gathered around an oak, from which our two men are hanging. Looks like they’ve been questioning them.’ 
 
    ‘Did they see you?’ Gest demanded. 
 
    Before the man could reply, Kari cried out warningly. Dark shapes had bobbed into sight above, Scots looking down from the cliffs at the vikings gathered on the strand. One of Gest’s crewmen took a throwing spear and flung it towards them. It soared through the air, describing a curve that ceased abruptly when it sank into the cliff halfway up. The newcomers vanished out of sight. 
 
    ‘What now, Hunding?’ asked Valgard. ‘Back to the ships in shame?’ 
 
    Gest rounded on the man who had reported to him. ‘How many armed men?’ he demanded. ‘Do they outnumber us?’ 
 
    ‘We’re here for meat, remember,’ said Ulf. 
 
    The man told them that from the brief glimpse they had received, their forces were evenly matched, and the Scots were at the edge of a meadow where cattle cropped the grass. Gest nodded. It seemed that their coming had been noticed by some folk in this seemingly peaceful land, and the local levy had been called out. Maybe more clansmen were on their way. Right now, the vikings stood a chance. 
 
    ‘Up the cliff,’ he told his men. ‘Up the cliff and attack.’ He told off a group of men to leave the main band when they could, and drive the cattle down to the strand. ‘The rest of us will keep the locals occupied,’ he added. 
 
    The cliff was not steep, and they scaled it in a short while. Beyond stretched the fields Gest had seen from the sea, the dark line of wooded hills in the distance. Between them and the trees, cattle could be seen. Grouped around a tall oak was a number of men, some mounted, some on foot, but all armed. Two figures hung by their feet from a bough of the tree. 
 
    At the appearance of the vikings, the armed men bunched together, forming a shield wall and marching forwards across the grass. A few broke off and began herding the cattle up a lane towards the nearby settlement. 
 
    Gest gave the command to his own men to form a shield wall. Soon two lines of men faced each other across the meadow, the locals advancing at a stately pace that spoke of confidence. Gest turned to those men of his who carried throwing spears. 
 
    ‘Now!’ he yelled. 
 
    The men flung their spears over the shield wall and they flew towards the advancing men. Shields were lifted high as the spears clattered down, and some of the deadly missiles were deflected. One plunged straight through the linden boards of a shield and ran the shield bearer right through, entering at his right shoulder and coming out between his legs, pinning him to the soil. The rest halted, and their leader, a short youth with an auburn fringe of beard, shouted an order. Archers fitted arrows to bows, spearmen poised with spears, and a return volley was soon whizzing towards Gest’s vikings. 
 
    ‘Lift shields!’ Gest bellowed. 
 
    He raised his own, and felt a thud run through his arm as a flying arrow pierced it, coming to a halt with the arrowhead only inches from Gest’s face. On either hand men fell with arrows jutting from torsos or thighs. 
 
    ‘Attack!’ he yelled, and they ran across the springy turf. As he ran, the men he had spoken to earlier broke off, heading for the Scots driving off the cattle. 
 
    Then Gest slammed into the shield wall of the Scots. On either side of him his men were tackling the defenders. Spears flashed in sunlight, axes clashed, swords sang. The two lines of men met mid-meadow; first they moved one way then the other, as first the attackers forced back the defenders, then the defenders fought back. Blades hewed flinders from shields, men fell. Gest had hoped this would be an easy raid, seize the cattle and slaughter them, then take the salted meat back to the sea king. Now it seemed to be going badly wrong. 
 
    The fight went on for what seemed like forever, warriors duelling with one another, swords clashing with swords, shields beaten to pieces by axes. Gest’s throat was raw from shouting orders that went unheard and unheeded over the clamour. Then the line of defenders broke, leaving several of their number lying in the lush grass of the meadow, and fled back towards the lane. Here even now the men Gest had sent to drive off the cattle were doing exactly that. Men met cattle and the cows stampeded, some trampling the warriors, others galloping wildly across the meadow. 
 
    Gest met Kari, whose hair was tangled and awry, his handsome face a mask of blood. He grinned fiercely, swinging his axe around his head. 
 
    ‘Get back to the ship,’ Gest shouted. ‘Help the men with the cattle, and get them back to the ship.’ 
 
    Kari roared orders at a group of vikings and they came to help him herd the frightened, stampeding cattle towards the strand. The remainder of the seafarers still fought a rear-guard manoeuvre against what remained of the defenders. 
 
    As they urged the cattle seawards, using spears to goad the frightened beasts in the right direction, Kari bellowed, ‘Is this all I am to be today? A neat herd? But it was a good fight, friend Hunding!’ He guffawed lustily. ‘Aye, a good fight!’ 
 
    Gest had no such relish for battle, though he would never have admitted it. He had killed men today and it had passed like a dream. He had found his own men impossible to control, his orders so much wasted breath. A stampede of cows had been more decisive than any of his strategy.  
 
    They urged the cattle down the cliff. Several leapt down so hectically that they broke their necks at the bottom. Had the vikings been neatherds as Kari said, this would have been a disaster. But in truth it saved them from slaughtering the beasts.  
 
    ‘Kill the rest,’ Gest said when they had driven them all down onto the strand. ‘Then butcher them and get the meat aboard.’ 
 
    Back up the cliffs he saw his men withdrawing under the onslaught of the angry Scots. More cattle stampeded through the meadow, the ground thundering to their frenzied hoofs. More armed men were appearing from the trees. The country was up in arms. And butchery was skilled work. 
 
    He joined his retreating men. ‘Pull back,’ he yelled. ‘Pull back and guard the cliffs. We’ll embark as soon as the beasts are slaughtered.’ 
 
    They formed up a ragged line on the cliff edge, bloody spears at the ready. Valgard was there, shouting words of praise at the men to put heart into them. 
 
    ‘Where’s Ulf?’ Gest yelled down his ear. The clash of blade on blade was deafening, and Gest barely caught Valgard’s words. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ Gest shouted.  
 
    The line lurched, and one viking misstepped and went slithering over the side.  
 
    Valgard laughed, eyes crazed. ‘A cow!’ he bellowed. ‘A cow!’ 
 
    A spear ran through the viking at Gest’s side, and he turned to fight the Scot who had killed him. 
 
    ‘What was that about a cow?’ he yelled after he had cut the man down. 
 
    ‘A moo-cow trampled him!’ Valgard roared with laughter. ‘We should give her a place in the sea king’s guard!’ Despite the laughter, tears were on his cheeks, mingling with the blood of the men he had killed. ‘It wasn’t like this when we carried off the herd of the king in Rogaland.’ 
 
    The men on the strand below were carrying aboard lumps of meat from the carcases that lay blood laced in the sand. Gest gave the order for the rest of the vikings to withdraw to the ship. 
 
    In a hail of Scottish spears and arrows They sprinted across the sand. As the first man reached the gangplank he fell shrieking as an arrow pierced him through the neck. Gest shoved his corpse into the water and led the vikings aboard the Sea Eagle. 
 
    Orm came to meet them, face grim. ‘Get to the oars!’ he yelled. ‘The tide had yet to turn. We must row for safety!’ 
 
    Men leapt to the oars and began to row. On the shore where the Scots still stood, shouting and throwing spears or rocks. The deck was slimy with blood, slabs of meat lay everywhere. The stink of blood was whipped away by the sea breeze as the longship pulled away from the shore. Looking back as he heaved at an oar, Gest saw that armed men stood lining the strand, the reinforcements. A few cows still stampeded in the distance.  
 
    Once they were so far from shore that their foes were no more than dots on a green background, the sail began to belly in the growing wind. Gest left his oar to another man and crossed over to Orm. 
 
    ‘Now we’re under way, we’d better get this meat salted,’ he said. 
 
    The raid had been a bloody disaster. But at least they had the meat the fleet so desperately needed. From now on, he told himself, it would be plain sailing.  
 
    But he was wrong. 
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    Out of sight of land, Orm the skipper gave the command for the men to cease rowing. As soon as the oars were stacked in the oar-trees, they set to salting and pickling the meat. A few were told off to swab the decks down of the blood that was smeared everywhere, and Gest watched wryly from the stern, remembering his first day aboard the Sea Eagle. 
 
    ‘Would you have me join them?’ he asked the skipper mockingly. 
 
    ‘Nay, sir,’ said Orm, keeping his eyes on the billowing sail. ‘Such a task is not befitting a man of the sea king’s guard.’ 
 
    ‘That remains to be seen,’ Kari muttered darkly. 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ Gest asked. He and Ulf were watching him with sour expressions. 
 
    ‘You led us into a disaster,’ Ulf said accusingly. ‘Sigfrid Redhand will hear all about this.’ 
 
    ‘He set you to spy on me, did he?’ Gest said. 
 
    ‘We’re not spies,’ said Kari. ‘We came to fight alongside you. But aye, the sea king did ask us to keep an eye or two open. He wants to know how well you do. Or how ill.’ 
 
    ‘And why not?’ asked Ulf. ‘You killed Bork, aye, and by the laws of the brotherhood that means you take his place in the sea king’s guard. But you’re no berserk,’ he added with a twist of his lips. ‘You’re not one of our kind! Why should we trust you?’ 
 
    ‘Going by your poor leadership,’ Kari said, ‘you don’t have it in you to lead men.’ 
 
    Gest turned away. His men were cutting up meat or soaking it in barrels of brine. These were good, well trained vikings, as crafty at beast slaughter as at warfare, as good butchers as sailors. The sea king did not accept lesser men into his ranks.  
 
    Would Gest, a king’s man, a housecarl of Harald Finehair, who ruled not a fleet of robbers but one of the greatest kingdoms of the North, fail to qualify for a place amongst them? And if he was found wanting, what would be his fate? They would not let him go, to bring word of their presence to the king. He would be killed, as swiftly, brutally, efficiently as these vikings had butchered the cattle. 
 
    ‘We had losses,’ he said, turning back to the two berserks and Orm, who had remained silent. ‘But I do not accept that the attack was a failure.’ He gestured at the busy men, the bloody deck. ‘We have the meat we were sent to get. We are successful. Granted, the raid could have been better carried out. It seems that the folk of Scotland were more prepared than their calm shores gave tell. However, we prevailed in the face of their attacks, carried off the cattle we came for, and escaped more or less unscathed. Scot free, you could say.’ 
 
    ‘Unscathed, he says,’ Ulf growled, ignoring the grim jest. ‘We are undermanned, and now must sail back barely able to fight any vikings who might challenge us. As for our escape—what honour does it bring us? Our names will be forever tainted by the reputation we earned as cowards on this day.’ He stalked away, cursing at the crewmen who got in his way. 
 
    ‘What matters,’ said Gest patiently, ‘is that we have meat for the sea king’s fleet. Matters of personal honour pale by comparison.’ He looked at Kari, but the berserk pushed past and went to speak with Ulf. ‘Isn’t that right, skipper?’ 
 
    Stolidly, Orm kept his eyes on the sea. ‘We’ll need more meat than this,’ he commented. ‘You’ll have to carry out another raid.’ 
 
    Gest glanced at him, but the skipper did not meet his eyes. ‘Another raid?’ he asked. He gestured at the crew. ‘Look at what remains after a single raid! We can’t afford another fight.’ 
 
    Orm took his eyes off the sea for a moment and beckoned Gest closer. ‘It’s not for me to say this,’ he said in a low tone, looking to port and starboard. ‘But you can’t afford to come home empty handed. Very well,’ he added, as Gest opened his mouth, ‘not empty handed. But you’ve lost men and you have little to show for it. You’ve lost one of the sea king’s guards…’ 
 
    ‘A stampeding cow trampled him,’ Gest said testily. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ Orm cut in. ‘And that’s no death for a man of the brotherhood. That’s what hurts most of all, what will hurt the sea king most of all. And those two’—he pointed for’ard to where the berserks stood by the prow, moodily looking out to sea—‘will hold it against you for a long time.’  
 
    Gest laughed mirthlessly. ‘Should there be special treatment for berserks?’ he asked bitterly. ‘I must ensure that no cows go on the rampage during the raid, because they might, just might, trample one of the sea king’s guard? Is that it?’ 
 
    Orm looked out to sea. ‘I’m just advising you as a friend,’ he said. ‘You’ve got it in you to go far, I can see that. I’m no seer,’ he added, ‘but I can see things about men. And you’ll go far. If you’re careful. Remember Skipper Orm, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure not to forget you,’ Gest assured him, and he walked away to help the men carry the barrels of salted meat down into the small hold. As he did he came near the prow, where the two berserks stood refusing to look at him. But he heard them whispering. 
 
    ‘See him working alongside the men,’ Kari muttered. ‘He knows his place, it seems.’ 
 
    Gest told the men to take what was left of the meat and seethe it in the cauldron by the foot of the mast. They did so, and soon the men who were not on duty were gathered round the steaming water, flesh hooks in hand, eager to snag a juicy piece of meat. Even the two berserks relented and came to join the feast, which lasted until a wave washed right over the sloping deck and put out the fire. 
 
    As the bedraggled men began baling out the hold, there was a cry from Orm. 
 
    ‘Longships to aft!’ 
 
    Gest ran up the sodden deck to see what the skipper meant. Skidding to a halt by the quarterdeck, he saw on the far-off horizon two darting shapes, sails bellying in the wind, oars bestraddling the grey green waters. Both were bearing down on the Sea Eagle, on a direct course. 
 
    ‘You thought you had got away scot free?’ Orm said. ‘I knew that this would happen. They’ve followed us.’ 
 
    Gest shaded his hand and tried to make out his pursuers. He went to the foot of the mast and clambered up onto the yardarm, from which windy height he received a better view. 
 
    The two Scottish vessels were arrowing straight for them, sleek, deadly shapes cutting through the waves. They were curraughs, built of wickerwork and boiled leather, but as big and fast as any longship. Sunlight flashed on arms and armour. Gest guessed what had happened.  
 
    He shinned back down the mast, hitting the deck with a resounding thud. Immediately he was a figure of action. 
 
    ‘Oarsmen, back to your oars,’ he barked. ‘We have ships on our tail. Get arms and armour, and throwing spears. Orm, squeeze some more speed out of those sails. Kari, Ulf, get ready for attack.’ 
 
    The two berserks trotted down from the prow. ‘What is happening?’ Kari asked, ducking with a curse as two men ran past with an oar. 
 
    ‘The Scots have sent ships after us,’ Gest said hurriedly. ‘We’ll be hard pressed to get away.’ 
 
    ‘We should turn and fight,’ said Ulf. ‘It would be ignoble to flee once again.’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘Do you want this raid to fail?’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘We need to get this meat back to Sigfrid Redhand. Perhaps you are bound for Valhalla, but this cargo is going to Rogaland. And you’ll defend it, if it comes to an attack. But in the meantime, we’re going to do what we can to flee.’ 
 
    He gazed out to sea. For a moment he thought that the curraughs had abandoned the hunt, but then he sighted them again, leaping the waves like dolphins as they followed across the foaming waters. They were drawing closer. 
 
    The men had fitted the oars to the rowlocks, thrusting them out so they jutted out like wings. Oars remained in the oar trees, those belonging to men who had fallen in the fight in Scotland. Orm still stood at the steering oar, but he was yelling orders. 
 
    ‘Now row!’ the skipper cried. ‘Put your backs into it, dogs! Row like all the hounds of hell are after us!’ 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder as the oarsmen began to row. Gest ran to the oar trees, and hauled one oar down singlehandedly. He shouted to the berserks. 
 
    ‘Help me here,’ he yelled. ‘Get an oar and row! We need all the strength we can get.’ 
 
    Grudgingly Kari and Ulf each took an oar and all three helped each other thrust oars into rowlocks. Gest sat down on an empty sea chest and pulled, matching his thrusts to the heaving of the crew. Looking to starboard he saw Kari and Ulf similarly engaged. 
 
    Now all the crew heaved at the oars, all bar Orm, who skilfully kept them on an even keel as they leapt across the surging sea. In the distance behind the skipper was only a haze, but black rainclouds were gathering overhead, and soon they began to disgorge their contents in curtains of rain that raced across and across the deck, drenching the oarsmen. A gale whipped up, and the sail threshed against its stays. Orm clutched to the steering oar for support. 
 
    The sea grew choppier, then stormy as the rain came down in freezing ranks. Gest’s hands at the oars grew numb. His skin was blistered and tender; he wished he had had the foresight to put on gloves, but now there was no time. 
 
    If they could put the two enemy ships far enough behind them, they would cross over into waters patrolled by the ships of Norway. That might deter their pursuers, but it would be bad news for the vikings, who would be caught between one enemy and another. All this for some fresh meat! Gest wished he had suggested they go fishing. 
 
    His shoulders were aching, afire with pain. The men were flagging. He had pushed them hard, but they needed to keep a good pace. Gest hoped that the crews of the enemy vessels were hurting as much—more, preferably. How long would they be able to keep this pace? 
 
    ‘Are the Scots still pursuing us?’ Kari yelled into the wind. 
 
    Orm caught his words, looked back, and then nodded. 
 
    ‘They’re drawing closer,’ he sent word. ‘Only a few ship’s-lengths lie between us now. Now would be the time to ready ourselves for attack.’ 
 
    Gest let go of the oar loom, grateful to have something else to do, dusted off his blistered hands and sprang up. 
 
    ‘Half of you,’ he shouted, ‘keep rowing. The rest, come with me and get yourselves armed. Kari, Ulf, you’re with us.’ 
 
    They rose from their oars and went aft. Here the spears, bows, shields, helmets and byrnies were kept. Gest shrugged into a mail coat and donned a helmet, seized a shield in his left hand, a throwing spear in his right, and went to the side. 
 
    The rain still lashed down, and he could barely make out a thing in the grey and dreary air. But in the gap between curtains of pouring rain he caught sight of them still leaping the waves towards him, oars bristling, sails flapping—the two enemy curraughs. 
 
    Kari joined him, testing a bow that he had just strung. He glanced at Gest, who looked inquiringly at the weapon. ‘We’ll want to keep them off as long as we can,’ the berserk grunted. ‘The men are tired and wounded from the last fight. It’s vital that we get our cargo back to the sea king. Thoughts of honour can wait.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you’d come round to my way of thinking,’ Gest said. 
 
    Wincing at the pain from his blisters, he hefted his throwing spear, aiming it at an imaginary opponent. Spray hissed over the deck and a wave leapt after it, dancing across the strakes to drench everyone and everything. Even the sail dripped, and the deck swam with water which no one had time to bale. But the oarsmen, undeterred, rowed onwards into the storm. 
 
    Ulf joined them on Gest’s other flank, a throwing spear clasped in his hand. ‘Those ships are getting closer,’ he observed. It was true; the gap between them and their pursuers was growing ever narrower. ‘Seems we’ll have to fight now. Nothing else for it.’ He shook his head ruefully. ‘They’re fresher than we are, and haven’t been in a fight so recently. Those ships will be fully manned, too.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on our own now,’ said Kari, catching Ulf’s dark mood. ‘No one will come to aid us. We must fight, aye, fight for a cargo of beef. But two against one, two ships of fresh men against an undermanned hulk like the Sea Eagle…’ He shook his head. ‘We’ll be in Valhalla ere supper time.’ 
 
    Gest was surprised to see that Kari did not relish the prospect. 
 
    ‘We’ll fight,’ he told them, ‘as befits men of the brotherhood. Remember that Sigfrid Redhand needs our cargo. We do not fight to die, we fight to live. Valhalla can wait. It’s for Rogaland that we sail, and don’t either of you berserk bastards forget it.’ 
 
    He turned at a ragged little cheer. The oarsmen he had told to arm themselves were standing on the deck, arms and armour wet with spray. He brandished his spear in the air. 
 
    ‘We fight for the sea king!’ he yelled. 
 
    ‘Aye,’ they yelled back. ‘We fight for the sea king. For King Sigfrid Redhand!’ 
 
    ‘Sigfrid Redhand!’ shouted Kari. ‘For the sea king!’ bellowed Ulf. 
 
    The wet air whistled as if steel birds were in flight. Ulf cried out. He felt at the arrow point that projected from his chest. 
 
    ‘Feels like the work of a Norse smith, not a Scot,’ he said wonderingly, and fell flat on the deck. His blood gushed out to redden the bilges. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    —28— 
 
      
 
    ‘On my mark, attack!’ Gest shouted to his vikings  
 
    The two curraughs were now cutting through the waves two ship’s-lengths from their position. The rain lashed down, shrouding their sinister shapes, but Gest could see archers lining the deck of the nearer ship. They were preparing to send another volley. 
 
    ‘Now!’ Gest yelled, and flung his spear. 
 
    The rest added their own efforts to the attack and spears winged across the closing gap. Men aboard the nearer ship fell back, spears pinning them to the deck or jutting from their chests. The archers loosed and the air whistled. Gest leapt aside as an arrow whipped straight towards him, colliding with Kari. 
 
    The berserk was staring down at Ulf’s corpse, which lay in a puddle of pinkening water. He turned and Gest saw that an arrow had pierced him through the neck. Puzzled, Kari looked around at the deck which was awash with blood and fallen men. 
 
    He tried to speak but seemed to have trouble, as if something was caught in his throat. He looked at the spear in his hand, and cast it almost negligently towards the closing curraugh. 
 
    It struck the helmsman, who fell over his steering oar and vanished with a splash into the sea. 
 
    Almost at once the curraugh lost headway, and men scrambled across the deck to be the first to secure the steering oar. The prow of the curraugh rammed the Sea Eagle’s bows with a thud that jarred Gest’s spine and sent fallen bodies tumbling across the deck. Oarsmen fell from their sea chests and oars went awry. 
 
    The other enemy curraugh hove into view, approaching from the other bow. They were caught between two threats. 
 
    ‘Up and arm yourselves,’ Gest ordered. 
 
    Still Kari stood, dazed, unaware of the arrow that jutted out from either side of his neck, more troubled by Ulf’s own arrow-pierced form. But as the men from the first curraugh poured aboard, axes and spears in their hands, he let out a great whistling roar, lifting his axe. Then he charged into the line of them. 
 
    Kari swung the axe in a great bloody crescent, lopping limbs and crushing skulls as he did. Scots fell back, clutching at handless wrists, scrabbling at severed windpipes, falling into the bilges, their smashed skulls oozing a crimson porridge of blood and brains. Scots from the second ship surrounded the crazed berserk with a hedge of spears, but he whirled round, smashing spears, kicking men aside, bringing his bloody axe down on struggling, fallen forms. Still the arrow jutted from his neck.  
 
    A man flung himself at Kari, gripping him in a wrestler’s hold. Wheezing horribly, Kari seized the Scot by the throat. All fighting halted as the two men struggled in the middle of the deck. 
 
    Kari stamped down on the man’s instep, smashed him to the ground, and seized his throat between his teeth, worrying it like a hound with a hare. Ripping the man’s throat out in a welter of blood, he rose, blood drenching his chest, to face the Scots. A red haired youth yelled a command and archers stepped forward, their arrows trained on the berserk. 
 
    Laughing hideously, face crimson, long black hair dripping with blood, Kari charged at the archers. They loosed, and arrows punched his torso left, right, left again, hitting chest, belly, shoulders. Still Kari ran, axe upraised, body filled with arrows. Terrified, the men scrabbled to fit arrows to their bows. One succeeded and loosed; an arrow appeared in Kari’s cheek.  
 
    Then Kari smashed into them, his axe singing its song of death. Still the rain lashed down. 
 
    With a single swing he lopped off one archer’s hands, gutted a second, beheaded a third. The axe swished back, trailing a red harvest of gore. More Scots fell to the deck. Kari put back his head as if to howl like a wolf, but only the ghost of a cough escaped his lips. The axe fell from his bloody hands, clattering wetly to the ghastly deck. The blazing berserk light left his eyes and he crashed down beside it. 
 
    Kari’s onslaught lasted only a few dreadful seconds. Everyone aboard the Sea Eagle, attackers or defenders, had stopped to watch. Now that the berserk was dead, the Scottish youth seemed to recover. He shouted an order, and the Scots rushed to confront the vikings. 
 
    The vikings withdrew to the stern, where Gest and Orm readied themselves and their men for a last stand. Half the crew lay dead amidst the bloody deck. Rain washed down, cleansing the gory strakes. Attackers from both curraughs thronged the foredeck, spears bloody and at the ready, shields hacked but still usable. Mail glinted in the weak sunlight that filtered through the livid clouds, and now the rain was easing off, their wet clothes began to steam. 
 
    The Scots’ feet splashed in puddles of rainwater and puddles of gore. Bodies littered the deck. Arrows jutted from mast and gunwale. The sail hung limply from the yardarm. The wind had dropped, the rain parted to show the rolling green acres of endless sea. Now the clouds were clearing, and the sun shone down, gleaming from the arms and armour of a ship that cut the waves on the southern skyline. 
 
    Another ship appeared. Another ship. And another. A whole fleet of longships, the shields on their gunwales painted red for war, led by a great dragon ship whose sail was emblazoned by a spread eagle emblem that Gest knew only too well. He recalled the fleet of Sigfrid Redhand. It paled into comparison beside this great fleet that was passing them, pride thrumming in every line, every sail. 
 
    Before Gest knew what was happening, the deck before him was empty. Wailing the Scots fled back to their ships, and sailed away, leaving the battered hulk of the Sea Eagle to wallow in the wash of the great fleet. 
 
    ‘Sail north,’ Gest told Orm. ‘We can’t let them sight us!’ 
 
    ‘Follow the Scots?’ Orm demanded. ‘They followed us all the way from Scotland to wreak this devastation upon us!’ 
 
    ‘That’s nothing to what King Harald Finehair’s fleet will do to a lone viking found in his waters!’ Gest cried. ‘We’re in Norwegian waters now, and those’—he pointed a shaking finger at the passing fleet—‘those are the ships of the king! Sail north until they are out of sight.’ 
 
    Orm gave the commands and the remaining crew went to their oars. 
 
    Northwards they limped, as fast as they could with little wind and more than half the oarsmen dead on the deck. Sea mews and sea ravens and skuas circled overhead, eager to feast upon the fallen. To Gest’s relief, their presence went unnoticed by King Harald Finehair’s ships, and they crept over the northern horizon unmolested. At last the ships were out of sight, and he told Orm to weigh anchor off a small uninhabited island. 
 
    ‘What now?’ Orm asked a short time later. They were bobbing at anchor and the men were shoving the bodies of the fallen, both vikings and Scots, over the side. ‘You’ve lost all three berserks, sir. Two thirds of the crew is gone. What else do you have in store?’ 
 
    ‘What matters is our stock,’ Gest said. ‘The salt meat in the hold. We must take that back to the sea king, and with it we will bring news. Word that the fleet of King Harald Finehair is at large upon the seas. That should be enough to deter even Sigfrid Redhand from more raids into inhabited areas.’ 
 
    Orm shook his head impatiently. ‘Do you know nothing, sir?’ he said. ‘This is what we’ve been waiting for all along. Now that King Harald has set sail, the sea king’s plan will be set into motion.’ 
 
    Gest grinned ruefully. ‘No one saw fit to tell me the sea king’s plans. He has been waiting for King Harald Finehair to set sail?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Orm. ‘What else would keep us pent up off the Rogaland coast now that summer is upon us?’ 
 
    He walked away to speak to some of the crew. The ship needed to be overhauled and repaired before they could make the voyage back to Rogaland, and Gest did nothing to hinder him. He had much to consider. 
 
    After the repairs had been completed and their barrels of water had been filled at a small freshwater spring that welled up from the rocks, they set sail again. This time they went warily, not wanting to encounter the fleet of King Harald Finehair. Gest knew that if they were seized, he would be able to give the right watchword to ensure that he did not suffer the same fate as his companions. They would not kill a man of the Gestasveit as long as he identified himself. But he hoped to stay with the sea king’s fleet for the while.  
 
    Now at last the plan was becoming clear. Any day, an attack would be made on Kaupang. They had been waiting for King Harald Finehair to set sail on his customary raids against the vikings in the outlying islands. Now Norway lay defenceless, apart from a few ships left behind to guard the coasts.  
 
    But the coast of Norway is a long one, and the sea king’s fleet, though small in comparison with King Harald Finehair’s, would be able to overcome all opposition. Or would it? Gest doubted that Sigfrid Redhand had enough ships to overcome a concerted opposition. But all he need do was descend upon Kaupang and put it to the sword, slaughter the merchants, and bring an end to all the wealth that was the basis of King Harald Finehair’s power. Then Norway would sink back into the abyss from which it had so painfully climbed. The days of the petty kings would return, each dale and each fjord a kingdom of its own, each fighting against all the others. That was what Sigfrid Redhand planned. And what could Gest do?  
 
    Well, he had his own ideas. Now that he had proved himself, he would sit at the sea king’s right hand. And in his own hand, hidden by his cloak, he would carry a dagger… 
 
    Night had fallen by the time they reached Rogaland. As Orm steered towards the island where the sea king’s fleet bobbed at anchor, a light flared in the blackness. But it did not come from the island. It came from the mainland. Gest stood in the prow, hand shading his eyes as he tried to guess its source. 
 
    He went back to Orm. ‘What’s that light?’ he asked. ‘Is it a warning beacon?’ It seemed to be coming from Kvitsoy. Had they been sighted? Was Earl Sigvaldi sending ships against them?  
 
    Orm told him to set his doubts at rest. ‘That is the sign Sigfrid Redhand has been waiting for. Our own news will be stale by the time we reach the island.’ 
 
    ‘You mean that it is to tell the sea king that Harald Finehair has sailed?’ Gest asked. Orm nodded. ‘But who lit it?’ 
 
    Orm shrugged. ‘I am only the skipper of the Sea Eagle. My work is to steer my ship and fight when needed. You must ask the sea king when you return to his side. All I know is that we have spies amongst the Rogalanders.’ 
 
    ‘But this!’ Gest was shocked by the extent of the rebels’ influence. ‘The whole kingdom’s system of beacons has been put into use by them. Look!’ 
 
    They were passing the fjord mouth now, and far off, on the heights at the other end of Boknafjord, another light glowed. Beyond it, out of sight from their current position, another beacon would be blazing on another height, and all the way back to... where? Who had lit the first beacon to send word to the sea king that King Harald Finehair’s fleet had passed? The kingdom must be riddled with spies. 
 
    Sigfrid Redhand had support amongst the locals, Asgeir and Einar were clearly his dupes. But how far did this web stretch? As far as Tunsberg itself? Were there spies in Kaupang? He shuddered. This plot was on a far grander scale than he had realised. And what was left to him now? Was there still time to defeat it? 
 
    They sailed into the haven, Orm steering them towards the dragon ship. Sounds of merriment rang from the longships, glad yells and singing voices. When they weighed anchor aft of the sea king’s dragon ship, Gest saw that Orm was right: they brought stale news. On deck men were drinking and singing drunken songs.  
 
    Vivil threw him a line and he and Orm climbed up to the deck. Sigfrid Redhand appeared from under the awnings. 
 
    ‘You took your time,’ the sea king said.  
 
    ‘My apologies, sire,’ said Gest. ‘We ran into trouble. Sustained losses. But we bring supplies. And yet we find you feasting. What is the source of all this meat and drink?’ 
 
    ‘Our allies ashore sent it to us this evening,’ Sigfrid Redhand said. He pointed one gauntleted hand at the glimmering yellow star that marked the beacon. ‘You see that fire? That is a sign. You shall join me in the greatest raid our days will ever know. You and the men I sent with you.’ 
 
    ‘Kari is dead,’ said Gest sombrely. ‘Kari and the other berserks. They died… valiantly.’ 
 
    The sea king looked downcast. ‘That is ill news,’ he muttered. ‘But we shall mourn them later. We set sail on the morning tide, our allies will join us. Norway is within our grasp! Norway—and vengeance!’ 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    —29— 
 
      
 
    The sea king beckoned to Orm. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘I wish to hear what happened on the voyage.’ He glanced at Gest. ‘You stay here,’ he commanded, and strode aft, Orm trailing after him like a well-trained hound. Together they vanished under the awnings. 
 
    Gest stood staring after them. After a moment, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘The sea king snubs you.’ 
 
    Vivil was winding up the line, not looking at him. Further forwards, the vikings were drinking and singing. Vivil glanced up and met Gest’s eyes. 
 
    ‘He’d rather listen to Orm’s version of what happened,’ he added. ‘That’s not a good sign. Did you really lose all the berserks? How did you manage that?’ 
 
    Vivil could have shown greater respect when addressing a man of the sea king’s guard, but Gest forbore from commenting. ‘We met with some hardship,’ was all he said. ‘The folk we raided sent ships after us, and there was a sea fight. That was where the berserks were killed, most of them. Ulf died ashore.’ He shrugged. ‘There were losses. But surely that’s to be expected.’ 
 
    Vivil nodded wisely. ‘Losses, aye,’ he said. ‘But it is better if they be on the other side.’ He cracked a smile and clapped Gest over the back. ‘Come share a horn of ale,’ he said. ‘The sea king will speak to you in due course.’ 
 
    Gest grinned. He went with Vivil to the latter’s sea chest and Vivil filled a horn with ale from a barrel that stood in the middle of the deck. They shared the horn, watching as the other vikings revelled. 
 
    ‘Everyone’s glad to be setting sail tomorrow,’ Vivil said. ‘Between you and me I was wondering if we would ever leave. I don’t know what we were waiting for.’ 
 
    ‘The king of Norway has sailed for the outer isles,’ Gest said. ‘He goes west over sea. We saw him sailing when we were returning. Someone sent word of his leave-taking by the beacons. Do you know who?’ 
 
    Vivil shook his head. ‘How would I know?’ he said. ‘I pull an oar and swing an axe. I don’t know these things. The king, you say? The king of Norway? That upstart?’ 
 
    ‘King Harald Finehair,’ Gest confirmed. ‘Who made himself king of all Norway after the battle of Hafrsfjord, just south of here. He sails to fight vikings in the west. Do you truly know nothing of this?’ 
 
    ‘Sigfrid Redhand tells us oarsmen little of his plans,’ Vivil admitted as Gest drank from the horn. ‘But I know of Hafrsfjord. I didn’t know we were back in those waters, though.’ He took a deep breath. ‘That was a good fight, that, for all it was a defeat.’ 
 
    ‘You were there?’ Gest asked, handing back the horn. ‘You seem too young.’ 
 
    ‘Nay,’ Vivil said, taking back the horn. ‘But I have heard about that great sea fight. The sea king speaks of it.’ 
 
    ‘Was he at Hafrsfjord, then?’ 
 
    Vivil shook his head. ‘Nay, but his father and uncle and his brother all fell in the sea fight. That was when he took ships and men and took up the viking life…’ 
 
    The flap in the awnings opened and Orm appeared. Gest looked up, meeting the skipper’s eyes. Orm came over, but there was no sign of Sigfrid Redhand. 
 
    ‘The sea king bids me go back to my ship,’ Orm told him. ‘You’re to remain aboard…’ 
 
    Gest rose. ‘Do I go to him now?’ 
 
    Orm shook his head. ‘Stay on deck,’ he said. ‘The sea king will not see you this evening.’ He turned to take his leave. Gest seized hold of his arm. Orm looked down at his hand then up at him. ‘Take your hand off me,’ he said coldly. 
 
    Gest loosened his grip. ‘What did you say to the sea king?’ he called after him as Orm crossed to the side. Orm did not answer. He climbed over the gunwale and swung down to the boat. Gest followed him, staring down from the gunwale as Orm rowed back to the Sea Eagle. 
 
    ‘What did you tell him?’ he shouted. But Orm did not look back. Reaching his own longship he secured the boat, climbed up, and vanished onto the deck. 
 
    Vivil crossed to Gest’s side. ‘Forget him,’ he said. ‘The sea king will talk to you in the morning, maybe. Come and drink.’ 
 
    But the sea king did not speak to him the next day. At dawn Gest awoke on deck with the oarsmen, where he had drank away the night while the sea king and his remaining berserks caroused under the awnings. As soon as Gest was out of his sleeping bag Stafnglam began yelling orders, and Vivil and the other oarsmen hurried to obey.  
 
    Gest stalked stiff legged and parched mouthed towards the stern. A mist hung over the waters, but the dark shapes of other longships were alive with the sound of crewmen preparing for leave-taking. 
 
    ‘Where are you going, Hunding?’ Stafnglam barked after him. ‘Did you not hear my order? Help your mates lower the sail!’ 
 
    Gest looked back. ‘I’m in the sea king’s guard,’ he said defiantly. ‘I’m no crewman.’ 
 
    Stafnglam shook his head. ‘You’ll do the work of a crewman this morning,’ he bellowed. ‘Sea king’s orders.’ 
 
    Gest glanced at the awnings. There was no sign of anyone stirring within. Sigfrid Redhand was giving him the cold shoulder. Again he wondered what Orm had told him. 
 
    Without another word, he went to help the men who were lowering the sail. 
 
    That morning was spent readying the fleet. Sails were inspected, lines were tested, oars made ready, and the shields along each bow were painted red in token of war. Gest saw nothing of the sea king and his berserks. By the time the dragon ship was ready to set sail, his muscles were aching, his palms were skinned from hauling on lines, and he was wet from the mist, and sore and aching from hard labour. He sat on the sea chest behind Vivil’s, an oar loom in his hand. Whose chest it was, he did not know, but it was clear he had been demoted. 
 
    The sail bulged in the wind, the rigging thrummed and whipped, as if impatient for leave-taking. The oarsmen sat, chatting quietly some of them, others gazing silently into the foggy distance. At last the mist lifted entirely, revealing the whole of the sea king’s fleet.  
 
    ‘We’ll soon be setting sail,’ Vivil said, turning to face Gest. ‘Are you ready to whet your blade in the blood of foes?’ 
 
    Gest shrugged. ‘Do you know where we’re sailing?’ 
 
    Vivil shook his head. ‘The sea king doesn’t take common oarsmen into his confidence, I told you,’ he said. His eyes narrowed. ‘Do you know?’ 
 
    Gest bit his lip. ‘He never told me,’ he said darkly, ‘but I think I have an inkling.’ 
 
    ‘Where to?’ asked Gram from behind him. ‘Where will we sail?’ 
 
    Gest looked back at his, his eager face intent on him. ‘All I know is we will be going for some important target now that the king has gone,’ he said. ‘Somewhere on the mainland.’ 
 
    ‘Tunsberg?’ Gram hazarded. ‘We’ll burn the king’s hall?’ 
 
    ‘Why wait until the king is gone to do that?’ said another man uneasily. ‘It’s cowardly to stab a man in the back, or kick him when he’s down. Honour lies only in meeting a man face to face.’ 
 
    Gest pointed at the longships ranked on either side of the Red Grasp. ‘Have you seen King Harald Finehair’s fleet?’ he cried. ‘I saw it the other day. Ask skipper Orm if you don’t believe me, but beside the ships of the king of Norway, the fleet of Sigfrid Redhand is nothing. The sea king shows good sense when he does not attack King Harald Finehair head on.’ That said, they were a pitiful handful even to attack Kaupang, if that had ever been the plan.  
 
    The awning rustled, and out came the berserks, grouping to either side of the mast, one holding the flap open when Sigfrid Redhand followed them out into the cold light, wearing his masked helm. He looked about him, stretched his red gauntleted arms, and went to speak with Stafnglam. The awnings were lowered, the berserks tramped for’ard to stand in the stem, and the sea king went aft with the helmsman. 
 
    Orders were shouted across the water. With a great creaking of oars and bellying of sails, the longships of the fleet creaked into life, banks of oars lifting slowly and splashing into the water as the men rowed towards the foaming waves of the breakwater. The dragon ship followed the first three longships, and was followed in turn by the rest. 
 
    Gest forced his aching limbs into life as he hauled on the oar, looking over his shoulder from time to time to see where they were sailing. As soon as they crossed the breakwater, the ships spread out, giving each other leeway as they headed south. 
 
    As they rowed, they kept the mainland on the starboard bow; the far-off hills towered high against the grey sky, their flanks swathed in pines. Sunlight dappled the waters, filtering down from the clouds. He saw Kvitsoy. Then something glided out from behind it, into the channel between the island and Einar’s lands. 
 
    It was a longship, sail filling in the salty breeze, oars rising and falling rapidly as it followed their course. Another appeared from the lea of the island, followed by another. And another. A dragon ship sailed with them. For a moment Gest thought they were under attack. But he knew those ships. He had known all along that the ships he had discovered in the inlet could not have been Sigfrid Redhand’s fleet. Now he had a better idea of where they had gone to. 
 
    Their hiding place had been somewhere within the fjord itself. How he could have failed to find them he did not know, bit there were any number of inlets where they could have been concealed. Now they were sailing to join the sea king’s fleet. Reinforcements. The viking fleet was doubled. Two dozen ships were now on course in convoy due south down the Rogaland coast. 
 
    They hugged the coast, letting it take them first south then south east as they sail round into the broad waters of the Skagerrak. It was hard going, with waters that creamed with surf all along a shore that held few havens. Gest felt certain that Kaupang was their destination. Kaupang, like the king’s chief town of Tunsberg, lay on the shore of Oslo Fjord, at the northern tip of the triangle formed by the Skagerrak. Everything pointed to the settlement being their target. And now that the ships from Rogaland had joined them, they were enough. 
 
    Could the defenceless trading settlement fend off a concerted attack by two dozen shipfuls of vikings? They would descend upon it, put the folk to the sword and the houses to the torch, and then nothing would remain to remind later generations of the wealth and power that had fuelled King Harald Finehair’s rise to power. 
 
    The sea lanes were not empty, despite the departure of the king for the western islands. Trading ships were sighted from time to time, although they fled at the appearance of the viking fleet. Once they saw longships, two of them, but these did not show fight, but again vanished over the horizon. Some might be sailing for Kaupang with word of warning, but they would not reach it much before the fleet. 
 
    At last as night was falling they sighted the Vestfold coast and the mouth of Larvik, the fjord close to Kaupang, and weighed anchor off a small coastal island. The sea king’s own ships were moored on one side of the island, those from Rogaland in the channel to the east. 
 
    Aboard the ships the excitement was intense. Gest was listening absently to Vivil’s excited chattering when Stafnglam joined them. The awnings had been pitched again, and the sea king was not on deck although the surviving berserks were up in the prow. 
 
    ‘The sea king wants to speak with you,’ the stem-man told Gest gruffly. He pointed to the awnings. ‘In there. Alone.’ 
 
    Gest glanced at Vivil, who had gone white. 
 
    ‘Good luck,’ the oarsman muttered as Gest rose. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ said Gest, and walked across the deck. 
 
    Stafnglam followed him, halting by the opening and ushering him in curtly. Ducking under, Gest entered the musty gloom, leaving Stafnglam standing in the opening, hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    The sea king sat cross legged with a horn of mead in one hand, his face lit by the glow of a lantern on the deck. He gestured to Gest to sit, then dismissed Stafnglam. 
 
    ‘I spoke to Orm, as you remember,’ said Sigfrid Redhand as Gest sat down. ‘He told me what happened on your raid.’ He shook his head. ‘It seems to have gone ill.’ 
 
    Gest felt uncomfortable. This was all in the past. What was more important was the attack in the morning. He said as much. 
 
    ‘And can you be trusted?’ the sea king asked. ‘What happened in Scotland sounds like more than simple incompetence. It’s almost as if you were trying to bring your vikings down. You lost me three of my best men. One to a cow, I hear!’ 
 
    ‘This is true,’ Gest admitted warily. ‘There was much confusion. The cows we were leading off to slaughter stampeded.’ 
 
    ‘So I hear.’ The sea king shook his head. ‘I gave you one simple task and what happened? Disaster.’ 
 
    Gest lowered sullenly, and he wasn’t wholly playing a part. ‘We returned with meat,’ he said, looking down at the deck. 
 
    ‘And the meat,’ said the sea king. He shook his head. ‘Not enough. Do you mean to starve us? As luck would have it, word came for us to sail.’ He shook his head. ‘I blame myself. I should have sent a more experienced man. You’re green, Hunding. Like yew, which is the greenest of trees.’ 
 
    Gest looked up. After a moment’s silence, he remarked; ‘It is wont to crackle when it burns.’ 
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    The mist hung eerily over the pre-dawn waters. Gest’s muffled oars were almost silent as they dipped into the calm, clear sea. It was still dark, and the lights of Kaupang glimmered to the north. Between his position and the coastal town, the Rogalander ships were dark, looming shapes as they bobbed at anchor. It was towards them that he was slowly rowing. 
 
    From time to time, he would trail his oars, and as his skiff drifted on the water, turn to scan the indistinct shapes of the longships. All was quiet, apart from the creak of deck strakes and the ceaseless thrum of the rigging. From time to time, he heard movement from one ship or other as lookouts went their rounds. It was they who he was especially eager to avoid. 
 
    He inched his way across the water, silent oar stroke by silent oar stroke, towards the mist hung dragon ship that dominated this fleet just as the Red Grasp towered over Sigfrid Redhand’s own longships. Gest recalled when he first saw this ship in the hidden inlet, deserted and lifeless. As he passed between two slumbering longships and drew closer to the dragon figurehead, it seemed equally untenanted, but awnings had been pitched towards the stern. He crept closer with another muffled oar stroke. 
 
    Something moved in the mist. A dark figure detached itself from the prow where it had been standing and crossed the deck. As it approached the awnings the mist almost swallowed it up. Gest rested on his oars and let the skiff drift. At the last moment, before his little boat collided with the side strakes of the dragon ship, he extended an oar and thrust it gently against the other vessel’s hull. 
 
    The skiff bobbed on the water beside the much bigger ship. Gest unshipped his oars, then got to his knees, reaching out to grip the richly painted dragon figurehead. He used this to haul himself to his feet, then swarmed up it and scrambled over the gunwale to land catlike in the stem. 
 
    Damp mist hung in the air, swirled across the deck. The awnings were almost out of sight in the foggy gloom. The mast towered over the deck, but the yardarm was dim and indistinct. The deck was bare of sleeping forms; the crew must be sleeping under the awnings with their skipper. Gest’s lip curled. These vikings were not as tough as some. 
 
    He made his way aft. The deck rose and fell. The tall mast, hewn from a single pine, towered over him; the rigging drizzled water on the deck. All was hushed; the mist muffled what little sound there was. In the far off mist, the lights of Kaupang still glowed, like the embers of a hall-fire long after the feast is over. 
 
    Gest reached the mast. Placing a hand on its smooth flank, he moved cautiously around it, staring at the scene that opened before him. Aft of the mast the awnings glistened, wet with mist, and water dripped. Gest halted and listened. 
 
    He heard a muffled rumble that might be the snores of sleeping men and saw that the entrance flap was bound tightly shut. The leader of these vikings would lie within, asleep amidst his warriors. Gest stepped away from the mast, one hand on his sword hilt. Just as he drew it, he glimpsed movement from behind him and began to turn, but then a forearm, bare but for a leather bracer, wrapped around his throat, choking him. 
 
    Gest’s sword clattered to the deck as he seized his assailant’s arm and tried to wrest himself free. Was it the man he had seen earlier, who had vanished into the mist? He must have been hiding on the far side of the mast, awaiting his opportunity. Gest felt the man’s torso pressed against his back as he tightened his hold. 
 
    ‘A spy,’ came a familiar voice. ‘A spy!’ 
 
    Choking, Gest struggled to tear the man’s arm away. His attacker planted his left hand on his forehead and twisted his head round in an effort to break his neck. Gest gripped the man’s left wrist in both hands and heaved on it, hurling himself bodily forwards at the same time. 
 
    The man flew over Gest’s shoulder and fell sprawling upon the glistening, mist slimed deck. Gest pushed himself up, searching for the glint of his sword. The man rolled over and sprang to his feet, drawing his own blade as he did so. For a moment they stood facing each other. 
 
    ‘You!’ the man spat. It was Asgeir. 
 
    Gest spotted his sword, lying where he had dropped it on the deck, but it was at Asgeir’s feet. Seeing where he was looking, Asgeir kicked the blade and it went slithering away across the deck. 
 
    ‘I always knew you were a spy,’ Asgeir snarled. ‘You were working for King Harald Finehair all along.’ 
 
    Gest sprang to one side, in an attempt to reach his sword, and Asgeir swung. Gest dodged back and Asgeir cut again. This time his blow went wild, his sword cutting through a halyard and sinking deep into the mast. Something shifted up on the yardarm. Asgeir looked up. 
 
    Gest ran to the side. Hearing a shout from behind him, he snatched up his sword and whirled round. Asgeir was struggling to free his blade from the mast. Someone else was opening the awnings from the inside.  
 
    As Gest ran back, sword in hand, Asgeir wrenched his weapon free and turned to face him. Gest swung a blow at him but Asgeir sprang back and it was Gest’s turn to shear through a line. With a whizzing sound, the sail came shooting down the mast, struck Asgeir’s skull to send him staggering backwards over the side. He vanished into the waters with a splash loud enough to wake everyone on the surrounding ships. 
 
    The awning flap burst open and out poured a welter of dark figures. Boldly Gest turned to face them sword in hand, but they were too many. He was seized and disarmed, his arms bound behind him, and was forced to his knees with blows. 
 
    Another figure appeared in the opening, a man with a red cloak and a green tunic, his black beard silvered with grey. His face was like thunder. 
 
    ‘Bring the spy here,’ growled Einar. Gest was dragged struggling across the deck. 
 
    Under the awnings it was warm and dry after the dank air outside. There was a reek of sweat, and a smell of smoke from the soapstone lanterns that dotted the deck. Gest glimpsed tangled bedrolls, clothes and kit. Towards the far end sat two figures. As Gest was thrust forwards, one lifted a lantern high in a shaking hand. A yellowish light glimmered fitfully on his unhealthy features. 
 
    Einar stood beside Gest. ‘Here is the spy,’ he said. ‘Asgeir is missing...’ 
 
    ‘He was knocked overboard…’ Gest broke off as Einar turned to strike him. 
 
    ‘Speak when you’re spoken to, spy,’ he roared. 
 
    ‘Do not hit him, Einar,’ said the man holding the lantern. ‘I want him to speak.’ 
 
    He hobbled to his feet and drew closer. Gest looked into the face of Earl Sigvaldi. 
 
    ‘You don’t seem very surprised,’ the earl said quietly. 
 
    ‘Why should I be?’ Gest asked. ‘I knew full well that you never truly accepted King Harald Finehair’s rule. After all, why should you, with your uncles to avenge? Your brother took ships and men and adopted the life of a viking, but you stayed ashore to plot your revenge.’ 
 
    ‘And now that my brother has returned,’ Earl Sigvaldi said, ‘we shall strike! We shall raze Kaupang and tear out the heart of Vestfold. King Harald Finehair’s kingdom will wither and perish. And a king shall rule again in Rogaland, King Sigvaldi.’ 
 
    ‘And what will your brother think of that?’ Gest asked. ‘Or is he content to remain a sea king?’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi studied him. ‘You have learnt much, king’s spy,’ he remarked. ‘When did you guess that Sigfrid Redhand was my brother?’ 
 
    ‘I suspected as much when I heard that your brother had taken to the viking life,’ Gest said, ‘but when I joined your brother’s fighting force and saw him face to face, the likeness was obvious. He is a stronger, younger man, but any man could see that you are kin.’ 
 
    Einar spat. ‘We should have killed this spy as soon as he set foot in your land,’ he said. ‘We should have killed him like your brother’s men slew his predecessor.’ 
 
    ‘If you remember,’ murmured Earl Sigvaldi, ‘we tried. Several times. We even sent him against the trolls, sure that he would die as had all others.’ He looked mournfully. ‘How was I to know that I was sending him to slay my own father?’ He snarled. ‘For that alone I should have had you killed—aye, and would have done, working within the law, but you fled the land like a guilty man ere I could declare you outlaw at the Midsummer Thing.’ 
 
    Gest grinned. ‘For that I must thank your friend Einar,’ he said, ‘who provided me with the means to make my escape.’ 
 
    There was a mutter from the assembled men, and Earl Sigvaldi looked oddly at Einar. The latter started back. ‘It’s a lie!’ he shouted. ‘The king’s spy seeks to make trouble between us! I am your loyal subject, sire!’ 
 
    This time he struck Gest twice in the mouth. Blood trickled from Gest’s lip, but he gazed up at Einar unspeaking. 
 
    ‘I told you not to strike him,’ Earl Sigvaldi snapped. ‘Go and find out what has happened to Asgeir, if he lives or is drowned.’ 
 
    Dismissed by his king, Einar, turned and pushed his way through the vikings who thronged the space beneath the awnings. Earl Sigvaldi turned to Gest again. 
 
    ‘I must apologise for my man’s eagerness,’ he said. ‘But you will suffer if you do not tell us the truth. How did you escape? Was it with the aid of Bjorn Oddgeirsson? He left the land at the same time. Where is he now?’ 
 
    ‘I could not say where Bjorn is now,’ Gest said. ‘We parted, went our separate ways. But I spoke truth when I said that it was with Einar’s help that we left. Unwitting help, of course. It was we who stole his ship with its cargo of arms.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi’s eyes narrowed. ‘You thought to foil our plans? A feeble hope. You had little chance of success while you were in my lands. I knew your every plan, your every move.’ 
 
    ‘You did not know that we stole Einar’s ship,’ Gest told him. ‘But it was not something we planned. The opportunity arose and we took it.’ 
 
    ‘I knew everything else.’ Earl Sigvaldi laughed. ‘Sometimes a spy will find himself spied upon.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Come into the light, my own spy.’ 
 
    The figure who had sat in the shadows stepped softly forwards and the light of the earl’s lantern fell upon a familiar face. 
 
    ‘I sent word your every move, your every word,’ Hild said, ‘to my king, whenever I had the chance. It was the same with Thorstein. Neither of you had a hope while I was at your side.’ 
 
    ‘I began to suspect something of the sort,’ said Gest. ‘Why should I trust a thrall provided by the earl? It shouldn’t have surprised me when the ships vanished from Hafrsfjord. You sent the earl word, didn’t you, and then they were moved to some other inlet of Boknafjord, I gather. I changed my mind about you when you were carried off by the troll—but you never were, were you?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘You seemed to be growing wary, so we worked it that I would vanish, and make you believe that the troll had me. You were supposed to die at his hands.’ 
 
    ‘But you did not,’ said Earl Sigvaldi bitterly. ‘No matter. It will be an easy matter now that you are in my power. As soon as the sun rises, my ships and those of my brother will descend upon Kaupang and put it to the torch. Beforehand, however, we will make a sacrifice of you, a sacrifice for victory, a human sacrifice to Odin.’ 
 
    A thunder of footsteps and Einar burst in. ‘Sire!’ he cried. ‘I cannot see your brother’s ships!’ 
 
    ‘What is this?’ the earl hissed. ‘You are either blind or drunk! Sigfrid moored his fleet nearby. Go and look again! Besides, I sent you to look for Asgeir…’ 
 
    ‘Asgeir is dead,’ Einar said. ‘His drowned body floats alongside this ship, beside a skiff I have never seen before. I found him soon enough; the light is growing stronger. But then I looked to where your brother’s ships moored. They have gone.’ 
 
    There was a dark muttering from the assembled vikings. Earl Sigvaldi hobbled forwards. ‘What is this lie?’ he panted. ‘My brother would not desert me at the last hour. We planned this moment many years ago. He cannot have gone. Show me.’ 
 
    Einar helped the earl to the tent flap. Gest remained under Hild’s scornful gaze. He heard them speaking. 
 
    ‘You are right!’ the earl’s voice came, faint and weak. ‘I see no ships… wait! Wait! Look! Oh, you fool, Einar. There they are, rounding the island. They were moored out of sight. Now they come to join us…’ 
 
    ‘Wait, sire,’ came Einar’s stronger voice. ‘That is not the Red Grasp that leads them. It bears an emblem in the form of a spread eagle. The king’s fleet is upon us! King Harald Finehair has come!’ 
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    ‘What about this? 
 
    Hild’s voice carried across the din of Earl Sigvaldi’s men. The earl, who had returned with Einar at his side, looked down at Gest, who was now sitting on the deck. Hild hovered over him, a dagger in her hand. 
 
    ‘We don’t have time to worry about a spy,’ the earl said impatiently. ‘And no time to sacrifice him. Just kill him.’ 
 
    ‘Nay, sire,’ Einar protested. ‘It pains me to say it, but we need this spy alive. We may be able to use him as a hostage.’ 
 
    Earl Sigvaldi thought it over. ‘Hild, guard him. If it seems that we are losing, bring him up on deck. If it looks like there is no hope, kill him.’ 
 
    He turned and led his men outside.  
 
    Gest heard angry shouts, the clang of weapons and the musical jangle of mail, the thud of booted feet. Then the clatter of oars being thrust into rowlocks. The deck shuddered as they began to move. At first the distant splash of oars was all that could be heard. Then even more distant noises, the roar of embattled men drifting across the waters. Hild looked up worriedly. 
 
    ‘That’s the fleet of King Harald Finehair,’ Gest commented. ‘Earl Sigvaldi’s forces are a pale shadow of the king’s. You haven’t a hope.’ 
 
    Hild kicked him. ‘Quiet!’ she spat. ‘You know nothing. The earl’s brother is coming to help.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Gest wheezed as soon as he got his breath back. ‘Einar said there was no sign of the sea king.’ 
 
    Hild crouched down beside him. She set the tip of the dagger to his throat. ‘I will hear nothing more out of you,’ she said and cocked her head to listen to what was happening outside. 
 
    ‘There will be no mercy for you if they find you here,’ Gest said, adding, ‘standing over my dead body.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Hild laughed. ‘Your king will be caught between two forces, the earl’s and King Sigfrid’s. They will crush him, then everything will go back to how it was. The kings of Rogaland will bow the knee to no one.’ 
 
    ‘What do you care about Rogaland?’ Gest asked. ‘You’re English, aren’t you?’ 
 
    From outside the sound of shouting. Earl Sigvaldi’s tremulous tones were followed by Einar’s deep throated baying. From further away came other voices. Gest stiffened. 
 
    Hild noticed. ‘What is happening?’ she hissed. 
 
    ‘The earl is issuing a challenge,’ Gest said. ‘And it has been answered by a man whose voice I know. Hrafnsvart, the chief of the Gestasveit. They are parleying now.’ He looked at Hild. ‘Your friends have not a hope. Sigfrid isn’t coming. You might as well let me go. I’ll speak for you….’ 
 
    ‘I thought I told you to be quiet!’ Hild spat. She pricked her dagger point into the soft flesh under his jaw. ‘I won’t abandon my lord the earl. Earl! Pah! By his he is a king!’ 
 
    ‘What would his brother say to that?’ Gest asked. ‘Sigfrid Redhand is king of the sea.’ 
 
    ‘And Earl Sigvaldi will be king of the land!’ Hild told him defiantly. ‘That’s the deal!’ She broke off, as if she had said too much. 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘But you’re a thrall,’ he said. ‘You’re from England. What could all this mean to you?’ 
 
    The oars clacked faster in the rowlocks and the dragon ship gathered speed. The air shrieked and whipped to the sound of arrows. Men screamed in pain and death agony. The deck lurched, but still the dragon ship sailed on. 
 
    Gest peered out through the slit of pale light that was the tent flap. Outside the sky was dark with arrows. Fallen men littered the deck, other men hauled desperately at the oars, but mailed vikings stood in the prow, Einar and Earl Sigvaldi among them, resplendent in glittering helmets, clutching swords and axes. Even as he watched, an arrow swooped down and one of the vikings fell backwards, bearded mouth gaping in pain as he clutched at the feathered shaft jutting from his heart. 
 
    In the distance was a longship. Earl Sigvaldi’s dragon ship was sailing straight for it. Einar shouted an order and the oarsmen unshipped their oars, sprang up and snatched weapons and shields, and ran to the side of the better armoured vikings. The ship ploughed straight into the enemy longship. The deck shook. Hild was thrown from her feet and fell sprawling across Gest. 
 
    Gest’s head hit the deck and for a moment he was dazed. Dimly he heard the sound of fighting men outside, and realised that the earl’s men were boarding the enemy longship. But he could no longer see outside. As he gazed numbly up at the awning, he became aware that, above the roar of battle from outside, Hild was speaking. 
 
    ‘I was only a girl when they came. The men from the north. Out of the sea, without warning. They came to steal our cattle, but my father and the other men took spears and bows and went to fight them. They… never came back. The Northmen came instead. They had slain our menfolk and then they came for us, the women and girls. They burnt our cottages and slaughtered our beasts, killed anyone too young to be sold as a thrall and led the rest of us down to the strand. 
 
    ‘That was when I first knew a man. Men. Rough, crude, hairy men. They hurt me. But only enough to break me in. Don’t spoil the goods, one of them said. He wore gold and silver chased armour. I learnt that he was a son of the man who had made himself king of the Northmen. An important man in his own land. They called him Eirik.’ 
 
    Gest stirred. He turned his head again. The fight outside was growing more desperate. Would the king’s men sink the ship with Gest still aboard? He had to free himself and find them, make himself known. 
 
    ‘Eirik?’ he said absently. ‘The king has a son of that name. One of many, but the most promising. I didn’t know his raids took him to England.’ 
 
    ‘His men sold me in the market at Kaupang,’ she said. ‘That was when I was bought by a man from Rogaland. He had me trained to please men, and gave me as a gift to Earl Sigvaldi. The earl was kind to me. The first man since my father to treat me well. But he wanted me to be the leman of a man who farmed a steading belonging to the king. I didn’t want to leave, but he told me that I was to work for him, to report everything I saw when the king’s steward was absent.’ 
 
    ‘So you became the earl’s spy,’ Gest said. ‘And that’s why you’re loyal to him. He was kind to you. He was planning this all along, but take a look out there! His plans have proven worthless, his ships are being scuppered by the true king of Norway—and his own brother has betrayed him! Earl Sigvaldi’s rebellion has failed.’ 
 
    Hild wept. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she told him. ‘His own brother? It can’t be true. Nay,’ she shook her head, ‘King Sigfrid will join us.’ 
 
    She rose and went to the tent flap. The ring of blade on blade was growing louder. Gest tested his bonds to see if he could free himself. But the earl’s men had bound him fast. Try as he might, the bonds only grew tighter. He felt as if they would cut through his wrists before he got free. 
 
    ‘What do you see out there?’ he called. The clamour of battle was growing ever louder. Men were shouting, yelling, crying; blades clashed, shield clattered, byrnies rang. The din was almost deafening. ‘What do you see?’ he asked again. 
 
    Hild found a whetstone in one of the men’s kit and began to sharpen the dagger. 
 
    ‘The earl told me,’ she murmured, ‘that if it seemed that there was no hope, I was to kill you…’ 
 
    ‘Listen to me,’ Gest said. ‘You need me as a hostage, remember? The earl will call for me if he needs to bargain for his freedom. I’m worth more alive than dead.’ His voice was shrill in his own ears. Hild sat down cross legged and continued to sharpen the blade.  
 
    ‘You told me that the earl’s cause is lost,’ she said. ‘And he told me to kill you if there was no hope.’ 
 
    ‘Could you do that?’ Gest challenged her. ‘Could you slip that knife into my heart? Feel my blood, hot and salty, gush across your hands? Have you ever killed a man?’ he asked her. 
 
    Biting her lip, she shook her head. 
 
    ‘And if you do kill me,’ he added, ‘what happens to you? If the earl has been slain, killing me would be the death of your last hope.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ she demanded. ‘Are you trying to bargain with me? You’re bound and helpless. What can you offer me?’ 
 
    ‘Your life,’ Gest said. ‘Only your life.’ 
 
    ‘You’d lie there at my mercy,’ she laughed mirthlessly, ‘my dagger at your throat, and offer me my life? Your life is mine to take, but you’re in no position to…’ 
 
    ‘Could you kill me?’ Gest tried again. ‘We have shared a bed, laughed and loved together. And you’d thrust that blade into my heart? Or cut my throat? I’ve killed men. It gets easier after a time, but the first time….’ He shook his head.  
 
    ‘I’ve slaughtered swine at the beginning of winter,’ she said defiantly, ‘wrung the necks of chickens… It was hard when I was a girl, but I’ve hardened as I’ve grown older.’ 
 
    Gest shook his head. ‘Not the same. Killing swine is as nothing to killing men. Trust me. May you never learn how hard it is.’ 
 
    There was a great roar from outside. They both looked up. Men were shouting again, and Gest caught the words, ‘Dead! He’s dead!’ The ring of blade on blade broke out again. The situation was growing desperate. 
 
    ‘Dead,’ Hild murmured. ‘But who?’ 
 
    Gest glanced towards the tent flap. The fight was reaching some kind of climax, in a crescendo of steel. Dark figures were struggling, blocking out the sunlight, but he could make out no detail. Who was dead? Someone of some significance, it seemed. But on which side? 
 
    ‘Take a look out there,’ he suggested. ‘Maybe you’ll find out.’ 
 
    She shot him an angry glance but did as he bade, crossing over to the flap and peering outside. She came back to him, her face grave. Gest looked quizzically in her direction. The roar of battle had not abated. 
 
    ‘Did you see who it was they had killed?’ he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘The deck is awash with blood,’ she said, ‘and dead and dying men lie everywhere. The sky is black with ravens. Men still fight, aboard this ship and others. They are fighting, wearily, it seems, and they’re bloody and their shields are battered. But still they fight. I saw no man I knew. Each had a face like a mask of horror. And the sea is packed with ships, both the earl’s vessels and those of King Harald Finehair. Aboard each, men are fighting. I couldn’t see who was winning.’ 
 
    ‘Let me up,’ Gest said, struggling to get to his feet. 
 
    ‘Stay there!’ she hissed. She seized him and set the dagger blade to his throat again. ‘Don’t move again or I will kill you like the swine you are. I may not have killed a man before, but I brought about Thorstein’s death, betrayed him after he had taken me into his confidence. So I am already a killer. The act itself can be no worse.’ 
 
    A chill ran down Gest’s spine as the cold steel caressed his flesh. ‘I thought we’d been already spoken on this matter. You need me alive if you don’t want them to kill you out of hand. I will speak in your favour if you spare me.’ 
 
    ‘So you say,’ she murmured. ‘But I have a better idea. If the king’s men come here, I will demand safe passage or you die. They will give me a boat and I will row away to safety, with you as my hostage. And then I will go back home.’ 
 
    ‘Back home?’ Gest’s words rang hollow in a sudden silence. ‘You think you will be able to row all the way back to England? It’s a long way.’ 
 
    ‘We will take turns,’ she said. ‘You will row too, or I’ll kill you…’ 
 
    ‘Enough of this,’ Gest said. ‘It’s gone quiet. What’s happened?’ 
 
    Her face was wracked by conflicting feelings. ‘The fight is over. The earl has won…’ 
 
    ‘Or the king,’ Gest remarked. 
 
    Footsteps rang loudly outside. They both exchanged looks. Hild rose to her feet. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Gest hissed. But she ignored him, and walked dagger in hand to the opening. 
 
    The footsteps halted. From further away drifted triumphant voices. Hild reached the opening. She knelt down to peer out. 
 
    There was a whizzing sound, followed by a wet, chopping thud. Hild’s body fell backwards and blood spurted across the deck. Some of it spattered his cheek. Numb with shock, he lay unmoving as a huge dark shape appeared in the opening, silhouetted against the light. It held Hild’s head in one hand, a long handled axe in the other, and was peering into the gloom in puzzlement. 
 
    ‘I’ve killed a girl,’ it said. ‘What was she doing here?’ He broke off as Gest stirred. ‘Who’s that?’ he barked. ‘Who’s that in there?’ 
 
    He flung down Hild’s head and it rolled away into the shadows, glassy eyes staring into the dark. He gripped the axe in both hands, advancing into the gloom. 
 
    ‘It’s me, you fool, Bjorn,’ Gest said, feeling sick. ‘What did you kill Hild for?’ 
 
    Bjorn’s eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. ‘What are you doing, Gest? The fight’s over. Get up off the deck,’ he urged him. ‘You’ll catch your death.’ 
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    ‘By now you must have some idea of who was responsible for Thorstein’s death.’ 
 
    Hauk sat back in his workshop in Kaupang, gazing at his two visitors. One was the man he knew as Hunding, but he was better known to his other visitor as Gest. The name, which meant both “stranger” and “guest”, was commonly used by Gestasveit spies. 
 
    From outside came a hubbub of carts and passers-by, men shouting their wares, arguments… All the normal sounds of a trading town. Kaupang had been saved, thanks to the opportune appearance of the king’s fleet. Thanks to this man who sat before him.  
 
    The third man in Hauk’s workshop was Bjorn. He looked from one to the other. ‘So was that why you came to Rogaland, Gest?’ he asked. ‘To find out who had killed your predecessor?’ Gest nodded. 
 
    Some days had passed since the sea fight, and they had gathered in Hauk’s workshop to discuss both past and future.  
 
    ‘That was my original mission,’ he said. ‘Word of Thorstein’s death reached Tunsberg and I was called to the guest hall where Hrafnsvart told me to go to Rogaland and learn the truth. So I went there as Thorstein’s replacement. In the end, I heard it from the lips of a berserk called Valgard—that Sigfrid Redhand’s men burnt Thorstein’s hall. But Sigfrid Redhand was not working alone. Einar had to turn a blind eye to his vikings when they sailed into Boknafjord that night. And Einar himself was not the only traitor in Rogaland…’ 
 
    ‘When do you think Earl Sigvaldi began to suspect you?’ Bjorn asked. ‘And when did you in turn suspect Earl Sigvaldi?’ 
 
    ‘I think the earl suspected me from the start,’ said Gest. ‘And why not? He had successfully removed a spy with the aid of his brother’s vikings. Any replacement would be under suspicion. The whole plan hinged on secrecy, of course. And I gave him cause to work openly against me, when I unwittingly slew his crazed father…’ 
 
    ‘Ah, and then there was the earl’s brother,’ Bjorn said. ‘Who would have thought that the notorious Sigfrid Redhand was kin to the earl of Rogaland? And yet…’ He looked troubled. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Hauk asked, sharing a secret smile with Gest. 
 
    ‘The sea king had you in his clutches,’ Bjorn burst out, ‘but then he let you go. Sailed his ships away in the night, so Earl Sigvaldi had only his own ships for the attack on Kaupang—and then had to face the king’s fleet.’ 
 
    Gest laughed quietly. ‘When I came to speak with Hauk after discovering the ships in Hafrsfjord, he told me that there was another spy in those waters, so secret that none knew his identity. I thought it was you at first, since you were aiding me…’ 
 
    Bjorn laughed. ‘I knew nothing,’ he said. ‘It was only the fact that you and I had both had trouble with the so-called trolls that brought us together. And we were both outlanders, at odds with the Rogalanders. Did you find the real spy after I left you on the island where Sigfrid Redhand’s fleet was anchored?’ 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘I did, but it was a long time, almost too late, before he identified himself to me. He had no reason to suspect me as a fellow spy. In the end, it was merely my blundering on a viking raid that inspired him to utter the secret watchword. Even then I was wary. Others in that land had learnt Gestasveit watchwords, but betrayed me….’ 
 
    ‘So the sea king himself was a spy of the Gestasveit!’ Bjorn realised. ‘But how… he was a thorn in the side of the king! His ships raided Norway for years.’ 
 
    ‘At first he was an enemy,’ Hauk broke in. ‘But he tells us that Thorstein, while he still lived, wormed his way into Sigfrid Redhand’s confidence, and made him an offer.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of offer?’ Bjorn asked. 
 
    ‘What does a king of the sea want the most?’ Hauk asked. ‘Land, of course. In return for working secretly for the king he was promised a return of his ancestral lands. He was playing a dangerous double game, it seems, and hoped also to gain them by conspiring with his brother. But Earl Sigvaldi insisted that he, as the elder brother, must rule the land, while Sigfrid Redhand would be land warden, defending their coasts from vikings.’ 
 
    ‘When he identified himself to me,’ Gest said, ‘I told him that if he withdrew his help from his brother, he would be given Rogaland as his reward. This goes no further,’ he added. ‘No one is to know that the new earl of Rogaland reached his position by betraying his own brother.’ 
 
    Bjorn shook his head. ‘Particularly since Earl Sigvaldi must have drowned in the fight.’ 
 
    Gest shrugged. ‘So it seems,’ he replied. ‘None found his corpse amongst the dead after the fight, but if he had fallen into the water fully armed, he would have gone to the bottom. It was Einar who you killed aboard the dragon ship. His death broke the back of the resistance, and the remaining Rogalanders surrendered. Most were slain that day.’ 
 
    ‘You would have seen little of this,’ Bjorn said, ‘lying bound and at the mercy of that whore.’ 
 
    Gest looked sadly away. Hild’s brutal death had distressed him. She had been working against the king, she had ready to slit his throat at the slightest provocation. But he had come to know her during their brief time together, to understand her, perhaps. Her sorrows at the hands of the king’s son had been enough to make anyone yearn for vengeance. Bjorn’s coming had saved him from death at her hands, but he felt pity for her. 
 
    ‘I would have died there,’ Gest said, ‘almost certainly. She had orders to kill me, if the day was lost and they had no hope of using me as a hostage. Only your coming averted that.’ 
 
    Bjorn shrugged. ‘None of that would have happened,’ he said, ‘if you had not had the foresight to send me in search of the king. Harald Finehair said as much at the banquet last night, even if he did not refer to you by name. I thought it a shame, that, since none knew who it was who sent me to bring word to the king.’ 
 
    Gest laughed, and Hauk laughed with him. ‘We in the Gestasveit are not like other men,’ he told him, ‘seeking fame and honour. Our lives are spent in the shadow of the king, working for him, often outside the law. We slay in the night, we spy in secret, and our names and faces cannot be known. Believe me, it is enough for me that I have the gratitude of the king. Hrafnsvart, the chief of the Gestasveit, told me how pleased he is by what we did here. I have the king’s gratitude, and you have the glory. Besides,’ Gest added with a laugh, ‘the outcome would be entirely different if you had not warned the king, and told him of my own plans.’ 
 
    ‘For the king to sail west as if on his yearly cruise against the vikings,’ Hauk mused. ‘It was a desperate gamble.’ 
 
    ‘It would have been better if we could have learnt where the fleet was kept,’ Gest said, ‘and lead the king’s ships to destroy them. But it seemed better to draw them out into the open, since when I sent Bjorn to the king I did not know the full extent of the plot. I only knew an attack was planned on Kaupang. Until I joined the fleet, I did not know that they were other ships than those I had earlier found. Nay,’ he shook his head. ‘It was better this way. But if Sigfrid Redhand had not been a Gestasveit man, however ambiguous his loyalties may have been, it would have been a much riskier matter. As it was, the king’s fleet took less than an hour to sink the rebel ships.’ 
 
    ‘It must have been a tense hour for you,’ Hauk observed, ‘penned up with a madwoman with her knife at your throat.’ 
 
    Gest nodded. ‘A shameful death it would have been, slain by a woman,’ he observed. ‘And yet, no great loss if the kingdom was saved.’ 
 
    Going to the doorway he looked out at the busy street. No one would have thought that this thriving town had ever been at risk of being razed to the ground, every man, woman and child slain in an attempt to break the power of the king. What had stirred the earl to hatch such a desperate scheme? Had it been vengeance for the deaths of his uncles; vengeance, that duty of every kinsman? Had he really thought that his own flyspeck of a land would have thrived in the chaos that would have existed after the king’s power was broken? 
 
    From here Gest could see the gables of the king’s hall, where even now Harald Finehair was sitting in state, planning the next move in his constant struggle to rule this wide and unruly land of Norway. Perhaps the earl had hoped that in the wars that came, Rogaland would come out on top, and he would be sole ruler in King Harald’s stead. But it was unlikely. Kaupang’s very position in relation to the trade routes was what made it an ideal location for a trading town. It had first been settled by Danes for that reason, to dominate the trade with the north, furs and other costly items from Finnmark and beyond. Rogaland was not a place from which a king could control trade, as King Harald Finehair had come to. 
 
    He thought of what he had said to his friends. Did he truly believe his words? That his own life was worth less than the peace and wealth of the kingdom? Of course not. Dying was the last thing he meant to do. He had found a good berth in the Gestasveit, and this latest coup would increase his standing in the eyes of the king. But what would that mean? More work, more missions. 
 
    The pay was by no means meagre, but he knew full well that a life in the Gestasveit had only one end, and that was an unsung death. But what else could he hope for? He had been an outlaw when he came to Tunsberg, owning nothing but the sword in his hand and the shirt on his back. In the Gestasveit he had found friendship, fellowship, and freedom of a sort. But his most faithful companion would always be death. Hel, queen of the underworld, would claim him in the end. 
 
    Sombrely he went back into the workshop. Hauk and Bjorn looked up from the board game they had begun. 
 
    ‘So it will soon be farewell,’ Bjorn commented. His pieces were struggling to surround Hauk’s king piece. ‘I will return to my steading in Rogaland, where now Sigfrid Redhand is earl. And you, Gest, will go on to your next mission for the Gestasveit.’ 
 
    Gest glanced at Hauk. Hauk smiled. ‘You may be certain that we will not forget how you have helped us, Bjorn,’ he said, indicating the gold arm rings that the farmer now wore, gifts from Harald Finehair. ‘You have the gratitude of the king, and the Gestasveit count you as a friend. And perhaps more.’ 
 
    Bjorn looked from one to the other. ‘More?’ he rumbled uneasily. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    Gest sat down. ‘We are impressed by your skills and your loyalty,’ he said. ‘Our chief, Hrafnsvart, wished us to offer you a place in the Gestasveit.’ 
 
    Bjorn seemed astounded. He shook his head vigorously. ‘I have a wife and bairns,’ he said. ‘I cannot follow the wild life that you lead, Gest. My loyalties must be firstly to hearth and home. I must return as soon as I can. Who knows how ill the steading has been steered in my absence? They need me.’ 
 
    ‘The king also needs you,’ said Gest. ‘He needs every loyal man he can find. And you have proved yourself a good and loyal subject. Now we want you to work for us…’ 
 
    Bjorn rose. ‘I must return to Rogaland,’ he said. ‘I have the utmost of respect for the work you do, Gest. The king needs you. And I am proud to have fought at your side, fought for the king. But there comes an end to every adventure, when a man must return to his own hearth, to settle down. I could not live the life you lead…’ 
 
    ‘Peace, Bjorn,’ Gest said, lifting a hand for silence. ‘No one is asking you to abandon your kin, or your adopted homeland. We already have a spy in those waters—Sigfrid Redhand himself rules there as earl. But can he be wholly trusted? Also there is a need for a steward for the king’s steadings and estates in Rogaland. Such a man would be well paid in return for his work, but he would have other duties.’ 
 
    ‘The king is offering me the post of steward of his lands in Rogaland?’ Bjorn asked. ‘It would make me a man of great importance, second only to the earl! But what are these other duties?’ 
 
    Hauk leaned forwards, and with one move slid his king to the edge of the board. The game was almost won, but Bjorn did not see. ‘All the steward would need to do is to keep his eyes and ears open. Learn what is happening in Rogaland. Speak with folk who are in the know. Keep us informed as to anything untoward. A steward has much freedom, since he has many thralls to carry out his duties on his steadings. And he would be well paid. His wife and bairns would live in riches.’ 
 
    ‘And this is what you want of me?’ Bjorn asked. ‘Nothing that would take me away from my kin, or put them at risk? Simply to keep an eye on the land and to send you word of anything untoward? I don’t see why I couldn’t do that... Why, I thought you were asking me to become a spy!’ He looked at Gest. ‘I could not live your life, friend, but all you are asking of me is what any loyal subject might do in return for the honours that the king has heaped upon me.’ 
 
    ‘Then you agree?’ Gest asked. He shook Bjorn’s hand vigorously. ‘My thanks, and the thanks of the king, go with you. Sigfrid Redhand leaves tomorrow on the morning tide, and you will have a berth with him. And Bjorn…?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, friend?’ 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Gestasveit.’ 
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