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Chapter 1


A prodigious gift trails peril in its wake.

—KRAGISH FOLK SAYING



I was fifteen in the year the king’s men came to take me from my home.

It was a lean year that portended hunger; little rain had fallen in the summer, so the grass grew scant and the sheep wasted thin. Many folk had marked the fleeting shadows of dragons twisting across the fells, and a score of lambs had vanished without trace. Then came the early frost, which blighted our hopes for a long growing season and for fodder to last through winter.

I was gathering angelica in the hills above the steading when they came. I ought to have been spinning. My mother and my aunt and my brothers’ wives all said so. They were spinning—in the smoke-dense gloom of the hearthroom house, their spindles whirring drearily, the only hint of light the thin yellow haze that sifted down from the smokehole. It’s too late for angelica, they all said; it’s gone by now; best you stay here and make yourself useful, for a change.

But I knew of secret places in the hills—sheltered nooks where the sun warmed the earth and the wind couldn’t pry in to chill it—and I said that I could find some.

My mother relented, as usual. My brothers’ wives scolded her for cosseting me; my aunt said I was lazy and ill-mannered and strange.

I didn’t care; I was gone.

It was one of those clear, frosty days when the wind snaps your cloak and fleets of clouds scud like warships across the sky. The sun lay low about the mountains, piercing the air with shafts of liquid light that glittered on the fjord and haloed the rime-shaggy firs. I breathed in deep, savoring this place. Up here in the hills above the steading was the only place where I was free to live my own life, untrammeled by disapproval and suspicion. Before long, I had found four small clumps of angelica—shriveled, perhaps, but they would yet lend fragrance to the strew-reeds, and their roots were still potent for balm.

A whitchil called from a hawthorn tree; I called back. It swooped down and landed on my wrist, eyeing me unabashed, its fierce little claws pricking my skin. I called down a gull, too, which landed on my elbow, and a crake, and a sleepy stony owl that tucked one foot up and tried to take a nap on my arm. “Wake up,” I said, twisting my arm so they all lost their balance and clutched me and wildly flapped their wings.

I laughed and stroked them one by one. My father had forbidden me to call down birds, so I did it away from the steading, where no one could see. I kept my left arm well covered to hide the scratches, but I know my father knew. I know everyone knew, from the way their eyes slid away from mine when I returned, from the whispers behind my back when my mother and father were not near. Whispers of my old illness, and how it had changed me. Whispers of dragons …

Gently I ruffled the feathers on the stony owl’s breast, calming my mind. When I looked up again, I caught a movement—a glinting—in the valley below. I shielded my eyes to mark what it was.

There, far down in the rime-crusted folds of the valley, came five moving things—no, six, or seven, perhaps.

A chill gust of wind breathed on my face and whuffed in my ears; a jingling of bells drifted up.

Horsemen. They were horsemen; I could see that now. And before them moved something—something light-hued and hard to pick out from the frost.

Through the rattle of fell fronds rose yet another sound, a plaintive bleating of sheep.

Sheep!

Who would come now, on horseback, driving sheep?

Quickly I pulled up the bits of angelica I’d found—my trophies, my proofs. I tucked them under my sash and scrambled down the hillside. Pebbles clattered and slid beneath my feet. The crake and the seabird fluttered off; the owl halfs-pread its wings for balance and then, giving up, soared away with a disgusted hoot. Only the whitchil stayed; bobbing its head, it sidestepped up my arm until perched upon my shoulder. When I came to the rocky outcrop that overlooks the homefields I climbed atop it and looked out.

The steading’s grass-roofed buildings clustered below. Blue drifts of woodsmoke gusted in whirling eddies from the hearthroom and kitchenhouses. From here, I could see the mooring place on the fjord, and two red-sailed knarrs lying in.

Red-sailed. King’s knarrs.

Never since my grandfather’s youth had a king’s knarr put in at our steading.

What could King Orrik want with us?

As I watched, sheep and horsemen emerged from behind a thicket of birches that rippled and silvered in the wind. They were yet small in the distance. The horses looked like elfin steeds, decked out in red and mounted by metal-helmed, crimson-caped figures. Six riders there were, and one horse riderless. And behind them two great carts filled to overflowing with something that looked like hay.

Stranger still.

My heart beat loudly in my throat. What did they want?

Was there war? Did they come mustering an army?

But why the sheep?

A shout went up; men came pouring out of the smithy. I recognized my father’s lank-legged stride as he approached the riders. They halted. As the lead horseman conferred with my father, maids and housecarls emerged from the stables and byres and storerooms. Two of my brothers came running from the homefields; my mother and my brothers’ wives and my aunt bustled out from the hearthroom house.

I stayed to watch no more, but hastened, running, for home. With a sharp cry, the whitchil took wing. The steading sank from view behind hills and stands of trees; clouds made a shifting patchwork of light and dark upon the ground. My breath came in short, frosty puffs, and soon my nose felt numb.

When at last I reached the courtyard, it was thronged, but I could find no one there from my family. Nor did I see the strangers’ horses, nor the sheep; they must have been stabled and by red. But a smoke plume arose from the hall, where great company—when we had it—was entertained. I pushed open the heavy door, thinking to slip in unnoticed and listen from a shadowed corner.

My father’s voice stopped me at once.

“Ah, there she is. Kara, come here.”

Beyond the light from the smokehole I saw them seated around the table: my father and my mother, the king’s men, my brothers and their wives. All turned to stare at me.

My father stood and said the name of one of the king’s men, who rose and turned to me. I heard “Prince” but did not grasp the meaning of the name that followed, so surprised was I that my father had stopped his dealings with these men to mark my coming. The prince said something to me, and then my father spoke to me again—about a journey, King Orrik’s court, a great honor, and many sheep—but I was still too numb to understand how one thing connected to another and why he spoke of any of it to me.

“Unlike a tryst,” my father said, “and yet more like an apprenticeship. You need marry no one, and you may return home to us within three years.”

“I … don’t understand,” I said.

The prince, a tall, burly warrior with an unruly red beard, began to speak to me. I forced myself to listen to his words, to fit them together so that they would make sense.

King Orrik, he said, had made a vow to his lady-love, Signy—here he glanced at my father. Well, the prince continued, the substance of the vow mattered not. The king was determined to do his lady’s bidding; she would not marry him else. And yet this oath was not an easy one to keep, and Orrik had need of … certain powers. “Powers you possess,” he said.

“Powers?” I turned to my father, suddenly sick in my heart. Surely he would not betray me. Surely he would not let this man make use of me to attain his own ends, as those suitors had tried to do.

My father and mother exchanged looks. My aunt suppressed a smile. “He will not harm … your birds,” my father said. “Prince Rog has sworn to that. Birds count for naught in this matter.”

Prince Rog. Then this was not just one of the many larger steaders who called themselves princes. This man was Rog, the king’s own younger brother.

“Then I do not see,” I said—carefully, reasonably—“what use my powers, as you call them, could possibly be to the king. It is little enough, what I do, and sometimes I cannot manage it, and always it has to do with birds.”

Prince Rog smiled a smile that did not reach his eyes. His teeth were crooked and yellow. His glance moved to linger upon the vermilion mark on my cheek. “All this I have told the king,” he said, “but my brother would not be content until he met you for himself, to see if you might … be of use. And if—as I think—you cannot help in this matter, I will persuade him to send you home the sooner.”

“Help?” I struggled to keep my voice calm, but what I wanted more than anything was to run, run out of this hall, run away into the hills above the steading and stay there until these men went away. “What could I do to help the king?”

Rog turned to my father, as if he did not wish to deal with me himself. “The king wishes only to meet her, to try. It may well be that he is mistaken about her. Indeed”—and here he lowered his voice so that only I and my father could attend him—“if I were king, I would never have come all this distance to fetch a mere girl. And I believe my brother will be of a different mind once he sets eyes upon her. She’ll likely be home within a half-moon.”

“The choice is yours, Kara,” my father said. “Whatsoever befalls, they will treat you well.”

“As the king’s own kin,” Rog added.

“But I don’t want to leave here. You know that, my father.”

Twice I had been asked for in marriage at a Gathering, even though my aunt had said no one would want a girl as strange as I. My first suitor asked me to show him the hills above the steading. He spoke to me sweetly and, after a time, asked me to call down a kestrel from the air. As the bird neared my arm, the man took out his bow and shot it dead. I refused to call birds for my second suitor; he struck me across the face.

After that I vowed never to marry: never to live far away in a strange man’s home and bend to his will and that of his kin. And the king’s will would be worse—more absolute, unbendable.

I wouldn’t dare call down birds at the king’s steading. Here, I was the steaders only daughter; I was shielded from those who despised me; I could escape to the hills. But there … I’d have to stay indoors—spinning, most likely. There would be no escape. And with no one to quell the whispers, they would rise to a roar.

“Kara,” my father said, and I could tell by the studied gentleness in his voice that he had something hard to tell me. “You cannot live this way forever, running into the hills or to your mother for protection. This life you live here is no good for you. Perhaps a new place, being useful to the king …”

My heart gave a lurch. The king! How did he mean to use me? The vow …

“What is this vow the king has sworn?” I asked, unable any longer to rein in my fear. “And what will he want me to do? Why don’t you tell me? Even a concubine knows what is expected of her! Surely you cant—”

“It is not as a concubine you would go!” my mother burst out. “And Orrik himself has sworn to keep you safe. Sworn it!”

“But what is this vow? I want to know!”

Rog was looking at me through narrowed eyes; he did not answer.

“You care only for yourself?” said Ragnhild, my eldest brother’s wife. “Two marriage matches you were offered, and both you refused. What are you waiting for—a prince? Or will you stay on here forever, eating up the food my babes should have? And now—with the storehouses near empty, and all of our fates in your hands—even now you refuse to go.”

“Dragons’ shadows on the fells!” cried Hurtla, my second brother’s wife. “I saw them myself. And a score of lambs are gone. Gone! Vanished! We’ll starve here without the sheep and fodder the king sent. We’ll starve!”

“The sheep?” I turned to my father. “Those sheep are … in trade … for me?”

He nodded.

My plight was coming clear. If I left now with these men to do the bidding of the king—whatever that might be—then no one at our steading would go hungry come spring. The sheep would carry them through. And if I refused, and if someone—a child—were lost, they would lay it at my feet. And the fault truly would be mine.

I could not refuse.

And yet …

A secret, guilty hope fluttered up inside my chest. My mother … perhaps she wouldn’t let me go. Wouldn’t let them take me away, to a strange place, to make use of me for their ends. Perhaps …

I drew myself up. “Very well,” I said. “I will go.”

I waited for it, my mother’s voice, calling out that it must not be.

The silence hung on; my eyes sought hers in the shadows. Her head was down; she shook silently; tears streaked down her face.

It was then that I knew my lot was cast.

After that, things happened quickly. The men rose from the table, speaking of winds and tides and the need to be under way. The women moved out the door and came back bearing silver brooches and lengths of wadmal, sealskins and reindeer pelts, and combs of walrus tusk. They were all bundled together and taken out into the courtyard, where I could hear the clopping of horses’ hooves. My father embraced me first, and then my mother, sobbing, clinging, until my father touched her shoulder and she let go slowly and backed away.

Then somehow I was outside in the courtyard, with Rog and the king’s hearth companions and their belled and wool-draped horses. Rog set a cape about my shoulders—a crimson wool cape of downier loft and finer weave than ever I had seen. He fastened it with a gold brooch and set a gold circlet on my brow. I mounted; we set off.

Our hoofbeats rang on the frost-hard ground. The wind ripped the hood from my head and tangled in my hair. When we came to the birch thicket, I drew up my horse and looked back.

I could hear the wind soughing in the firs, the cry of a gull overhead. The sun had disappeared behind the mountains and long shadows stretched across the vale. A billowing blue mass of clouds bulked to the east, but a single slab of light caught the grasses of the steading’s turfed roofs, drenching them in brightness, silhouetting each thin blade against the mountains. As I watched, the light dimmed and was doused.

And so I left them all—my mother and my father and my brothers, the birds that I so loved to call, the fine turf-roofed houses, the mountains with their tumbling becks and falls—my birthplace, my steading, my home.


Chapter 2


Lonesome it is when the sea-steeds toss their frothy manes far from the home-hearth.

—KRAGISH SKALD



Just beyond the birches, out of sight of the folk watching from the courtyard, two young men of our band put spur to their horses and began to make sport. They raced breakneck down the steep, pebble-strewn track to the sea, then wheeled about and charged straight for us, veering off in the pinch of time. One passed me so nearly by that my own mount shied and reared, nearly pitching me off. As it was, my gold circlet tumbled from my head, skittered across the track, and fell down a shallow embankment. The one who had startled my horse leapt from his own mount and retrieved the circlet, polishing it clean with his coat.

He was clean-shaven and differently garbed from the others. Instead of the scarlet cape and metal helm of the royal hearth companions, he wore an open fur-trimmed coat of a cut I had never seen, with a black fur kalat on his head. His goatskin jerkin was girded by a sash of many colors loosely intertwined, from which dangled tinkling trinkets of silver and gold. His hair was different, too: darker, and tied back at the nape by a thin leather thong.

He approached me, bowed stiffly, and held out the circlet. “Forgive me, Lady,” he said, and his words sounded oddly clipped and careful, as if they were strange on his tongue. I was held for a moment by his eyes, unexpectedly long and dark above high, flat cheekbones.

Then all about us the men began to make hooting sounds and kissing sounds and ribald jibes. “Kazan,” they called him, and me, “the bird girl.” I snatched the circlet, my face burning. I jammed it onto my head and spurred my horse down the track. Where was Prince Rog? Surely he would not tolerate this. But when I caught sight of him just ahead, my heart sank. He was turned around in his saddle, grinning. When he caught my eye, he barked out a short, hard laugh.

Treated as the king’s own kin, he had said! Those had been words only, to placate my kin. I was on my own, with no protection. Rog would treat with me as he pleased.

At the ship landing we dismounted, and the men coaxed the horses into the holds of the two knarrs. The long-eyed youth offered to help me aboard—bowing, again. Surely he mocked me, and yet … In any case, I did not want to start up the hooting and laughing again. I made my way up the shore plank hardly deigning to give him a glance.

These knarrs were broader in the beam than the one my uncle took on his expeditions north for walrus and seabirds and whales. Each had a cargo hold amidships that was open to the sky. When I stepped down into it, the fore and aft decks stood waist-high. I picked my way through the maze of casks and crates and bales, breathing in the smells of damp wool and men’s sweat, of salt and pitch and horses. The hearth companions found perches wherever they could; most sat with the crew at oar. At last I settled myself in a heap of hay, as far from the others as I might.

Soon the oars were thunking rhythmically, and a fine salt spray dampened my face and hair. Snow went flurrying past, but it was thin and did not stick. Kazan, the long-eyed youth, brought me a heap of blankets and skins. I nodded briefly, then turned away and busied myself arranging a skin-and-blanket nest. I felt his lingering presence; but when at last I looked up, he had gone.

There was a boy, I saw, on board. He scurried about, feeding the horses, fetching brew for the men. From time to time I caught him eyeing me furtively. He couldn’t have been much more than eight winters old. He was dressed as one highborn—in a fine striped cloak of close-woven wool—yet it was dirty and wet and hung too long about his legs.

As we drew near to the mouth of the fjord, the waves bulked larger. The oarsmen unfurled the sail, with much running and shouting and creaking of rope. The wind billowed out the canvas and pushed us through the strait; we heeled north into the open sea.

Here there was no staying dry. The knarr pitched sharply; the horses stomped and blew. I crouched in the shelter of some casks, but the waves threw up sheets of spume, leaving horses, bales, and men all dripping.

My red cloak had gone heavy and sodden; I peeled it off. Likewise, I removed the golden circlet, which had begun to pinch my forehead and make it ache. I wrapped it in the cloak and wedged it between two barrels. Then I piled the sheepskins over me to make a tent of sorts and huddled, shivering, inside.

At last we put in for the night on the lee shore of an island. There was a long, shallow stretch of water leading to the land, and so the shore plank would not reach. I stood watching the men slosh through the water to shore, hesitating to submerge my fur-lined boots, when someone shouted, “Hey, Kazan! I think she wants you to carry her ashore!”

“Why doesn’t she fly?” someone else said, and the hooting and laughter started up again. Hot-faced, I clambered over the side of the knarr and splashed through the shallows to land. I stared straight before me, ignoring the men, my ruined boots, and the sopping bottom half of my gown. But out of the corner of my eye I saw Kazan standing still in the water, looking steadily at me. Then someone cuffed him on the shoulder; he laughed, cuffed him back, then went to join his companions.

I stood before the fire to dry myself, nursing my sore, battered limbs and seething in my heart—against these men, against the king and his lady-love, against my father and my mother and my brothers’ wives—against all who had conspired to put me in this wretched place.

Still, the smells of cooking tempted me, and when one of the men offered me a bowl of fish stew, a horn of ale, and a hunk of bread, I ate. The bread was fine-grained and white, although stale. The stew had some unfamiliar seasoning in it, but it tasted well enough.

I was tipping back the last of my ale when I heard footsteps beside me. It was the boy—Rath, I’d heard someone call him. In his hands was a screaming, struggling wind gull. I jumped to my feet, enraged that he would treat the poor bird thus, but he blocked my tirade with a torrent of words:

“It was dragging its wing, Lady, I’m sure it’s broken or I would never have picked it up, and you can tell—can’t you see?—that it’s been starving. And the men, they say you know all about birds, you can call them clear down out of the sky when they’re flying, so I thought you might … maybe you would know what to do. Because it will die if we leave it here—it can’t hunt, something would eat it—and I truly think you should do something to save it!”

He stood his ground, this stripling boy in draggled garb, seeming half defiant, half afraid. It was a moment before I recovered my voice. “Let me see it, then,” I said.

I took the bird in one hand and spread the other over its back and wings. I could feel its heart pumping fast against my palm; I could sense its panic, a thin cold stream inside my chest. I spoke to it softly, stroking its soft back feathers with my thumb. Its heartbeat calmed. The gull folded its one good wing and calmly looked about.

It was all-over gray—not white on the head and breast as male wind gulls are. A female. She looked thin—too thin. Her keel felt sharp as a knife; she was light as a handful of whiffle fluff. The boy had spoken true: She was starving. Carefully, I stretched out her wounded wing. I ran my fingers lightly along the line of the bone and felt for a break as best I could. I found no break, yet it was hard to be certain. Still, I had had some luck with a bird like this before, simply binding its wings for a time.

“Can you bring me some strips of dry cloth?” I asked the boy. “And a piece of fresh fish?”

Rath scooted away and returned soon with cloth and fish. I tried to recall how I had bound the other bird’s wings and, after fumbling a little, folded her two wings close to her body, then contrived to bind them in place by wrapping her about with the cloth. The gull refused to take the fish, so I prized her beak apart and slipped a morsel over her tongue down the back of her throat. When I let go of her beak, she swallowed.

“That will hold her for now, I think,” I said, handing Rath the bird.

He turned to go.

“If you like, I can help you feed her in the morning,” I said.

“Her? It’s a her?”

I nodded.

“I’ll bring her, then,” the boy said. He turned to go again, and then stopped. “Thank you,” he said shyly. He backed off a few steps, then turned and scampered away.

The men had put up a tent, a large one with carved oaken supports, for me alone. Here was royal treatment at last, yet I could not bring myself to be grateful.

I had rather have slept in my bedcloset at home.

I lay in the tent, wrapped in skins, listening to the hiss and rumble of the sea, so unlike the still, friendly lapping of the fjord waters at home. My mind wandered across the unfamiliar new landscape of my life—the journey in the knarr, Rath’s wind gull, the young man Kazan, the king’s mysterious and frightening summons. What did he want with me? And what was this oath he had made? At last, I let my thoughts touch the hurting places: my mother, my father, my home.

I cried softly, for I wished none of these men to hear.

We were two more days upon the sea. After the first, the waters calmed and the going was neither so wet nor so ache-making as it had been. The snow had stopped, but the wind was incessant and bit deeper as we drew north; no matter how many blankets I wrapped about myself, I never felt warm.

This knarr was full of noise: hearth companions and crew all jumbled in together with horses and cargo—singing, fighting, stomping, cursing, eating. And yet there were moments of quiet, when the cliffs slipped past through the stone-gray sea, and only the creak of a rope, the clap of a wave, the cry of a distant eagle broke the hush.

It was during these times that I worried through my plight. I had tried asking Rog about the king’s vow and his plans for me. But the prince had refused to answer, saying only that I would find out soon enough. Rath knew nothing—or claimed to know nothing—and I believed him. Perhaps the king wanted me to call down birds for him—but why I could not fathom. Surely not so that he could shoot them. Surely he would not stoop to that.

But something Rog had said at the steading went through and through my mind. I believe my brother will be of a different mind once he sets eyes upon her. She’ll likely be home within a half-moon.

So I would be of no use. Whether I could do what he wanted or no. I would show that I couldn’t, or refuse, or pretend not to know how.

And I would be home—home!—within a half-moon.

That first morning before we sailed, Rath fetched me his wind gull to feed. I taught him how to pry open the bird’s beak with the fingers of one hand and where to place the fish on her tongue. But soon there was no need to feed by force, for the gull succumbed to her hunger and ate freely from a fist—Rath’s or my own.

She began to hop about on the hold; once she jumped onto a barrel and was nearly washed overboard when a wave broadsided the knarr. I devised for Rath a sling carrier of sorts out of a horse’s feeding bag. He looked odd, going about his errands with a wind gull poking her head out the top of the bag and glaring at all she saw.

The boy had lost all shyness of me, and, in between running to feed the horses or to fetch bread and ale for the men, he sought me out. We huddled in the lee of barrels and crates, sheltering from the wind, feeling the heave and shudder of the sea-breast beneath us, and he told me of his life. Rath’s father, a prosperous steader, had been killed five winters before when Ulian raiders burned his lands. Rath and his mother had escaped to the king’s steading, where his mother became a favorite of the king’s older sister, Gudjen. But his mother had been taken with the fever and died two years since. As Rath had no other kin, the king’s sister had seen to his care. “Some call her a witch,” Rath said, “and she is harsh, at times. And strict.” He made a face. “She is ever strict. But sometimes I can win my way with her.”

I asked him about Kazan, and he told me that the youth was a trader from the land of the Vos.

Of the Vos. I had heard of the Voslanders. They lived east and south of here. Once a trader had come to our steading from that land, bringing honey and spices and vibrant-hued silks. “His ship fetched up on a rock in a storm,” Rath continued, “and so he has to winter over with us while it’s repaired. The king wants Kazan to build him a ship, too—Kazan’s is fleeter than any of the king’s knarrs, and it handles better, too—but Kazan says that would take overlong. He says it’s too cold here. He wants to be trading by spring.”

“He seems … young to own a ship.”

“He’s not yet twenty, I think,” Rath said. “His father was a trader, too. He’s been a ship rat since he was my age—or before.”

“Oh,” I said. I thought for a moment and then, “Why did he come to fetch me?”

Rath shrugged. “Who knows? Kazan … has been everywhere. Maybe he hates the idea that there might be one place left in the world that he hasn’t yet seen. Or maybe it was birds. Kazan trades in falcons and feathers, along with other things. Maybe he thought that you—”

Falcons and feathers!

Rath broke off, seeing the expression on my face.

What could be more useful than a girl who could call birds down out of the sky so that he could snare them or kill them? I turned away from Rath, trying to hide the rage that choked off my words.

I did not see much more of Kazan—he rode on the other knarr—except that every morning and evening when I waded from shore to knarr or knarr to shore the men stood around joking and hooting and calling out for Kazan to carry me.

I ignored them all.

Still, none of them plagued me otherwise nor caused me to be fearful. I was for the most part left alone.

On the morning of the third day we tacked into a wide bay. The oarsmen furled the sail and began to row. I clambered up into the stem of the ship and faced the breeze, bracing myself against the sea’s roll. The bay bent and narrowed until I saw that it was a fjord, a wide-mouthed fjord, hemmed in on either side by rugged cliffs and scaurs that towered skyward. Waterfalls tangled against the rocks like strands of a giant’s hair.

Farther on was a place where the cliffs seemed to have crumbled, and a smooth, rolling valley tumbled to the sea. As we drew near, I saw nestled in the valley the turfed roofs of the largest steading I had ever seen.

“It’s the king’s steading,” said Rath, coming to stand by me. “Or one of them. He has many. But this is northernmost—nearest the dragonlands—and he’s been here since the spring.”

Dragonlands. My gaze drifted beyond the valley to where white, jagged mountains massed against the sky. This could have nothing to do with that tale they told about me, of when I was small….

No. It could not.

I put away the thought and turned to survey this steading. The wind whipped my hair about my face as Rath pointed out the buildings one by one—so many buildings that I could not without his help have fathomed the uses for them all. There were a high hall, a hearthroom house, a kitchenhouse, a weavinghouse, five courtyard storehouses, and a multitude of byres and sheds and barns. All were made in the way of the buildings on our steading, out of logs and thatched with turf.

Yet unlike in my home, where folk had to wend up a long, steep path from fjord to steading, here the land was so flat that the homefields reached nearly to the wharf. And winter had come earlier here, for snow cloaked the steading and fields.

A cluster of ships lay moored already: another king’s knarr with its red, furled sail, and some small fishing boats. A boat shed jutted out over the water.

And now a crowd was gathering. Fishermen left their nets and flocked onto the wharf; women came away from the fish racks to join them. Folk emerged from courtyard and farmyard and field, thronged about by a horde of children and dogs. Rog called out commands to the oarsmen. The knarr glided up to the wharf, and several of the crew jumped out. There was a sudden confusion of shouts and barks and whinnies, a sharp lurch as the ship tilted shoreward, an overwhelming mingled odor of fish and tar and salt.

Rog stepped out and began speaking with a richly garbed woman of about my mother’s age.

“There’s Gudjen,” Rath said. “Here’s where I take my leave.” He hesitated, then, “Can I come see you tomorrow?” he asked. “Will you look to my bird?”

I nodded. He slipped away through the commotion in the hold and leapt onto the wharf.

Now Rog turned and, motioning for me to come near, held out his hand in courtly wise to help me from the knarr. As if I needed help. He lets me wade from knarr to shore these past days, and now he makes a show of gallantry. “Lady Kara,” he said, with a slight bow of his head. “Allow me to escort you—”

“Rog, you’ll do no such thing,” Gudjen said. “Just look at her. What have you done with her that she is so bedraggled? Surely she did not set out so; her folk are not of overhigh blood, but they are not—”

I drew myself up, indignant. Gudjen, a tall, hollow-cheeked matron with a beaklike nose, visibly checked herself. “Lady Kara,” she said in a somewhat milder tone, “I am Gudjen, sister to the king. You will come with me now and—”

“She will not go with you,” Rog said. “I was sent to fetch her, and fetch her I will, all the way to the king.”

“And a poor job you’ve done of it,” Gudjen said. “I gave you a scarlet cloak to garb her in before you put in to port. Where is it now? Is that the one I gave you?” She jabbed a jewel-encrusted finger at the cloak—sodden, dirty, and crumpled behind a cask.

Rog reddened.

“You were to keep it clean and give it to her only when you arrived here. At the very least it would have hidden that, that …” Gudjen’s eyes said clearer than words what she thought of my best wadmal gown. “And her circlet! What have you done with her circlet! Surely you have not lost it!”

“No, I didn’t lose it,” Rog said. “It is only—”

“It’s in here,” I said, ducking back into the knarr and hurriedly unwrapping the cloak from around the circlet. Gudjen rolled her eyes. I half expected the hearth companions to hoot and jeer at me, but they bustled about their business with eyes averted, suddenly quiet. “She was to wear those here,” Gudjen said to her brother. “That was why I gave them to you.” She sighed. “Come here, come here,” she said to me. I stepped back up onto the wharf. “Give them to me.” I handed her the circlet and the sodden cloak. Gudjen put the circlet upon my head and thrust the cloak at Rog. “You keep the cloak. It’s ruined.” She set off down the wharf, motioning me to follow.

Rog grabbed my arm to stop me. “I am to take her to the king,” he said. “It is my errand.”

Gudjen muttered something under her breath, shaking her head. “Rog, Rog, my brother. Think you truly that she is fit to be presented to the king as she now is?”

Rog looked at me a moment and said nothing.

“Think you that you are the one to bathe her and dress her and comb her hair?”

Rog swallowed. “I could send a bondmaid to do that, and then—”

Gudjen glanced at me, said a single word: “Come.” I went.
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