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“Death smiles at everyone. A Viking smiles back.”
— Unknown





1
I didn’t know how many cups of mead I had drunk when the room began to spin. It must have been at least a dozen. Ragnar and I were standing in the middle of the great hall, while people were hollering and cheering around us. All I could really focus on, though, was my best friend. Ragnar was staring at me with such intensity I wondered if he thought I would somehow disappear were he to look away. He lowered his wooden cup and grinned, his eyes gleaming like two sapphires pushed deep into his skull. 
 “You had enough yet, Blackhair?” he asked me with a sneer. 
 I returned his stare and emptied the cup I held in response; no way was I letting him
win this contest. Feeling like I was under water, I tried to put the cup on the table beside us. It ended up on the floor and rolled toward the crowds instead. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand when my knees began to buckle. Stumbling, I reached for the table and somehow managed to grab a hold of it. It provided just the support I needed to remain standing. My gaze caught Hilda then. She was right where I had left her when I accepted Ragnar’s challenge, in the midst of all the shouting people. With the utmost willpower I squared my shoulders and called out, “Two more, Sven!” 
 Ragnar grinned wider, his eyes not leaving me. Sven stood to the side of him with a big decanter in his hands. Next to him stood Erik, or at least I thought so; I wasn’t sure any longer. The person held out two cups in front of Sven, who tipped the decanter and let foaming gold liquid fill the cups. 
 As I received my cup, all the people around us floated together into one screaming, multi-headed beast. The room spun faster and faster. My stomach began turning, and I had to concentrate hard not to let the nausea that suddenly overcame me engulf me. I knew it then. It was over. One more cup and I wouldn’t be able to stand up any longer. As much as I hated to admit it, I had to tell Ragnar that I’d had it. All I wanted in that instant was to lie down somewhere cool and close my eyes, get to sleep. I couldn’t care less if I’d be remembered as a poor drinker as long as I got to lie down. Just as soon as this drinking contest was over, I would find a good spot where no one could see me. Forcing myself to maintain my balance, I raised the cup high and pressed forth a grin. 
 “I’ve— I’ve had enough, Ragnar. You are the master of drink,” I said.
 Ragnar’s eyes gleamed again, his face red and shiny. “Are you sure?” 
 My tongue felt thick. “I loathe saying it, but, yes, you’ve… beaten me.” 
 Ragnar’s many supporters broke into applause and loud hollers, taking turns slapping his back. The ones who had bet on me winning began booing. I turned my head, careful not to move it quickly and aggravate the spinning sensation, and looked in their direction. I wanted to tell them I regretted having disappointed them, but before I could do so Ragnar held up a hand. 
 “Be quiet, people,” he demanded. “Leif is taking his loss like a man. Treat him like one.” His arms were around me, and it took me a few moments to realize he was embracing me. I moved my arms around his back, returning the gesture. Then I gripped Ragnar’s wrist and extended it above us. I was determined to show everyone that I was indeed taking my loss like a man. 
 “All hail the besht drinker in the province,” I slurred. “All hail the best drinker!” My words were met with hand-clapping, loud cheers and whistles. As soon as I let go of him, Ragnar bowed so low to the left and to the right that his torrent of strawberry blond hair touched the floor. Then he waved away the many guests and they scattered reluctantly. Soon, only a few people remained around us, among which I thought I saw our friends Sven and Erik, and Ragnar’s older brother, Loke. 
 I had to grip the table again, even lean against it not to lose my balance now. But the table no longer provided sufficient support; my knees were about to collapse. I needed something more to remain standing. I discovered that Hilda was right beside me then. Grateful, I swung an arm around her shoulders. 
 “How are you doing, my friend?” Ragnar asked me, scrutinizing me with a fervent expression. He put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you need to lie down for a while?” 
 The condescension in his voice annoyed me. While I wanted nothing more than to lie down, I’d be damned if I would admit it to Ragnar or anyone else. I might have lost the mead contest, but I was determined to bear my loss with dignity. Suddenly remembering my wife, Thora, I searched for her and soon found her standing between two men. She was glaring at me like I had turned into a filthy rat. 
Why is she looking at me like that? I wondered. An urge to get outside and breathe fresh air filled me. I wanted Thora to come with me so I could talk to her. Whatever it was that bothered her, I would take care of it as long as we were on our own. 
 “Did you get an opportunity to see the amazing gift I have for Father?” Ragnar asked me then. “We need four men to wheel it out.”
 I tried shaking my head in response, but my skull felt as though it was a large animal intestine filled with stone, too heavy to move. A murky ‘no’ escaped my lips instead. 
“Well, you must see it. It’s waiting out in a barn.” Ragnar turned his head and said, “Hilda, why don’t you show it to him? You know where it is. I didn’t get an opportunity to dance with Thora yet. I must get at least one dance with her before I return her to her husband.” Grinning, he turned back to me and winked. Then he extended his hand to Thora. She took it immediately. The two of them turned around and disappeared into the crowds of people.
 I stared after them, too drunk to understand what was going on. But… but… Wait… I wanted Thora to come out with me… Why did she… Wait… What was going on...? 
 I turned my head only to find Hilda pressed close to me, my arm around her. I frowned. Why am I holding on to Hilda like that? 


The short girl glanced up at me. “Leif. I think you need some fresh air. Why don’t you and I go outside for a walk?” 
 That sounded like an excellent idea. I was about to throw up any moment now. Squeezing Hilda’s shoulders, I slurred, “Very well. Show me Ragnar’s incredible gift...”
 I needed to get out of there fast, so I pulled her toward the wide open double doors of the Jarlabanke clan’s main dwelling. Outside, I sucked the cold air deep into my lungs and the nausea, thankfully, calmed down instantly. I felt much better, not nearly as drunk. We continued toward the barn that contained the gift and walked inside. A couple of wax candles lit up the jumbled space in which large farming tools were scattered, and, farther in, cows were standing in stalls. Some little animal, a mouse perhaps, crossed our path and disappeared behind a long rake.
 “It should be somewhere over here,” Hilda said. She removed my arm from her shoulders and walked behind a couple of wooden ploughs. I followed her. She stopped next to a large object covered by a brown woolen blanket. “Ah. Here it is.” She removed the cover.
Right as the gigantic rune stone became visible, a new wave of nausea surged through my body, more potent than previous ones, and I felt drunker than ever. I staggered, grabbing a hold of Hilda’s shoulder. I could feel her contracting her much smaller body to support my weight and save me from a nasty fall. She stared at me, alarmed.
 “Dear Odin, Leif! Are you well? Do you need to sit down?”
 With what was left of my strength, I shook my head. For some inexplicable reason, I did not want to admit even to Hilda, my own foster sister, how drunk I really was. If I got some more fresh air, I would feel better, I thought, though deep down I knew that was just wishful thinking. Any moment now my legs would give out. Still, I said, “I’m fine, Hilda... I just—”
 Hilda’s wide eyes narrowed. “Leif.” Her voice was very serious. “You and I are going to sit down for a while. Right over there.” She took my hand and led me toward a giant oak trunk that served as a long bench situated deeper inside the barn. 
 She made me sit down and sat down herself, beside me.
I tried to make myself stand up, but my legs refused to obey me, so I soon gave up. We just sat there quietly, my big hand remaining between Hilda’s small ones, and listened to the cows move around in their stalls. A goat bleated somewhere. At times, feeling how I was about to vomit, I had to concentrate hard on breathing while staring down at the straw-covered ground. After what seemed like an eternity, my stomach calmed down. I was suddenly extremely thirsty. I turned to Hilda to ask her if she could get me some water, but before I could get the words out, everything went black.
 The next thing I saw was Ragnar’s red face, glistening from sweat. His face was so close to my own that I could feel his hot breath on my skin. He glared at me with a crazed expression.
 “Leif! By Odin, wake up!” 
How my head hurt… It felt as if Thor himself was beating on it over and over with his hammer. My eyelids were heavy and I had to fight hard not to let them close over my eyes. 
 Suddenly my cheek burned and my head shook violently. The pain was so intense I opened my mouth to let out a groan, but no sound came out. 
What is going on here? Then I saw Ragnar’s palm up in the air, red and trembling, and I realized that he must have just slapped my face. And it looked like he was about to do it again. I braced myself for more pain. 
Why is Ragnar hitting me?

I tried to ask just that, but couldn’t because my mouth felt like it was packed full of soft cloth. I had to make him stop; the throbbing pain in my head was more than I could handle. I tried to move my hands in front of my face to shield it, but my arms were stuck somehow, so they stayed down. Fortunately, Ragnar stopped on his own, his hand sinking back down. He kept glaring at me furiously and screamed, “How could you, Leif? How could you?
Could what? What is Ragnar talking about? Why is he so angry with me? Again, I tried to open my mouth and ask him what was happening, but my tongue refused to obey my mind. With the utmost effort, I turned my heavy head to the side instead. I thought I saw Erik and someone I didn’t recognize stand right behind Ragnar. Maybe someone else, too; it was hard to tell the way their bodies floated into one and then back to several. I saw Thora standing beside them, sometimes two of her. Her long fair hair and face glowed whitely in the dark, her large eyes black and glimmering like two pieces of burning coal in a field of snow. I glanced down toward my feet and saw that I was… naked from the tunic on down. 
What the hell?


My trousers lay bundled up around my feet. Only then did I realize I was standing because someone was holding me up by the arms. I tried turning around to see who it was when Ragnar yelled again, “How could you, Leif? How could you do this to her? After everything our family has done for you and your family!”
Do what? What the hell was Ragnar talking about? What had I done?
Ragnar turned to Erik and said, “Get a bucket of water.” Nodding, Erik immediately turned and left. 
Moments later, a flood of icy wetness splashed over me, clearing my muddled mind, even taking the edge off the throbbing in my head. The surroundings sharpened and the bodies were no longer floating together.
 I looked at Ragnar, determined to get to the bottom of what the hell was going on. But Ragnar was no longer looking at me. Instead, something on the floor held his attention. I turned my head and looked in the same direction. There, on the dirty, straw-covered ground, lay Hilda in an awkward position, the skirt of her green dress pulled up to her waist so her white legs were bared. What is she doing there? I wondered. And why isn’t she wearing any undergarments?

 My eyes moved back to Hilda’s face. She was sleeping. Why has she gone to sleep on the dirty barn floor? It struck me that I had never before seen anyone look so lifeless in their sleep. It was almost as if she were dead.
 “How could you, you ogre? How could you?”
 I faced Ragnar again, who stared at me with eyes that threatened to jump out of their sockets, his face boiling. I opened my mouth, at last managing to move my tongue.
 “What… what’s going on?”
Instead of answering me, Ragnar lifted his arm high up into the air. A large dagger gleamed in his hand. I filled with a strange mix of dread and disbelief. Is Ragnar about to… kill me? 
But why would Ragnar want to kill me?

Instead of ramming the dagger inside me, Ragnar abruptly lowered his arm. He said, his voice void of any emotion, “No, Leif. I am not going to let you get away that easily. That is too cheap a price to pay for what you did to my sister. I will first make sure you and your family are humiliated in front of the entire province. Then you will die a terrible death – just like Hilda did.”
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I stared into the cell’s immense blackness from where I had crashed to the ground after Sven and Erik had thrown me there. The sound of the door slamming moments earlier still rang in my ears, like an echo. 

By Odin, what must I have done…


A wave of nausea surged through me. I rolled onto my side, hoping that lying in this position would help my stomach settle down. It did, but my head still hurt so much I thought it was about to crack open by itself. Or had it been cracked open already? Had Hilda hit it with that thick branch they found in her hand? Of course she had. She had used it to defend herself while I… while I did all those awful things to her. Oh, dear Odin.


At first, after getting over the shock learning that my foster sister was really dead, I didn’t believe Ragnar when he told me I was the one responsible for it. It was just absurd. Why would I do such a thing—rape and then
strangle Hilda? By Thor, I loved her like a sister! She was my sister. I would never touch a hair on her head in any way but lovingly. 
Yet, everything pointed toward Ragnar being right. According to both him and Sven, I had been lying on top of her when they entered the barn, her dress pulled up to the waist and her undergarments torn off. Semen had been smeared on her skirt, on the insides of her thighs, on her stomach, on my genitalia, and my hands had been closed tightly around her neck. And clearly she didn’t give up without a fight, because my face and neck and hands were streaked with congealed blood from numerous scratches. 
Oh, what must I have done?


I touched the top of my skull, expecting to feel wet or caked blood around an open sore. But I felt nothing of the kind in the roots of my hair. I wondered if she had hit me at the back of my head instead. I traced my skull toward the back with trembling hands. It didn’t take long until I found something large and tender and round. I lightened the pressure of my hand and went back over the bump. It was a big bump, I soon realized, located right above my neck. It didn’t feel like there was any blood on or near the bump, but it seemed to be growing still. My eyes suddenly filled with hot tears that began streaming down my cheeks. I had to bite my tongue hard not to scream out loud.
Dear Odin, what must I have done!

 I closed my eyes and saw Hilda on the floor again, her body spread-eagled on the straw-covered ground, the skin on her legs glowing white in the soft sheen emanating from the wax candles. I saw Thora staring at me like she wanted to tear the heart from my chest. Then I saw Ragnar, his eyes bulbous and his face red and shiny, asking me over and over: How could you, Leif? How could you do this to her? 


Ragnar’s words went through my head again and again until they became my own. 


How could I? How could I have raped and then strangled Hilda? 


I squeezed my head with both hands, not caring how much it hurt, and tried to produce the tiniest morsel of a memory of Hilda doing something to provoke first my urges, then my temper. She must have done something in order for me to do what I had done to her… 
What would that be? But no matter how hard I tried to remember, I couldn’t think of anything. 
 Then again, nor could I remember ever having downed so much mead in one night, either. All the drink must have made me lose my senses, turned me into a lunatic just like it did when smallpox took my mother’s life.
 When she died, I drank more than normal during my escapades with Ragnar and the rest of the crew and kept ending up in fistfights. From what I was told the next day, unable to remember on my own, the fights tended to begin when lads accused me of stealing their girls. On a couple of occasions, I apparently attacked with nearly no provocation, so furious Ragnar and others had to drag me away from my victims. 
Maybe Hilda accused me of something that did not sit well with me, I mused. Maybe she accused me of being a liar and a cheater for not marrying her. In a way she would have been right. If I hadn’t met Thora, both Hilda and I knew I would have married her. Not because I had promised her that, but it was just something that everyone expected. 
Of course, that did not explain why I had raped her first... Had she tried to get me excited so that she could reject me to get back at me for rejecting her? She must have. If that was so, when did she start? As far as I could remember, nothing about her behavior at the feast had been out of the ordinary. 
Parts of Bjorn Jarlabanke’s grand birthday feast came back to me, parts in which I interacted with Hilda. Like when I had just given my foster father his gift, a precious gold brooch. A flustered-looking Hilda had suddenly emerged from the crowds of people then. At the sight of me and Thora, a strained smile flashed over her square face. She gave us a quick nod. “Good evening, Leif and Thora. How are you?”
 We both smiled and returned her nod, watching her as she strode up to Bjorn’s wife Astrid, her long, ashy-blond locks skipping. Astrid looked up from the red silk cloak in which the brooch was wrapped and listened attentively to what Hilda was telling her. The flustered expression on Hilda’s face intensified as she spoke, her arms gesticulating wildly. The music and the loud guests made it impossible for us to hear what she was saying. Bjorn could, however, and he too listened attentively, his bushy eyebrows scrunching closer and closer together. Astrid rose and disappeared among the dancing people. Hilda made an attempt to follow her when Bjorn grabbed her by the arm.
 “Hilda, Astrid will take care of it,” he said. “Calm down. There will soon be plenty of mead and bjorr on that table again.”
 Bjorn shook his head at his daughter and then, as if he were struck with a bright idea, he glanced at me. “Why don’t you take your foster sister for a dance and show her a good time, Leif? She needs it. I will entertain Thora meanwhile.” 
 Thora looked helplessly at me. I shot her an encouraging smile. It was best to do what the man wished; after all, it was his birthday and it would seem rude otherwise. So I offered my arm to Hilda, who took it hesitantly, glancing over at Thora for approval…
 I frowned as I pondered the memory. Had Hilda’s hesitance been an act? Was she in fact glad that her father had ordered me to entertain her so she could seduce me? I could not be sure. I pondered what happened next, after Hilda and I merged with the sweaty crowds of people.
 “Are you all right, Hilda?” I had said, leading the way past a group of laughing men.
 She turned her face up to me and nodded ever so faintly. “Yes. I am just a bit tired. The preparations for this feast have been exhausting. We have planned and prepped from morning to night for four entire days. We wanted Father to have the best birthday possible.”
 I put my free hand on hers, squeezing it. “And it looks like your efforts paid off.”
 “Thank you for saying that. Coming from you, I know it is sincere.”
 We reached the dance area where couples danced with such fervor the combined heat their bodies exhausted made the air moist and foul-smelling. There was hardly any space for me and Hilda to dance, but we still tried our best. 
It didn’t take long before we got tired of pushing and shoving against the many drunken people around us. And neither of us particularly liked the current song the musicians played anyway, a song that had been popular throughout all of southern Sweden that last year. I suggested we go get something to drink instead. 
I led Hilda back through the clusters of people. We stopped for a short while to admire a juggler’s skillful handling of three sorts of apples. A little farther ahead, we ran into my blood father Yakoube and my younger brother Egin. They were discussing wrestling with Hilda’s twelve-year-old twin brothers Rolle and Ricko. I found out that Bjorn had been very pleased with the antique horned iron helmet my father and Egin had given him. At the other side of the room, we spotted Loke standing next to one of the drink tables. Drunk already, the tall man was red in the face and sang along to the music, waving a horn of drink back and forth so violently he splashed the contents on people standing near him. The sight was so amusing Hilda and I burst out laughing. It was unusual to see the normally grim Loke behave in such a free-spirited manner… 
Hmm, I thought.
So far, nothing about Hilda’s behavior struck me as particularly seductive, only warm and friendly, her usual self. Had I been blind to it? I must have. It sure would explain why Ragnar had spoken with such sarcasm when we ran into him and Thora shortly thereafter.
 “Leif, my friend!” he’d said. “I can see that my sister is having a lot of fun with you.” He gave me an intense, meaningful glance.
 “Ragnar. It’s great to see you, my brother,” I said, feeling great. “Yes, that is true. She and I are always having fun.” I nudged Hilda, who endorsed my statement with an enthusiastic nod and we exchanged a conspiratorial wink. I looked at Thora, who stared at me with a grave face and cornflower eyes so dark they looked black. I wondered what made her look this way and decided that my foster father must have given her a hard time. Unless you knew Bjorn, the old Jarlabanke chief’s ways could be so intimidating even the toughest man was put on edge. I tried calming her with a glance but failed. I turned to Ragnar. “I can see that you have taken my wife under your wing.” 
 Ragnar nodded vigorously. “I had to save her from my father before my mother returned. Thora is too new to this environment to face the wrath of mistress Jarlabanke.” He smirked at Hilda, who moved her eyebrows in agreement; Astrid Jarlabanke’s jealousy was well known around the community. “And I think that maybe I should keep Thora for a while. You won’t mind, Leif, will you, if I steal a dance or two with your wife? I have never really gotten an opportunity to speak to her.”
 I waved a dismissive hand. “Of course not. Your sister and I have a lot of catching up to do. Keep Thora for as long as you want.” Feeling magnanimous, I glanced at my wife again. The obscure expression on her face was still there. I had to remember not to leave her alone with Bjorn Jarlabanke again. She was in good hands now, though. Ragnar would show her a good time; he was a great host and entertainer. I bent down and kissed Thora on the cheek. “See you in a bit, dear.” 
 She gave me a wintry smile… 
 I sat up in the dark cell and rubbed my face, then leaned back against the cool stone wall. It seemed I must have been blind to Hilda’s seductive ways, for, clearly, Thora had noticed them too, making her jealous. Hilda’s pitiable behavior must have been why Ragnar had looked at her with such sadness, and then back at me, with gratitude, before he and Thora left. He must have been grateful that I handled it all so graciously... While these thoughts went through my mind, I feel into a deep slumber.
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I didn’t know how long I had slept, but it must have been a while for I was no longer nauseous, only numb, when I awoke. Numb and sober. And it was dark outside. I glimpsed the full moon through the crack that formed when a guard suddenly opened the cell door to shove in a bowl with something hot in it, a piece of black bread on a plate, and a jug of water. The moon hung low in the sky that had yet to turn inky, so I assumed it must be early evening. Reaching for the water, I ignored the rest. I had lost all my appetite. I emptied the entire jug and put it aside.
 My eyes had adjusted to the darkness by now, making it possible for me to determine where the walls of the cell began and where the corners were. It was small and, except for a wooden stump in one of the corners, the cell was completely empty. I couldn’t see the roof, but, as I stood up, I could feel it with my hands when I stretched my arms over my head. The air was murky and cold, and the stench of urine and feces mixed with the smell of damp earth covering the ground. I forced away thoughts of how I myself must smell and look after having slept on this ground.
 I sat down on the wooden stump and tried to think now that my head felt nearly normal, tried to remember exactly what it was that Hilda had said or done that had pushed me over the edge in the end. 
I remained in that position for days, head cupped in my hands. More food and water arrived from time to time. Again, I ignored the food and only drank the water. The idea of someone having set me up entered my mind on a couple of occasions, but I soon pushed it away. Why on earth would anyone want to set me up? What would anyone gain by getting rid of someone like me, whose family struggled to make ends meet? And even if someone did want to get rid of me, it was unlikely that they wanted it at the price of Hilda’s life. No, clearly I was the one responsible, just like Ragnar had told me, and clearly he and the rest of the Jarlabanke clan did not trust me to own up to it, which was why I was imprisoned now. Only suspects of obvious and heinous crimes and those who were suspected to run away were ever imprisoned until they were tried at the People’s Assembly, no family members allowed to visit. 
My crimes fit all categories. 
At this point, I had resigned myself to receive the harshest punishment the People’s Assembly could think of. I wanted to receive the harshest possible punishment, and even that would not to be enough to pay for what I had done to... to Hilda. The thought triggered a wave of nausea to surge through me.
I still could not fathom that I had it in me to do such horrible things to anyone, not to mention to someone like her, whom I had known since I was four and she three, which was when I became her foster brother. Spending part of your childhood growing up in another family was common practice among my people. It was done to prepare and encourage certain qualities or skills in a man. If a boy showed talent working with metals, he would spend time with a blacksmith. If he showed prowess hunting, he would become a hunter’s foster son. My father wanted me and my big brother to develop the same skills that had made Bjorn Jarlabanke such a great leader. 
Thinking of Hilda was more than I could bear, so I soon stopped. I could barely bear thinking about what my family and friends must be going through, and what they must be thinking of me: my father, my brothers and sisters, our old housekeeper Elsa, our field hands Jerker and Styrbjorn, Ragnar and my other friends. My foster father Bjorn, Hilda’s father. 
And Thora.
I was sure that, by now, Thora had returned to her own family and would ask the People’s Assembly for a divorce was I, somehow, not to be sentenced to death. Maybe the Assembly would even annul our marriage; after all, we had only been married less than two months. I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t deserve to be married to a rapist and a murderer. Of course, was my life to be spared, she wouldn’t have to go through the trouble of divorcing me. I would see to that myself, turning her into a widower by taking my own life. A man like me shouldn’t be allowed to live.
I only wished my family wouldn’t have to pay for what I had done. I was not an expert on Ostgota People’s Assembly Law, but I had witnessed enough trials to know that my punishment was likely to involve my family as well as me. And if I were sentenced to death, surely I would be sentenced to die a blood eagle.
The thought of dying a blood eagle sent chills down my spine, despite my numb state. Several years had passed since I last witnessed an execution in which a man died as one, but it had made such an indelible impression on me that I still had nightmares about it from time to time. Seeing how the three men had tied the thief so he was hugging a tree trunk, and then began carving into his naked back with long knives, listening to the deafening screams as they pulled out the poor man’s ribs and spread them like the wings of a flying eagle followed by the man’s lungs, I could not imagine a crueler death. Ever since that day I avoided executions, not finding any pleasure in watching them, unlike the vast majority of my people. 
I swallowed hard, realizing that, given what I had done and to whom, before they turned me into a blood eagle, they would probably first cut off my penis.
But no matter how painful it would be to die a blood eagle, the thought of my family becoming tenant farmers under the Jarlabanke clan was worse. Knowing my foster father, he was likely to work them to death to pay for the assault on his family’s honor. Raping and killing a man’s daughter may be the worst crime a man could commit.
I couldn’t help but wonder that, if I rubbed the judges the right way during trial, maybe they would leave my family alone at least. I didn’t want my family to suffer for what I had done. 
While it was unusual to punish the offender only, it wouldn’t be the first time. I went through in my mind all the family feuds, disputes, and criminal trials I had witnessed at the Assembly over the years. Yes, the families of offenders had been spared at least once before, I soon concluded. 
I ran a hand over my face. Well, it’s worth a try, I mused. Perhaps, if I tried to reason with the judges and the Law Speaker, they would spare my family as well. Hope began to build within me. Especially since I didn’t run around raping girls on a regular basis—
A memory had suddenly entered my mind and I became cold. The memory concerned an exchange I’d had with a girl named Stina. If people still remembered what had happened between me and Stina that day, the incident would be damning to me at trial and my family wouldn’t be spared. I sighed heavily and buried my face in my hands. I could only pray that everyone had forgotten, or any attempts I made to influence the judges and the Law Speaker were sure to be fruitless. 
 The incident had taken place mere weeks after my mother’s burial. I had been so drunk that I couldn’t recall much of what occurred after Stina dashed out of the woods, only what had occurred before. Like on so many other occasions, however, people filled in the holes for me. Stina, a 14-year-old farmer’s daughter, had pursued me relentlessly ever since we were introduced at the harvest festival where she developed her crush on me. She cajoled, begged, teased me in the hopes of that I would like her back one day. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be any less interested. One night, feeling sorry for her, I invited her and her brother to come out with me and my band of friends to attend a sword fighting game outside the port of Valstad. Of course, I had nothing but friendliness in mind.
 As always, I drank more than I should, the grief so powerful it drove me to fill my body with enormous amounts of mead and beer. As I got drunker and drunker, Stina danced around me, drunk herself, putting her arms around my neck and batting her eyelashes at me. For once I didn’t mind her coming on to me, so I didn’t try to make her stop or push her away. She was so nice and sweet this evening, nothing like her usual annoying self. I needed to be with someone like that in that moment, someone who took care of me, cuddled me. So when she asked me to go for a walk, I accepted. Surreptitiously, we left the crowds around the games and disappeared hand in hand behind the pine trees growing around Valstad. It didn’t take long before she had coaxed me into kissing her. The kisses grew hotter and hands began moving up and down bodies. Suddenly I forgot who I was with. The pain and sorrow had metamorphosed into lust, and I became so aroused I needed to take the girl in my arms at once.
 Stina stepped away from me momentarily to remove her clothing. A roguish grin stretched her lips as she raised her woolen dress. “I knew you wanted me, Leif. Why did you have to play games with me? We have wasted so much time.” 
 The sound of her hoarse voice brought me back to reality, and I awoke from the fervent state as abruptly as I had entered it. Parts of my mind began to function almost as when I was sober. What was I doing? Was I really about to have relations with this girl? What if she became with child? Then I would have to marry her. I couldn’t live for the rest of my life knowing I was the father of her child and that I had abandoned them.
 I grabbed her hands just as she was about to pull the dress over her head. With determined hands, I lowered it back to its original position. She looked at me, a question already formed in her eyes. “What… what are you doing?”
 “That’s what I was just asking myself,” I responded. “You and I should not be doing this.”
 “Why not? Don’t you want me?”
 “No,” I said curtly. “This was a mistake. Let’s go back to the others.”
 Her face twisted from confusion to disbelief at first, then to anger and hurt pride. 
 “What do you mean ‘this was a mistake’?” she yelled. “You and I both know you want me!”
 I looked at her, not sure if she was serious. It was impossible to tell, but I soon decided that it didn’t matter anyway and nodded toward the meadow where the games were well under way. Traces of screaming voices traveled to my ears through the cool spring evening.
 “Let’s go, Stina.”
 Her eyes flashed with fury and insult. “I cannot believe you’re doing this to me. First you bring me out here and then, when you get me ready to go, you just change your mind again!”
 “I regret having done so, Stina. I told you I made a mistake.”
 About to yell something else, she suddenly stopped herself and just looked at me wildly, silently. Madly. Then she turned around and dashed toward the meadow, back to all the people. I followed her, watching her as her arms began flailing in the air and heard how she screamed something unintelligible. 
 As I approached the crowds, people were staring at me with dark eyes, their faces tense and pale with wrath. Stina was standing sobbing between two women who patted her consolingly. She pointed an accusing finger at me. “There he is, he who tried to rape me!” 
 The next day, sober and able to think clearly again, Stina withdrew her charges, but it was too late. People were well aware of my friends and our many drunken nightly antics, which often involved girls who did not know any better. The notion that I, the son of a former slave, carried on so with sons of aristocrats and rich farmers, partners in crime that were really too good for me, irritated them, spurring them to believe the worst of me. The suspicion that something unsavory had happened behind those pine trees after all still lingered in people. 
 While Stina’s accusation had horrified me, my father’s looks at me in the days that followed had been worse. He never said so out loud, but I could tell that he was one of those people who didn’t believe that I was entirely innocent. I could easily tell that, despite Stina having recanted, he was convinced that I had done something bad. The expression on his face told me everything I needed to know: “You are just like your mother, always doing stupid, reckless things, never considering the impact they have on others.”
And it was true, at least the first part of his silent chides. I knew people used to think I was my father’s son, quiet and diplomatic, because of my tendency to let others talk first, not to mention talk more than me. Like him, I never got involved in fights. But really, I was more like my feisty mother, which everyone discovered after she passed. 
 Well, I thought, as I sat there on the cell’s wooden stump, deep in thought. I supposed that, in the end, my father had been right about that second part, too. Not only was I just like my mother, but I also did
stupid, reckless things, much worse than my mother. 
Things that were sure to have a terrible impact on others. 







4
The following day I sat on a different wooden stump. This stump was situated behind the coarse wool curtains hiding the criminals on trial at the People’s Assembly. The sound of the two Assembly guards’ heavy steps as they came to get me made me stop staring down at my dirty gray trousers. I got to my feet as they entered the secluded area I shared with three other men. The guards grabbed my arms and escorted me toward the brown curtains. I had a feeling the Assembly would be filled with more people than normal, as for sure my crimes had been the talk of the town for a while. Everyone was eager to see what would happen to me.
 I was right—twice as many men pushed and shoved amongst each other in order to secure the best possible view of the court square where proceedings took place. At the sight of me, they all fell silent. I turned my eyes back toward the ground, focusing on keeping even pace with the surly men at my sides. They led me through the aisle that parted the insides of the Assembly building in two. 
 I could feel all the men sizing me up, trying to get a glimpse of my face and the state of my mind. I could only imagine how terribly filthy I must look, having spent all those days in that smelly little rat hole with nowhere else to sleep but on the dirty ground. I knew that my long black curls, still tied back in a ponytail, were tangled and unkempt, and I suspected that my face was streaked with dirt. Surely, my green tunic and brown cloak were as rumpled and stained as my trousers, reminding people yet again that I was the son of a former slave. Someone who was likely to rape and strangle his own foster sister.
 Only when the guards stopped me before the Law Speaker’s podium did I dare looking up, just in time to catch my father shaking his head. He, Egin, and my youngest brother Petter sat together on a wooden bench close to the court square. Even though I looked away almost immediately, I didn’t fail to notice how harried my father looked. His narrow face was shrunken and pale, and the wrinkles around his black eyes had deepened. His thin lips were pressed together so hard they had disappeared. He must have aged years since the last time I saw him. A sharp sting of pain pierced my heart at the thought of what I must have put him through. 
 “Leif Blackhair,” said the Law Speaker. I turned around and met the eyes of the old man with the long white beard seated behind a table on the podium. “You are accused of committing one of the worst crimes this People’s Assembly has ever been forced to deal with. You are accused of having raped and then strangled the daughter of a man whose family is greatly responsible for the prominent state of your own family today—a man who is also your foster father. You were caught lying on top of the dead victim with your pants down, your hands around her throat, and your seed flecking her dress and the insides of her thighs. I think therefore it is fair to say that you were caught red-handed. Am I right, Leif?”
“I reckon it looks like that,” I mumbled, surprised that I was able to talk at all.
 “Speak up, son. The Assembly can barely hear you.”
 I repeated what I had just said and the Law Speaker continued. “Though the circumstances certainly are damning, from what I understand there isn’t an eyewitness to either the rape or the strangulation. And I am not sure about the motive.” The Law Speaker peered at me for a moment before saying, “So I am asking you yourself now, for you should know. Did you commit the crimes you are accused of, Leif?”
 “This is what I have been told, sir Law Speaker, but I cannot remember having done so myself.”
 Talking erupted at my answer, so the Law Speaker rapped his gavel impatiently and yelled, “Quiet in the Assembly!” Then he looked over at his assistant, Johan, whose hair was so flaming red ignorant people threw water on him from time to time so he would not burn up. “Bring up Ragnar Jarlabanke, Johan.” 
 Johan went over to the first bench that outlined the court square. The many members of the large Jarlabanke clan sat there, all of them erect and cross-faced, glaring at me. I turned my head away from their hate-filled eyes, not able to stand it, and saw only how Ragnar got to his feet. He followed the skinny boy with the burning hair into the court square. 
 I stole a glance of Ragnar’s face. It was tight and expressionless except for his nostrils, which had flared up to twice their regular size. Unlike the rest of his family, he avoided looking at me and instead fixed his stare on the Law Speaker’s table. A large vein pulsated on his low forehead, and sweat contoured his cheeks and square jaw so characteristic of the Jarlabanke members. As I looked back down, I couldn’t help but wonder what made him sweat so profusely when he was not even wearing a fur-lined cloak. Also, it was unusually chilly inside the Assembly today. He stopped before the Law Speaker, a couple steps away from me. 
 “Ragnar Jarlabanke,” the Law Speaker said. “You were together with Sven of Karlsby and Leif’s wife Thora when you discovered Leif lying on your sister. In your opinion, did Leif commit these crimes?” 
 “Yes, sir Law Speaker,” Ragnar said, his voice filled with disgust. “Leif Blackhair brutally raped and strangled my sister. Judging from how the three of us found him, there can be no doubt about that. I have also been told from more than one respectable villager that Leif was conducting a secret affair with my sister behind his wife’s back.” 
 I turned my head and stared at Ragnar right as a hum went through parts of the audience, an affirmative hum, as though they had known all along. 

What is Ragnar talking about? I wondered. I may not remember having raped and strangled Hilda, but I knew full well that I hadn’t been conducting a secret affair with her behind Thora’s back.
 Ragnar’s eyes were on a man and a woman seated among the people. They were dressed in expensive clothing and had the confident look of people who don’t ever have to worry about where their next meal will come from. I recognized them from somewhere, but I couldn’t determine who they were. The man stood up.
 “My wife and I were at the ironsmith’s in Valstad a couple of weeks ago,” he said while looking at me grimly. “We saw Leif and Hilda hugging and kissing each other as if no one else was around. And then we heard Leif say that nothing had to change between them now just because he had gotten married. They could keep seeing each other anyway, continue their relationship like before.”
 “Is that all?” the Law Speaker said with a stern face.
 “Well,” the man said, harrumphing. “I must add that Ragnar Jarlabanke’s self-control was impressive that day. To find this despicable lad’s hands all over his sister like that. The nerve of him!” The man snorted and glared at me. “Most men would have lost their temper and picked a fight.” 
 “So Ragnar was there as well?” the Law Speaker asked.
 “Yes, he came by.” 
 “Thank you. You can sit down.”
 The man nodded and took a seat. I remembered him and his wife now. The couple had been standing behind me and Hilda as we were lining up outside the smith the day after the wrestling match when Ragnar was acting so strange. But what is he talking about? I wondered. The hugs between me and Hilda had been friendly ones and the kiss had been an innocent peck on the cheek. Had they not? I remembered then how I had felt like Hilda and I were doing something that we shouldn’t that morning, something that could be interpreted the wrong way. The man must have come to Ragnar afterward and told him. I knew as well as anyone else how people loved to gossip. 
This must be why Ragnar thought that Hilda and I had an affair, I thought.
 “Do you have anything to add, Ragnar?” The Law Speaker asked.
“Yes, sir Law Speaker, I have one more witness. It was confirmed to both her and me in the evening of the crimes that Leif was indeed involved with my sister. The witness is Thora, Leif’s wife.”
 At first I wasn’t sure if I had heard Ragnar correctly, but the racket that went through the masses this time, so loud it sounded like a bear roaring, confirmed that I must have. The Law Speaker pounded frenetically with his gavel to make them settle down. An avid fan of mead, he reached for the tall cup Johan had placed on the table and emptied it. Then he said, “If Thora is here today, will she please stand up?” The old man looked toward the area where the few members of my family sat. Feeling like I had turned into a statue of stone, I forced myself to turn my head in that direction. Thora wasn’t seated there. She sat a couple benches away, together with the rest of the Asveds, her own family, just like I had thought. 
 Struggling, she made herself stand up, not meeting the old Law Speaker’s glance. Instead, she was staring at me, her beautiful eyes welling over with hate. And then she opened her lingonberry-red lips to speak.
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“Yes, sir Law Speaker,” Thora said in a trembling voice. “I am here and I wish to speak. The night my husband violated Hilda Jarlabanke, I understood that he had been unfaithful to me all along. I saw with my own eyes then that he and she were having an affair. He did not even try to hide it for me.” She swallowed hard and the hate in her stare mixed with tears, making her big eyes shine.
 The Law Speaker nodded and motioned for her to sit down. “Thank you, Thora, for being so brave and speaking up today. I am sure it could not have been easy.” He turned to Ragnar and asked him if there was anything else that Ragnar wished to add. There was not, so Ragnar joined the rest of the Jarlabanke clan. 
 Having a sip from his refilled cup of mead, the Law Speaker cleared his throat. “Well, it looks like we have all we need to send out the judges for a decision.” 
 He turned to the chief judge and asked him if they were ready to take a decision. They were. Somberly, the twelve judges— an assortment of nobles, royal servants, and warriors—filed out and disappeared behind the red silk partition that separated the mobs from the judges’ quarters. 
 The same two sour-looking Assembly guards who had brought me out earlier entered the court square and led me behind the brown partition on the other side of the Law Speaker’s table. They ordered me to sit down on one of the oak stumps provided there. 
 Sitting there, I sweated heavily despite the chilly winds that entered the open door a few steps away, biting the skin on my scruffy cheeks. One of the guards had positioned himself beside the door to make sure I could not escape. My heart pounded so hard and fast I feared that it would burst inside my chest. I could feel my nails digging deep, crescent-shaped sores into my palms. 
 I took long breaths through my nostrils in an attempt to control myself. I could suddenly feel, see, hear, smell everything around me with twice the intensity. That living dead state I had entered the moment I was thrown into the cell a week ago was gone, all because of what Thora had just done.
Her testifying against me had shaken me to the core, making me hyperaware of my surroundings. 
 I fully understood that my beloved wife would no longer want to have anything to do with me considering my crimes. But that she would take it one step further and help getting me convicted... Never, not even in my wildest imagination, had I been able to foresee that happening. When I heard the cold, embittered tone of her voice, saw, felt, how her love for me had turned into disgust, I realized that my feelings for her remained as strong as ever. I thought they might have died during my time in the cell together with everything else meaningful in my life, that I would no longer be able to feel much of anything. But when she sat back down on that bench in the Assembly, I wanted to cry out loud, tell the entire room that, yes, I had done it! Could they please get on with it and give me the death penalty? But before that could happen, I had been removed from the court square.


The breathing helped. Soon, I had forced my emotions back to their earlier, depressed state, the one that made my constant pain manageable. It occurred to me that, even if hearing Thora’s misguided testimony had been terrible, it shouldn’t have surprised me so. In fact, maybe I had misread her. Maybe she had not stopped loving me, but was just furious with me. 
Images of how I had hung onto Hilda the evening of Bjorn Jarlabanke’s birthday feast came back to me. How I had clung to her in ways that were inappropriate between a foster brother and sister. I remembered Thora’s cross stares during the feast and how I had finally realized that she was jealous. As she should have been… The way I had acted, continuously spending time with Hilda—insisting on spending time with her—would make any girl jealous. My behavior, together with the whispers that traveled Karlsby, our district, about Hilda and my imaginary love story, must have convinced her that I was two-timing her. 
Yes, I nodded to myself. Yes. For sure Thora still loved me!
 Suddenly, the two guards were back. They grabbed me by the arms and pulled me up to my feet, and, swiftly, I was brought back to the center of the court square. There seemed to be even more people inside the Assembly now, and all the judges had returned to their seats on the long bench situated to the right of the Law Speaker’s podium. The Law Speaker turned to the judge who sat closest to him.
 “Chief Judge, have you and your fellow judges arrived at a verdict for Leif Blackhair?”
 The man, big and crooked with a face so stoic he appeared to be half asleep, stood up and nodded solemnly. 
 “Well, let’s hear it then,” the Law Speaker said.
 “The judges of Valstad People’s Assembly find Leif Blackhair guilty of raping and strangling Hilda Jarlabanke, daughter of Jarl Bjorn Jarlabanke.”
 The many different voices in the crowds clashed. The Law Speaker banged his gavel on the table repeatedly. “Quiet in the People’s Assembly!” he yelled. Daring the men to disobey him, he proceeded, “If anyone in here objects to this verdict, may he speak up now.” 
 All the spectators stole glances of one another, but mostly of my father and my brothers, who sat still like scarecrows with eyes that stared without seeing. No one seemed to want to say anything. 
 The Law Speaker’s eyes found mine. The old man contemplated me for a while before saying, “Leif Blackhair. I have known you and your father and even your grandfather. It saddens me to see you stand here in front of me, found guilty of such a horrible deed. But your crimes warrant the harshest punishment the People’s Assembly can issue, and the punishment for rape and strangulation is clearly spelled out in the Ostgota People’s Assembly Law. Your sentence will be in two parts: First, your family will have to give the Jarlabanke clan the ownership of its farm in order to repay the Jarlabanke family’s loss and the immense assault on their honor. From now on, the Blackhairs will be tenant farmers under the Jarlabankes. The second part would be to have your life taken, but because you have never before been tried in the People’s Assembly, and because no one saw you commit the actual crimes, the fairest punishment is to sentence you to become a forest man in all of Ostergotland instead. As a forest man, anyone who wishes has the right to kill you and you will have no legal rights. However, I will give your father, the head of the Blackhairs, the ultimate say in this sentence. I am giving him the option of having you sentenced to die a blood eagle. If he chooses that, he will only have to give up half the Blackhair farm to the Jarlabanke clan. But first I must ask the Jarlabankes whether they feel properly avenged with either of the options.” 
 The Law Speaker glanced over at where Bjorn Jarlabanke sat in the midst of his large family. He normally served as one of the twelve judges, but, for obvious reasons, he did not serve during today’s Assembly gathering. 
 The large man with the thick mustache and same reddish-blond torrent of hair as Ragnar got to his feet and looked at me. His face a stony gray, he said, “Only because Leif used to be my foster son will we, the Jarlabankes, accept this verdict. Had it been anyone else, he would have had to die. But since I myself was involved in raising him, I cannot demand his death, for I am part to blame that he turned out this way. I will leave it up to his blood father to make the final decision.” 
 The Law Speaker glanced at my father now, his gaze without expression, and the rest of the hall followed his example. My father pushed himself up into a standing position. His shrunken posture combined with the slightness of his short stature made him appear smaller and more beaten down than ever.
“I…” he began. “I…” Trailing off, he turned and looked at me for a long moment. I hoped he could read in my eyes that I wanted him to save himself, save our family, opt for me to die a blood eagle. It was the only logical choice, the best one for everyone involved. Taking a breath, he spoke at last. “I choose to give the Jarlabankes the ownership of the Blackhair farm.”
 Then he took a seat and the Law Speaker rapped his gavel, declaring the case closed.
 I stared at my father, not sure that I had heard him right at first. I was going to live…? He must have misspoken. I felt the same confusion spread like wildfire over dry meadows a hot day in late summer among the many spectators, how they were thinking what I was. But as my eyes met those of my father, I knew that I had heard him right. 
 Able to remove my gaze from him at last, I turned and looked at all the men inside the great Assembly hall. The blank expression on their faces told me they didn’t know whether to be happy or disappointed with this unexpected turn of events. On the one hand, Bjorn Jarlabanke’s benevolence to let my father decide the ultimate sentence seemed to have impressed yet surprised everyone. My foster father was even grander than his reputation claimed. On the other, most of the people here today had come with the expectation of this trial ending with a date set for a bloody execution. They must feel a bit cheated. 
 The men’s momentary dumbness soon ended and they began exchanging words with each other instead, pointing and looking at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Ragnar had left the bench and his family. He strode toward me, his face so dark red it looked like it suffered from severe sunburn. There was a crazed gleam in his deep-set, blue eyes. I was convinced he had come to kill me, driven mad by the Law Speaker’s ruling and our fathers’ mutual decision to keep me alive. I expected to see the glimmer of a knife in his hand. Because I wanted him to finish me off, I did nothing to protect myself; I didn’t even raise my arms to shield my body. But to my utmost surprise, Ragnar just stopped in front of me, his arms hanging limply at his sides. 
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“Well,” Ragnar hissed through clenched teeth, his chin raised in a poor attempt at matching my height. Saliva splattered my cheeks as he continued, his face scarlet. “I might not have succeeded this time, but believe me, Leif, you’re still as good as dead. You will never again be back in Karlsby. My family will never pardon you. Thora is mine now, just like she should have been right from the beginning.” 
I stared at Ragnar, not sure what he was talking about. I might not have succeeded this time…. Succeeded doing what? What had he tried to do? And why wasn’t he trying to kill me? Thora is mine now, just like she should have been right from the beginning… What did Thora have to do with anything? But before I got an opportunity to ask about any of the thoughts going through my mind, Ragnar had already turned around and left. 


 Then, as suddenly and as completely as a downpour from a sky full of rain clouds, I understood at last what was going on, what Ragnar was talking about:
I didn’t do any of what I am accused of. Thora has everything to do with it. What’s worse, Ragnar is behind it all... 


By Odin, how could I not have seen this earlier? Why, it was just so obvious! My foster brother and supposed best friend set me up to get rid of me – so that he could have my wife.
Feeling someone looking at me from above, I turned my head toward the Law Speaker’s table and saw how the wrinkly, white-haired man was staring at me right as two Assembly guards came up, one on each side of me. Had the Law Speaker heard Ragnar’s words? I never got a chance to ask. The burly men took a hold of my arms and forced me to start walking, pulling me toward the Assembly’s main entrance.
Stunned by Ragnar’s revelation, I barely noticed how men spat on me and cursed me out as I was dragged along the long aisle that separated the crowds. Soon, the guards and I had reached the tall double doors. Without a word, they opened them and we went outside. Rain whipped the gravel-covered yard in front of the Assembly building, the sharp drops feeling like needles against my face. Letting me go, the men gave me a rough push forward. 
As I was stumbling to regain my balance, the harsh rain cleared my mind. Even though I knew I had the right to gather my personal belongings and get myself into safety before anyone could legally make an attempt on my life, I knew I had better get out of there immediately if I wished to stay alive. And stay alive I now very much did; Ragnar’s revelation had seen to that. With eyes on the forest that began at the other side of the wide yard, I took off running as fast as my legs would carry me.
No sooner had I crossed the yard than I heard men exiting the Assembly building. Slowing down, I threw a glance over my shoulder. At once I realized what was going on, even before I heard Ragnar scream from where he stood right outside the entrance, his blond mane flying in the wind as he pointed at me: “Kill the murderer before he will kill and rape your sisters, too! We have to kill him!” 
 I turned back toward the thick line of trees and picked up my pace. Blood pulsing in my ears, I flew over what remained of the slippery, gravel-covered yard and entered the forest. The pounding footsteps of all the men coming after me spurred me to move my legs faster than I had ever thought possible. It was as though a gigantic hand pushed me from behind through the thick undergrowth. I barely felt the sharp branches cutting the skin on my hands and face, barely felt the wet leaves getting in my eyes and sticking to my cheeks. 
Bolting deeper and deeper into the woodland, my knees slammed into boulders that suddenly appeared beneath thickets. My renewed will to live quickly erased the pain the many collisions caused. I barely noticed tripping over a protruding tree root that made me tumble down hard onto the ground; I just stood up and continued running, my legs having a life of their own. I didn’t care how my need for more air burned like nettles in my chest, how the rain whipped my face harder and harder, how I could taste blood that must leak from cuts on my skin. All that mattered was that I kept running far away from all the men.
 A sudden, sharp pain in the middle of my back told me that someone had hurled a stone at me. I gasped for breath but kept on running. Another stone missed me, plunking down right beside my boot. A third just barely missed my arm and a fourth bounced off an oak trunk, dropping heavily to the ground. I must run quicker… I pushed myself to move faster, the fear of someone taking me out with a well-placed stone throw giving my legs even more power. 
Miraculously, I managed to expand the distance between me and my many persecutors. The sound of their movements died down and the voices became fainter. Fewer and fewer stones reached me until finally none did.
I was getting away. 
Relief washed over me and I allowed myself to slow down to catch my breath. No sooner had I done so when, out of nowhere, what sounded like a horse galloping reached my ears. The blood in my veins froze. Are they chasing me on horses also? The sound quickly grew stronger. Yes, it was most certainly the sound of a horse’s hooves. A large horse’s hooves. I would never be able to outrun a horse like that, not to mention several of the animals.
The sound grew stronger and stronger. Whoever was on that horse headed in my direction and would soon catch up with me. Picking up my pace again, I mouthed a silent prayer that the horseman was smaller than me and that he was unarmed. Not that I knew of any man who ever left his house unarmed… I had better hide somewhere instead of keep on running. That way the horseman stood a smaller chance of finding me. 
Frantically, I looked around for a fir with thick enough branches to cover me and soon spotted one. I rushed up to the tree and squeezed in between its many dense boughs, the needles puncturing the parts of me that clothing didn’t cover. 
I peered in the direction of where I estimated the horseman to appear at any moment now, hoping that I blended in with the fir. I hardly dared breathing. Then, like I had expected, a man on a dark brown horse exploded into my line of vision. He wore an iron helmet and a large sword hung in its scabbard from his hip. He must be searching for me, for his head was turning in all directions, scanning his surroundings. Thankfully, it didn’t take long until he had passed me, continuing deeper into the forest and disappearing. I allowed myself to relax a little.
I remained meshed in with the fir’s branches until I could no longer hear him, though. Then I stepped out, wondering if others had thought of hunting me down with horses. I could only hope this was not the case. Well, I thought in an attempt to calm myself. If they are, I am likely to hear them first—


“Aaahggg!” 
 The overwhelming weight of someone suddenly clinging to my back made me crash to the ground. I moved my hands in front of my head, just barely managing to catch myself from falling flat on my face in the wet grass. Flipping around violently, I pushed off the person who had thrown himself over me—a sinewy, balding farmer that I had seen several times at the mead house. Who also happened to be Stina’s father. 
 “You scoundrel!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, so out of breath he was nearly blue in the face. He must have caught up with me, spotting me right as I went into hiding, the sound of the horse’s hooves drowning out his running feet, and then waited for me to reappear. “I knew you were guilty, you darky. And I should have killed you when I had the chance! You low-class scum.”


 He stumbled to his feet and reached for the sword at his hip. But before he could remove it from its scabbard, I got to my feet and kicked him so hard in the groin that he fell backwards onto the ground. He grabbed his privates, rolling around and groaning from pain. I threw myself over him and pinned his elbows down with my knees, immobilizing his arms. The farmer glared at me furiously, still groaning between clenched teeth. Making sure he could go nowhere, I turned around and reached for his sword.
 When I looked at him again, his sword in my hand, he seemed to have recovered from the groin pain enough to say something for his lips parted, his face twisting with that same disgust as it had when he called me “darky.” Surely, he was about to hurl another insult at me.
 “I never raped your daughter,” I cut him off. Grabbing the sword with both my hands, I raised it high above my head. But even though it might have been wiser, I couldn’t make myself drive it into his heart. I had never killed a man. Instead, I flipped the sword around and struck him hard over the head with the hilt. He passed out instantly.
 I sprung to my feet, grateful that I now had a large sword with which to defend myself were someone else to attack. Adopting a fighting stance, I turned my head to left and right in search of other men. It seemed we were alone, though. I straightened my legs and loosened my shoulders. I’d better get out of there.
Wondering in which direction I should head, I found myself momentarily unable to move. I couldn’t remember where I had come from when Stina’s father jumped on top of me. I also couldn’t see the sun and its position in the sky; the layer of lead-colored clouds was too thick. The sun would have given me an idea of my current location.
Everywhere I turned, the firs, pines, birches, and elms looked the same. I listened hard, trying to catch the sound of men yelling or horses galloping somewhere. That would give me an idea of where not to go at least. But I heard nothing except for the rain that kept beating down on the forest floor and the occasional thunder from Thor riding through the heavens on his chariot. A fox sprinted by, a few steps away. Just as I decided that it was better if I kept moving in some direction than just remain standing there, something small and sharp hit the hand with which I held the sword. The pain was so intense I dropped the weapon onto the leaf-covered ground. Before I could bend down and pick it up, two men burst out from between the trees and headed toward me. The one with the slingshot in his hands stopped. He was a stocky man dressed in an expensive-looking tunic that clung to his sweaty body. He turned his head away from me and barked, “We found him! He is here! Everyone, he is here!” 
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Men that were farther away from us hollered something unintelligible in response to the sling shooter’s call, and I could hear the faint sound of tree branches breaking as they stomped through the woodland. I decided to forget about the sword and instead get out of there as fast as I could now that I knew in which direction to head. Not only was the sword a few steps away from me, but the weight of the big weapon would undoubtedly slow me down and I couldn’t afford that.
I didn’t get very far before another small, sharp object hit my back. Nearly losing my balance from the sudden pain that radiated over my spine, I tumbled forward but managed to stay on my feet. I tossed a glance over my shoulder and saw the stocky man’s companion, a red-haired, younger man with a long torso and short legs, taking the slingshot. He loaded it and aimed at me. I froze. 

If he hits my head I could very well be done for…

Instinctively, I crossed my arms behind my head at the same time as I took off running in a zigzag pattern away from the men, hoping that this would make it more difficult to reach me. Twice, small objects zinged by me, ending up on the ground next to me. 
 The voices of the other men got louder and I could feel their feet hitting the ground repeatedly, telling me they were closing in on me and that there must be several of them. 
While running side to side helped me avoiding the slingshots, doing so would not matter in the end if everyone else caught up with me. It was only a matter of time before that happened considering my zig-zagging pattern. I had to take out the man with the slingshot, or at the very least get it out of his hands. I threw another glance over my shoulder and saw that the red-headed man and his friend were only about twenty steps away from me. Of course, if I attacked one, I would have to deal with the other. How would I take out two men who were both strong-looking and tall like I was? Surely they had daggers in addition to their swords.

Well, I quickly decided. It was still my best option for survival, so I had to do it. If only I could come up with a way to debilitate one of them, I should be able to take down the other. Behind the trunk of a wide elm, I spotted a small anthill a few steps ahead. Suddenly I knew what to do. With some luck, I might take both of them out with the ants.
 Pretending to have tripped, I threw myself headlong onto the ground, right beside the anthill. Lying there, my face buried in wet leaves and pine needles, the two men ran up to me. I grabbed two fistfuls of anthill, all the while praying that red and not black ants lived in this particular anthill. Swiftly, I rolled over and threw ants, pine needles, earth, sand, and everything else the ants had gathered into the faces of the men. To my utmost delight, I did manage to hit both square in the eye, rendering them momentarily blind. 
 “Ahhh, you scoundrel!!” the stocky one roared as he tried to pat himself free of all the ants crawling down his shirt neck. He stumbled around and then tripped over a root, crashing to the ground where he hit his head on a stone. He was out like a light. The ants crawling along my own arms stung me over and over. Yes, those sure are red ants, I concluded. Painful as it was, though, I didn’t mind because I discovered then that, as the man with the slingshot rubbed his eyes in an attempt to see again, he’d left his weapon free in the grass for me to grab. I jumped to my feet and threw myself at him. He fell backwards to the ground, with me over him. Sadly, he must have anticipated my action, for one of his hands suddenly grabbed a hold of the slingshot. I tried to wring it out of his grip, but it was too solid.
 “Let go,” I snarled at him. “Let go or I will beat you until you do.”
 “The hell I will!” 
 Rolling back and forth with me on top, the man squeezed his eyes shut to avoid the ants from getting inside, all the while holding onto the slingshot with all his might. I could feel ants leaving him for me, joining the others that were already crawling inside my shirt sleeves. I grunted as they kept stinging me. 
 Since it didn’t seem like I would get the darn thing out of the man’s hand before the others had caught up with us or his friend came to, I took the second-best approach: Making sure I had the top half of the slingshot in a firm grip, I twisted my hand backwards so hard I turned the weapon into two worthless pieces. 
 “There they are,” someone shouted uncomfortably close to us. Pushing myself up from the ground, I glanced in that direction. A wall of angry-looking men about forty steps away were fast approaching. No matter how much anthill I threw at them, I would never be able to stop them all. I flew to my feet, swiveled around, and ran as hard as I could away from the men. 
I would never be able to outrun all, I thought, desperation squeezing my heart. They were too many. Still, I kept running, my legs carrying me forth faster than I had ever thought possible. Everything around me turned into a blur filled with tree trunks, sharp branches and needles, wet leaves, ants crawling and stinging me, hard boulders hitting my limbs. I felt as though I was running in a bad dream, flying through the rainy forest, faster and faster, all the while hoping I would suddenly wake up and discover that none of what had happened since Bjorn’s birthday feast had ever been for real. 
I wasn’t sure at what point I stopped hearing the men yelling; I just kept running and running and running. All I knew was that, at some point, day turned into night and I was still running. You have to get away from all of them this time, Leif, a voice demanded inside me. All of them. Sometime, much, much later, my body gave in at last and I collapsed onto the ground. I fell into a deep, dreamless slumber. 
 When I woke up again it was the middle of the night and a fire was burning close to me. I rubbed my eyes. Where was I? Had I been dreaming after all? Yes, it must have all just been a bad, bad dream. Firs rose high around me, looking like they were trying to touch the dark sky. Wind seeped through them, gently bending the towering trees’ dense branches. It seemed I was in a glade. Was I in the forest? Wait. What was I doing there in the middle of night if it had just been a dream… and why was a fire burning here?
 Fear gripped my stomach, and even before I turned my head, I knew I was not alone. A man sat on an animal pelt beside the fire, watching me silently. It was the man with the helmet on the dark brown horse that had passed me earlier. I reached toward my boot, only to remember that the dagger I always kept there had been removed when I was thrown into the cell.
 He moved his thin lips into a half smile. “Don’t even think of doing something, Blackhair. You’re going nowhere.”
 Two other men came up behind him, tall and strong-looking like the seated man, and both of them wearing helmets as well. They must be Thanes, I realized. The Thanes were men who had been given land by the King in exchange for military service. Each Thane was responsible for a district throughout Ostergotland and their primary function was to protect the people. If you wished to stay out of trouble, you paid them allegiance. These men seemed to be lower-level Thanes, however; the kind that would never serve as judges during a dispute at the Assembly. They were also always in need of money. 
 The men took a seat on either side of the first man. One of them reached for a flask inside his leather vest and drank from it. The other pulled out a featherless wood grouse from a brown sack, placed it beside the fire in the grass, and calmly began gutting it with a knife. A large scar went from one of his eyes down to his chin. I couldn’t help but stare at the ugly scar and wonder how he had gotten it. Whatever it was from, it must have been a painful experience.
 I tried to push myself up into a sitting position, but my body felt so sore I soon gave up that notion. Instead, I rolled over on my side so I was facing the man in the middle, who seemed to be the one in charge.
 “Who are you?” I asked. “And what am I doing here with you?”
 He looked at me and gave me another of those tiny grins. “I am Thorvald of Rodmyra. And these”—he pointed at the other two—“are my brothers Ingun and Olaf. Ingun found you sleeping on the ground when he rode by and got us. We’ve been all over the woods looking for you since you took off after the trial. Lucky for us, the night is clear and the moon full or he would’ve missed you… When morning comes, we will hand you over to Ragnar. I’m certain he will reward us greatly for it. Clearly, the lad wants to see you dead.”
 I stared at him, hoping that he couldn’t see how scared I was. I tried to think of something to say. Maybe, if he knew that I was innocent, he wouldn’t be so eager to hand me over… I could only hope that he was a fair man, willing to at least contemplate my side of what I was accused of. The people, especially the Thanes, typically valued the truth and honesty above all. So I said, trying my best to keep my voice steady, “I’m not guilty of my charges. Ragnar set me up. So he could have my wife.”
 Thorvald looked at me for a long moment. Then he raised his chin, peering at me from beneath his helmet. “If that was so, why didn’t you say so during the trial?”
 “Because I only found out myself after the Law Speaker had announced my verdict. Ragnar told me the truth himself right before I was led out of the Assembly. This is why he wants to see me dead, while the rest of his family is content with my sentence.”
 “Was that what Ragnar told you when he rushed up to you?” the man with the scar, Olaf, asked. He began cutting the grouse into smaller pieces on a small plank. “I saw him come up, all mad.” 
“Yes,” I replied, and as I turned to him, I was no longer able to control my voice. It became thin and pleading. “That’s just what he said! This is why I couldn’t remember ever having done anything in the first place. Or even having the urge to do it.”
 “Are you saying that Ragnar killed his own sister?” the same man asked, not sounding like he believed such a scenario himself.
 “I cannot say for sure if he did or not. All I know is that, if he didn’t, he at least must have seen to it that she was killed. For I didn’t kill her!”
 Olaf looked at Thorvald. “If he didn’t do it, maybe we should let him go.”
 “How do we know he is telling the truth?” Thorvald snorted. “We have no reason to believe that Ragnar is after his wife. No, I think he is lying to save his skin.”
 “Maybe so,” Olaf said and turned to Ingun, whose face was partially covered by an amber-colored beard. He was cleaning his nails with his eating knife. “What do you think?”
 Not looking up from his handiwork, Ingun shrugged. “Don’t know. But what does it matter? We will still get a reward. And if he’s telling the truth, Ragnar is sure to give us a big one.” He grinned, seeming satisfied with this logic. 
 “Right!” Thorvald said and grinned too, his teeth gleaming in the dark.
 “I don’t know,” Olaf said. “I wouldn’t feel right about taking any silver from a man who killed his own sister. That is the action of cowardly men.”
 The grin died on Thorvald’s face. He glared at his brother. “We aren’t doing anything wrong. He is lying.” 
“I’m not lying, Thorvald,” I almost yelled, not caring that I must sound desperate. “You must believe me.” I tried pushing myself up again, but I only got as far as to my elbows. “Like the Law Speaker said, I had no motive. Ragnar does. Did you see my wife? She is the most beautiful girl in all of Ostergotland! Any man would want her!”
 “That is true,” Olaf said and looked at Thorvald. “She is a very beautiful girl. Tall and fair.”
 Thorvald looked mad. “I suppose,” he grunted. “But we still don’t know if Ragnar wants her. For all I know, he likes short, fat girls with brown hair.”
 “Why are you two fighting about this?” Ingun said, having finished cleaning his nails, and had now proceeded to clean his yellow teeth with the knife instead. “I say we just hand him over and be done with it. He’s just a damned darky anyway. And we could use that silver.” 
 Olaf skewered pieces of grouse on long birch spits. “We should make sure he did it before we hand him over.” He gave Ingun and Thorvald a spit each. 
Sticking his spit above the crackling flames, Thorvald no longer looked as certain about what to do. He looked from Olaf to Ingun to me, then back to Olaf again. “Well, we cannot do anything until tomorrow. Let’s sleep on it, and then we decide what to do with him.” He turned to Ingun. “Tie up his hands and feet.”
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I was lying in the same spot, on a bed of pine needles and wet leaves, feeling far from rested, when morning came. Considering that I was unable to move and freezing so much my teeth chattered, I was surprised that I had fallen asleep at all. It was overcast again and rain hung in the air. I turned my head and glanced around, cold, sharp grass cutting the skin on my face. A few steps away, Ingun was sleeping in a half sitting position, his back against the trunk of an elm. He had pulled his helmet down over his face. Thorvald and Olaf were both awake and sitting cross-legged around the quietly burning fire, staring as if hypnotized by the swirling flames.

I have to convince them to let me go. But what could I say or do to prove my innocence? Sadly, it appeared only Olaf cared to even consider this possibility. My stomach growled loudly then, and I realized that I was both hungry and thirsty, so thirsty in fact that my mouth was parched. I looked at Olaf, who seemed to be the kinder of the two. “Can I have some water?”
 He jerked at my sudden question, clearly not expecting me to be awake yet. But he got to his feet and came over to me. Without a word, he squatted down and untied my hands and feet. I moved my hands in circles, glad to have blood in them again. Unfortunately, I felt too weak and disoriented to dare attacking him in an attempt to escape now that my limbs were no longer bound. And even if I succeeded taking Olaf down, it wouldn’t take long until the others were over me anyway.
 “Where are you taking him?” Thorvald demanded to know from behind Olaf’s back. 
 “To the creek,” Olaf replied. “Don’t worry; I’ll make sure he won’t escape.” He looked at me. “Stand up.”
 My body had turned stiff from having slept with my arms and legs in the same position for so long, making it even more painful to push myself up than the first time I had tried. But I had to get some water, so I pushed through it. 
 “Tie his hands behind his back before you go,” Thorvald ordered. 
 “Of course,” Olaf said and turned me around. “Put your hands behind your back.”
 I did as I was told and felt how Olaf tied my hands tightly together with some of the same rope he had just untied. Holding onto my arm, he gave me a light push forward when he was done. “Start walking.” 
 We walked behind a couple of tall firs and continued away from the fire and the other men. We kept walking for a while before I could hear the sound of a creek gurgling forth somewhere. We passed a few more trees and then I saw the water. The creek could be no more than three steps wide and surely no more than a foot deep, but the water was fast-moving and so clear I could see tiny fish zip by. I licked my dry lips.
 We stopped in front of the water. 
 “Get down on your knees and drink,” Olaf said curtly. 
 Doing just that, I leaned forward until my face was down in the water, and then I sucked in the cool liquid. It tasted better than the most delicious cup of mead, even though at least a couple of tadpoles found themselves into my mouth, along with some grass. 
I drank and drank until there was no room for more in my stomach. All the while, I contemplated whether I should try to break loose from Olaf or convince him to let me go. I doubted I would get a better opportunity to escape, us being so far away from the others at the moment. I decided that my safest bet was to go with the first option; while Olaf didn’t seem opposed to let me go, he knew he wasn’t in the majority. Also, now that I had drunk, I suddenly felt much better and my senses were at their peak ability. Yes, I better try to break loose. But how would I do that with my hands tied back? Maybe I could knock him out with the back of my head as I stood up. Yes, that could work. If I moved fast enough and he came close enough with his head to mine. 
 Straightening my upper body a tad, I arranged my legs so that I could stand up very fast without having to use my hands. Then I mumbled something deliberately unintelligible. 
 “What was that?” Olaf asked from where he had remained behind me.
 Again, I mumbled something unintelligible. 
“What are you saying?” I could hear him lean in closer. Almost. Just bend over a little more and I will break your nose, I thought. Knock you out. I mumbled a third time when I felt a hand grab me by the shoulder and Olaf come closer. I tensed my muscles. Come just a little bit closer…
“Speak up, you buffoon!” I could feel his warm breath against my neck.
Before I could second-guess my decision, I exploded into a standing position. I felt the back of my head violently knock into something hard and sharp. A crunching sound was followed by an agonizing cry. I swiveled around and took a leap away from the creek and Olaf. I didn’t get far, however, for Olaf soon flew on top of me. Unable to defend myself with my tied hands, we both crashed to the forest ground, me first and face-down. 
I could feel him straddle my back, still groaning from the pain I had caused him. He grabbed me by the hair, lifted my head, and slammed my forehead hard to the ground. The pain was so intense I nearly fainted. 
“How did that feel, huh?” he asked in a strange, lisping voice. “And I who was gonna tell my brothers to let you go. Well, now I cannot wait to see Ragnar’s face when he sees what we have for him!”
He stood up and grabbed me by the collar, pulling me to my feet. As he turned me around so that I faced him, I saw that his nose seemed intact but that blood trickled from the sides of his mouth and down over his chin.
“Move,” he screamed, displaying two missing front teeth and a broken third one. Walking behind me, he pushed me in front of him. Soon, he had brought me back to the other two. Ingun was awake now, and he and Thorvald were standing by the fire, talking. Thorvald turned to us and asked, “What took you so long?” His eyes widened then. “What happened to you?” Ingun and he both stared at Olaf. Looking like he had never seen anything funnier, Thorvald said, “Don’t tell me he clocked you…”
 Olaf’s angry grunt was apparently sufficient answer, for his brothers started to laugh so hard they had to support themselves on each other so as not to fall. Ingun was the first to recuperate. “You still think we should let him go, Olaf?”
 The comment made Thorvald laugh even harder.
 “Be quiet!” Olaf tried to roar, but it sounded more like the lisp of an angry child with missing baby teeth. He spat a glob of red that landed right in front of the fire and wiped at the blood on his chin with the hand that wasn’t holding onto my arm. “Let’s head home and give him to Ragnar. The sooner we get rid of this scoundrel, the better!” 
 “That sounds fine by me,” Ingun said and turned to Thorvald. Together, the two went to get their horses. Thorvald brought back a pale gray Fjording stallion and the dark brown, unusually large palfrey I had seen him on yesterday. He stopped in front of us.
 “I or Ingun better take him,” he said. “You should get some moss to stop the blood flow.”
 Without a word, Olaf shoved me so hard I nearly fell, but Thorvald caught me by the arm just in time. He and Ingun threw me over the palfrey’s back so I ended up facing the horse’s belly, and then Thorvald mounted the horse himself, positioning himself behind me. He dug his heels into the palfrey’s flank and it started trotting. 
 My head still hurt from when Olaf had smashed it into the ground, but all I could think was why, why, why had I not tried to reason with him before trying to break loose. Based on what he had yelled, it seemed that he might have let me go. And even if he hadn’t, had I head-butted him while facing him, surely I would have managed to knock him out instead of merely hurting him then. Now I was stuck. Even if I succeeded in wriggling off Thorvald’s horse, I would never be able to outrun the three brothers with my hands tied behind my back.
 When I had tired of beating myself up for failing to escape, Ragnar’s screaming red face appeared in my mind. A powerful fury rushed through my blood, making me tremble where I lay over the horse’s back. The more I pondered what he had blurted out in the court square, the more it all made sense to me now. It finally explained Ragnar’s ornery behavior lately, beginning with my wedding feast.
 If only I had realized the depth of Ragnar’s feelings, I might have anticipated what he was up to... I might have been able to stop him. I sighed, despair filling me. How could I not have suspected anything sooner? By Thor, his jealousy had been obvious! Now it was too late, and here I was on my way to a sure death. After losing control of himself both inside and outside of the Assembly, spurring on all those men to come after me, Ragnar would have no choice but to kill me himself the moment he laid eyes on me.
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Two months earlier
 
 
“Leif, you lucky, lucky scoundrel,” Ragnar said where he sat beside me, his breath reeking from mead and beer. “You’ve landed the most beautiful girl in the entire province.” He rose and proposed a toast. By then, the rest of the many males seated around my wedding table were too drunk, too tired, or plain fed up with toasting this matter over and over they didn’t even bother to raise their cups. 
Unaffected, Ragnar moved his cup to his lips and swallowed its contents. He raked a hand through his mane of strawberry blond hair and fixed me with his gleaming eyes. “Who the hell would have thought a darky like you would have succeeded with that?” Sitting down again, he wiped away the mead drops that had spilled onto his chin with his sleeve. He sighed and continued, “By Thor, how I wish I were you tomorrow. I can only imagine what fun you’ll have throwing that wench around in the next few nights.” Ragnar wiggled his eyebrows and jutted his chin toward the table where Thora sat. Then he slapped me hard on the back and let out a thunderous laugh. 
 My cheeks burned. It became more and more difficult to hide the anger I felt each time Ragnar uttered another disrespectful comment about my new wife. Oh well, I calmed myself. A certain amount of folly was to be expected from Ragnar, for Ragnar was drunk and I was well aware that his crudeness worsened with drink. I had hoped, though, that he would leave Thora alone now that we were married. 
 “First you’ll have her to the right, then to the left, under, over, on the floor, upside down…” singsonged Ragnar. 
“I haven’t kept up with the drinking tonight, Ragnar,” I said in an attempt to change the subject. “You’re far ahead of me, my friend. How much mead have you had?” 
 Ragnar brought his thick eyebrows together. The eyes underneath adopted a faraway expression as he counted his alcohol intake on stubby fingers. At last he said, “Fifteen. No, sixteen. Maybe even seventeen… And I have drunk plenty of beer, too.”
 “That was what I thought. I’ve only had eight or nine horns of mead.”
 “I’m not surprised. You were never good with the drink, my brother!”
 Outrage filled me, even though I knew that Ragnar was right. Not that I would ever admit such a thing out loud, of course, so I just calmly said, “I am as good a drinker as you are, Ragnar.”
 “Oh, by Thor! You’ve never beaten me in a mead contest. Everyone knows that.” He chuckled derisively. “But that’s fine. The only ones who really know how to drink are us Jarlabankes. We have developed a special resistance. We can endure dozens of barrels of mead or beer or ale.”
 I struggled not to glare at him. “Is that so? Well, the next time we’re at the mead house, I’ll show you who can handle more drink. And we’ll keep careful track of each cup. Not like tonight when we don’t know how much the other has had.” 
“With pleasure, my brother. Now, let’s have another horn of mead.” Ragnar stood up and stretched his short arms across the narrow wooden table to where a maid had dropped off a decanter filled with mead to its very edge. While Ragnar poured golden liquid into horns, I turned my head and looked at Thora. She sat far apart from me, her new husband, like tradition demanded, surrounded by her mother and sisters and their closest friends. An elderly woman opposite her said something and Thora laughed. 
I wondered how it was possible to feel so strongly for someone as I felt for this statuesque girl. The first time I laid eyes on her, I knew I was lost. I could picture the way she looked that day anytime I wanted. It had been as though an aura of light had surrounded her, making me think that maybe my friends and I were standing in front of the fertility goddess Freja instead of a mere mortal. Thora’s gleaming blond hair cascaded down to her waist and her pale skin glowed of health. Her cornflower gaze had rendered me immobile, and I had stuttered when I told her my name. She wore a calf-long shift and a shapeless overdress, a cloak partly covering the overdress, all of which, instead of hiding, enhanced her plump bosom and round behind. 
That day I finally understood what it meant to be struck with The Mighty Passion. In the days that followed our meeting, I had been unable to sleep yet hadn’t felt tired when the sun rose because my nights had been filled with thoughts of Thora. The mere thought of her was invigorating. I began to live for when I would get to see her again, be with her, talk to her, touch her. Even after our swift betrothal, my love kept growing, and I counted down the days to our wedding feast when I would get to share a bed with her at last. 
As I pondered the extraordinary beauty of my new wife and her fortunate entry into my life, Hilda appeared at the wedding table.
 “Leif, how about a dance?” she asked, smiling wide.
Throwing a glance back at Ragnar, I saw that he and Sven were in the midst of discussing one of the poems recited in conjunction with the wedding ceremony. I returned Hilda’s smile and got to my feet. I offered her my arm and led her to the yard in front of my family’s longhouse, which had been turned into a dance area. Couples kept dancing wildly to the lively tunes the two fiddlers played, accompanied by a flutist, even though it was morning now.
 “Where have you been?” I said in a mock reproachful tone. “I haven’t seen you all night.” We passed long wooden tables filled with guests still eating and drinking as though they had been starving. A couple of boys engaged in a wrestling match with men standing around, cheering and making bets as to who would win. 
“Oh, I have been here,” Hilda replied. “You just haven’t seen me. All you’ve had eyes for is Thora. And who can blame you? That is just the place where the eyes of a newlywed husband should rest. She is a lucky girl.”
 I nodded and bid her to dance just as a bow-legged man in a leaf-green tunic shouted out a joke that was met with roaring laughter. We began moving to the music, which suddenly slowed down considerably for some reason. The new song allowed us to dance at a calmer, more enjoyable pace.
 Neither Hilda nor I said anything at first but just listened to the music, grateful that the feisty little band seemed to have tired of playing faster tunes. Then Hilda lifted her head and looked at me. “Did you hear what Berit the Seeress predicted at the birth of Holmstein’s second daughter?” 
 “No, what did she predict?” 
 “She said that the girl would become more lustful than her uncles had ever been. She would travel to Denmark and England to find men to satisfy her every need. She would even have two men at the same time. Three, if she could.” 
 “Really? Was Holmstein there when she said this?”
 “Yes. It was a day after Edna had given birth.”
 I laughed and shook my head. “I can only imagine what Holmstein must have done. Surely he threw her out?”
 “No, Edna told him they should not hide from what is to come, no matter how awful. It is better to know and be prepared than be taken off guard when it eventually happens.”
 I stared at Hilda. “What? She cannot pay attention to what Berit is saying! She is just a silly old woman who likes to make life harder for others than it already is.”
 “She does pay attention.”
 I shook my head. “Poor Holmstein. What that man has to put up with. What else did Berit predict? That the girl would develop two heads and a tail?”
 Hilda giggled. “Something like that. She is to give birth to twins that are connected by the waist.”
 “Wow. That one must love his wife. To put up with such stupid talk.”
 We lapsed into silence. Enjoying the quiet, I looked at the girl in my arms. I contemplated the long, ashy blond curls that surrounded the face with the wide hazel eyes. It was a sweet, trusting face, not beautiful or even pretty—except for when it was parted by a smile. It was as though someone lit a candle within Hilda then. She smiled in that moment, as if prompted by my thoughts.
 “You look beautiful tonight, Hilda.” 
 “Thank you. But not as beautiful as Thora, right?”
 “More beautiful,” I lied, bending down so that I could whisper into her ear. “But don’t tell her that.”
 Hilda’s smile widened and a stab of guilt tore through my stomach. I knew what that big smile was hiding. Even though Hilda had kissed and congratulated us both with sincere warmth and even though she kept looking me steady in the eye now, I knew that it was all just a cover-up so I would not feel bad for having chosen to marry someone else. 
 I felt a hand on my shoulder. Turning my head, I discovered Ragnar standing behind me. He removed his hand and grinned. “What are you doing here? I thought we were going to have a horn of mead together.” He snickered. “You are scared, huh? Scared that I am right. One more drink and you will pass out right in front of everyone. You will pass out and your beautiful new wife will realize what a weakling you really are.” 
 I let go of Hilda and turned around completely. Staring at my friend and foster brother, I swallowed my displeasure. Someone needed to make sure Ragnar stayed clear of the mead; I had had enough of his shenanigans now. “I am never scared, Ragnar,” I stated in a firm tone. “You know this as well as anyone else does. Now go sit down and let me and your sister finish our dance.”
 Ragnar’s face twisted in anger. “Don’t tell me what to do, Blackhair!” Then he shoved me so hard I almost fell backwards onto the grass. Ragnar may be short, but he was strong like an ox. Hilda grabbed my arm to help steady me. 
 Almost not able to control myself any longer, I said through clenched teeth, “You are drunk, Ragnar. Go sleep it off somewhere and leave me alo—”
 At first I wasn’t sure what had happened when my chin suddenly exploded with pain, stars flashing before my eyes. But then I saw Ragnar massaging his fist while staring at me furiously. The rogue was asking for it... I threw myself over him, pushing him violently to the ground. I only managed to pound his face a couple times before I felt people grabbing my arms, dragging me off the other man. 
 “That’s enough, Leif,” Erik said, who was keeping my right arm in a tight grip. “He is drunk and out of his mind. You know how he gets.” 
 My chin still aching, I turned to Erik. He blew his long auburn hair out of his freckled face and grinned at me. “I don’t think I have ever seen him drink as much as he has done this night,” he said and threw a glance at Ragnar. “But even Ragnar has his limits.” Nudging me, Erik nodded toward Ragnar on the ground. “See?”
 I turned and looked at Ragnar. He had passed out and was snoring loudly, the rising sun’s first diffident rays having found his square face. His mouth was wide open, like a baby bird waiting to be fed by the mama bird. I shook my head. Yes, that Ragnar sure was one of a kind. 
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Around midday Ingun yelled for Thorvald and Olaf to get off their horses; it was time for a break. Thorvald jumped off his horse and pulled me down as well. Back on my feet again, Thorvald and Olaf shoved me toward a clearing, while Ingun took the horses to water them in some stream he had spotted nearby. 
“Sit down,” Olaf lisped gruffly and pressed downward on my shoulder. I squatted onto the damp forest ground. Placing the reindeer pelt beside me that he had kept between his ass and the horse’s back, Olaf sat down on it. Thorvald appeared with a heap of tinder, sticks, and leaves in his arms, which he put on the ground in front of me and Olaf. He retrieved a flint stone, a short candle, and an eating knife from a leather pouch attached to the belt around his trim waist. Scraping the knife against the sharp stone until sparks appeared, he lit the candle. He brought the flaming candle to the pile and set it on fire. Olaf fetched what was left of the grouse that he had gutted and cut up yesterday, and stuck parts of it on wooden spits. He handed the spits to Olaf and Ingun, who had just returned from watering the horses. They immediately began grilling the meat over the crackling fire. 
The smell of the cooking meat reached my nose and my stomach growled loudly.
Olaf turned to me and gave me an evil grin. A wide, black hole interrupted his otherwise even row of teeth, making him look like the lowliest of slaves. “I hope you are very hungry,” he lisped, and I could tell he meant every word. 
I knew I had better keep quiet, but I couldn’t stop my stomach from growling again. And again. And then a third time, so forcefully it seemed the sound had come from outside of my body instead of from within. Olaf stared at me, looking like he too was thinking the growl had been unusually loud, its origin strangely airborne. Had it in fact been airborne? We both turned our heads at the same time and glanced behind our backs.
Only steps away from us, a brown bear was standing on its hind legs, growling angrily, his teeth bared. I heard myself gasp loudly, for I had never before seen such a huge creature. It was enormous, the crown of its head reaching the size of two and a half grown men piled on top of each other.
“Bear!” Olaf lisped in shock, dropping his spit and shooting to his feet. Pulling out his sword from its scabbard, he turned to face the enormous animal, his feet wide apart. Ingun and Thorvald had gotten to their feet, too, but while Ingun got into fighting stance next to Olaf, his sword in his hand, Thorvald swiveled his head in all directions, as if searching for something. His head stopped moving when his eyes fixed on a tall pine about thirty steps away. He sprinted toward it. Having reached it, he began to climb it. 
Watching how Ingun and Olaf were in the midst of fighting the bear, I pushed myself up into a standing position and took off running. 
“He’s escaping!” Thorvald yelled from the pine. “Someone catch him!”
I threw a quick glance over my shoulder. Both Olaf and Ingun had already sustained several scratches from the bear’s thrashing paws despite fighting it bravely with their swords. Olaf yelled for Ingun to go after me and leave him to take down the bear on his own. Ingun immediately obeyed. 
“Don’t let him get away!” Thorvald screamed from where he perched like a bird on a tree branch. 
No longer taking in the wild scene behind me, I ran for my life. Ingun closed in on me fast. I tried to pick up the pace, but having my hands tied behind my back made it hard to gain speed. Then my foot got caught under a protruding tree root and I tripped. I crashed onto the ground, the foot still stuck under the root. The pain in my ankle was so fierce I screamed out loud. 
Did I break it? I could feel myself grimace with agonizing pain. 
Only moments later, Ingun had launched himself on top of me. Turning my face toward him, he straddled me. He was breathing hard and blood seeped forth from the three parallel cuts the bear had created with its paw on his cheek, right above the man’s thick beard. I could hear Olaf roaring for Thorvald to come down and help him or the bear would take him. Judging from the desperation in his voice, Thorvald must be staying put, though. Ingun must have figured that I was unlikely to go far in my current condition, for he got back to his feet and dashed back to help Olaf. 
I tried to stand up, but without the help of my hands and the ability to put weight on both feet, I kept falling down again and again. 
“Thorva…--aagh!!” Olaf yelled and soon after that I heard a sickening thump. I rolled over so that I faced the fighting men. Olaf was lying on the ground, bleeding profusely from what looked like several injuries, while Ingun slashed and slashed with his sword at the raging beast, rarely reaching it. Instead of keeping it at bay, it only seemed to get closer and angrier. Strangely, it also appeared to have grown larger… I couldn’t take my eyes off of them. Suddenly, the beast knocked the sword out of Ingun’s hand. Weaponless now, Ingun swiveled around and took off running, seemingly without direction. 
“Climb a tree, Ingun! Climb a tree!” Thorvald yelled from his tree top.
At the sound of Thorvald’s voice, Ingun stopped and changed direction. Instead of running mindlessly, he now headed toward the pine tree in which Thorvald perched far above ground.
“No, not this one,” Thorvald yelled, his voice tinny with fear. But Ingun either didn’t care or didn’t hear him, because he continued in just that direction and soon reached the stately pine. He began climbing Thorvald’s tree.
“No, Ingun, no! Climb another tree.” 
Ingun mounted the pine faster than I had ever seen anyone ascend any tree, but the bear was right behind him and was a fast climber, too. It was only a couple boughs away when Ingun reached the one where Thorvald sat as if frozen, hugging the stem of the pine hard.
“Keep climbing!” Ingun screamed at his brother, but Thorvald didn’t respond and just sat there, blocking Ingun from getting any higher up. 
The bear swiped a huge paw at Ingun and just barely missed his leg.
“Thorvald, you have to keep climbing!” The terror in Ingun’s voice was so palpable it made my stomach jump. The bear swiped with its paw again, this time getting a chunk out of Ingun’s leg. Ingun cried with pain. “It’s getting me, Thorvald! You have to move.”
But instead of moving, Thorvald just hugged the stem tighter. Ingun grabbed a hold of his brother’s leg and tried to pull him aside. Thorvald didn’t budge, he was so terrified. 
“Wake up, Thorvald! Wake up.”
Right at that moment, the huge, furry beast had caught up with Ingun. It bit into the poor man’s chest and grabbed him by the waist with both its paws. Trashing his upper body furiously, the bear tore Ingun off the bough so that he was dangling in the air. All that stopped him from falling to the ground was his grip on Thorvald’s leg. The bear moved on to Thorvald, biting him in the leg that Ingun didn’t hold on to. Suddenly awake now, Thorvald roared with pain and tried to stand up in the tree, but Ingun’s grip on his thigh stopped him from getting anywhere. 
“Let go of me, Ingun!” But before Ingun could do so, the bear had pushed Thorvald off the bough. Both brothers crashed to the stone-covered ground, producing a horrible thud-thud sound as they hit it. Thorvald’s helmet flew off his head from the impact and rolled a few steps. The bear let out a loud growl and contemplated contentedly the immobile, bleeding men on the ground. Then he calmly began to descend the tree. 
My heart pounding furiously in my chest, I prayed that the beast had failed to notice me where I lay only about forty steps away from the tall pine. In case it had, I figured that I had better make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible. I rolled onto my side and brought my knees to my chin, and I tried to breathe without making any sound. Something told me this bear was unlike any other I had run into. Anything could happen with it. Peering at the tree, I saw it jumping onto the ground. It stopped and looked around. Raising its snout, it sniffed the air, its eyes searching the surroundings. It lumbered over to where Ingun and Thorvald lay, both of them covered in blood now. Thorvald, still alive, pushed himself up on his elbows and stared at the bear. “Go away, you beast! Go away!” 
But instead of going away, the bear leaped onto Thorvald and buried its teeth in the man’s now unprotected head. The sound of pain that came out of Thorvald’s mouth made my heart stop beating momentarily. As the bear continued to devour his head, the sound was cut short. Then, done with the head, it went for the dead man’s shoulders, arms, and chest. When little remained of Thorvald’s upper half, it moved onto Ingun, whom he sniffed lightly. Not finding Ingun appetizing for some reason, it turned around and began walking—to where I was lying.
I was so scared I felt certain I would pass out at any moment, but I didn’t. The beast only steps away from me, I stopped breathing. Maybe, if I play dead, it will ignore me now that it has fed, I thought, paralyzed. It stopped right beside me. I could feel its cold, wet snout as it sniffed my face, ear, and neck. Frozen with fear, I rambled inside my head silent prayers to all the gods, promising that I would do anything if only the beast would leave me alone. I stared at a rusty oak leaf lying on the ground, not daring to blink, not to mention breathe. 
As suddenly as the bear began sniffing me, it stopped. I could sense it turn away from me, then lumber off. Thankfully, the sound of its heavy paws became fainter and fainter. Soon, all I could hear was the wind seeping through the trees, making a soft rustle. 
I remained on the ground until I thought the bear had left for good. I stayed in the same position for a considerable while longer before I dared moving my head so that I could thoroughly scan my surroundings on that side. When I had made certain nothing was there, I slowly rolled over onto my back and looked in the other direction. No bear in sight. First then did I open my mouth and let out the breath I felt like I had been holding since the bear first approached me. 
As my eyes glided over the underbrush, I saw that Olaf moved his head. He is alive still? I pushed myself into a sitting position. Now that I was alone and no one chasing me, I managed to figure out how to stand up by putting all my weight onto my uninjured foot first. I tried walking and determined that I must not have broken my ankle after all, just twisted it badly. If I was careful, I could put some weight on it and move around. Of course, I doubted I would get very far walking like that, and even if I did, it would surely take forever. 
Olaf must have heard me, for he grunted something. I limped in his direction, avoiding to look closely at either Ingun’s lifeless body with its multiple bites and scratches or what was left of Thorvald. I couldn’t help but wonder since when bears started taking such delight in devouring humans. The blood was everywhere and I had to tread carefully so as not to slip on it. 
Olaf gazed at me with bloodshot eyes when I reached him. He was severely bitten and scratched, and lying in a pool of his own blood. Judging from the paleness of his face, little blood must be left in his veins. There was nothing I could do to save him. Very soon he would draw his last breath.
“So you told the truth then,” Olaf said, his voice weak. I could tell it was hard for him to speak, but that he wanted to. “You are innocent. That was why the bear spared you and not us. The gods sent him to free you. I should have let you go when I could.”
Like my practical mother who only believed in what she could see and hear with her own eyes and ears, I had never been one to be overly superstitious nor believe much in the powers of the gods. Until today. The dying man beneath me did have a point. It did seem like this strange bear had come to free me. 
Contemplating him with what I hoped were kind eyes, I said, “It is true that I’m innocent, and that you should have let me go. But you showed bravery till the end and that means that you paid for your sin. Odin is fair and will reward you by letting you inside Valhalla to continue your valiant battle at day and feast with beautiful virgins at night. And Ingun will be there with you.”
“Ingun…” Olaf tried lifting his head, but the effort was too much for him. “Is he dead already?”
“Yes. But he fought bravely till the end, just like you did.”
“And Thorvald behaved cowardly,” Olaf muttered. “As usual… It was because of his cowardice that I got the ugly scar on my face. He left me to fight three men with swords on my own. If he had helped me, maybe we could have taken the bear.”
I didn’t say anything. 
“Well,” Olaf continued weakly, “now he will have to go to Nastrond, while Ingun and I go to Valhalla. If you think we deserve entrance…”
I nodded. “I do.”
There was a faint smile on Olaf’s lips. Then the light went out in his eyes and he was dead. 





11
I limped over to Ingun just to make sure that he, too, was really dead before I allowed myself to fully relax. The glass-like quality of his staring eyes told me that I had nothing to worry about. Barring any men hiding in the bushes, it seemed I was on my own at last. I listened carefully for sounds of someone moving around anywhere, but I could hear nothing except for some neighing. I turned my head in the direction of the neighing and discovered that the dead brothers’ horses were eating grass nearby, tied to the trunk of a large birch.
 I moved my hands around as best I could behind my back to get some blood flowing in them. I had to figure out a way to get rid of the rope around my wrists. My eyes went to Olaf’s sword that he had dropped on the ground while fighting the bear. How could I use that to cut the rope? Maybe if I leaned it against a tree trunk somehow, and then filed the rope against the blade edge? Yes, that could work. The hard part was how to get the sword up against a tree and keep it still while I rubbed against it. Looking around the clearing, I picked the pine tree with the biggest trunk, which happened to be the one Thorvald and Ingun had climbed. I limped over to the sword and kicked it toward the pine, using my injured foot. I swallowed the pain that flashed through my lower leg each time I kicked. 
When the sword and I were in front of the tree, I discovered that there were deep scratches in the bark from the bear having climbed it. They would serve me well to keep the sword steady as I rubbed against the blade. 
 I had to lie down on my back and use my feet to position the sword, hilt downward and secured in the little hollow I had dug out with the top part of my healthy foot. Getting it in place hurt less than I had feared. When I was done, I got back to my feet, turned my back against the standing sword, and got to work.
 The sun had set when I had finally managed to cut through the rope. I swung my arms in big circles to get the circulation going in them again, which was painful and wonderful at the same time. Now I needed to get some water into my body. Where had Ingun taken the horses to water them? It must be somewhere close by. I pricked my ears, but heard nothing that sounded like water trickling forth. Maybe if I walked in the same direction as he had, I would hear water pour forth somewhere.
As I limped along in the dusk, I wondered where I could be. I had no idea in which direction the brothers had been riding, but I assumed it was toward the port of Valstad or Karlsby, our community, since they were going to hand me over to Ragnar. We had been riding for a long time, which meant that I must be fairly close to home. 
 It didn’t take long before I had elbowed myself through dense bushes and close-growing firs and found a creek trickling forth. I fell down on my knees and, supporting my hands on rocks that peeked out of the water, I bent so deep my entire face got immersed inside the ice cold water. 
I drank greedily until my stomach couldn’t handle any more. Then I removed my cloak, my thick woolen vest and tunic, my trousers and boots, and gave my body and face a quick cleaning. I traced my bearded cheeks and forehead for cuts like those that streaked my hands. The ones I found fortunately seemed small, the blood having congealed on them already. I moved my injured foot around, reassuring myself once more that it wasn’t broken.
Dressed again, I sat on a rock and thought about what to do next. The continuous stillness around me convinced me that I must be safe, but who knew how long that would last. Besides, I couldn’t stay out in the woods for many more days, for soon it would get very cold, too cold for anyone to sleep under a bare sky even next to a fire. It was already so chilly I could see faint traces of my breath when I exhaled. No, I had to get out of the woods as fast as possible and find people who could help me. My best option was to get down to Scania, part of northern Denmark, where nobody knew of me and my punishment. A village called Flemminge was situated there. I had heard that the Danes were a friendly sort, open and hospitable to strangers. 
 I had myself never crossed the woods down to the Danish border, but I knew of others who had. One of the Jarlabanke clan’s old slaves, who had been a hunter in his youth, had made the trip several times. According to him, it was a long and tiresome journey that took at least a week by foot. And that was for somebody who had grown up in the woods and knew it as well as his own hand. Thankfully, I had the horses, which should make the crossing a lot easier and faster—as long as I could figure out exactly where I was. When I had determined exactly where Valstad was located from my current position, I would know better which direction to take to reach Flemminge. If I could find a large hill, I could climb it and hopefully spot the tall roof of the People’s Assembly in Valstad, as, surely, I was only a day trip or two away from it. 
 The Valstad Assembly was built with mortared stones. It was the only assembly of its kind in southeastern Sweden and known for having the tallest, most pointed roof in the province. People claimed that, on a clear day, you could see the Valstad Assembly with its sharp black shingle roof all the way from the very north of Oland, an island located 20 day trips off the Swedish East Coast. Danish warriors burnt down the previous assembly building, built from wood, during the Four-Day Valstad Massacre in which the Danes attempted to take over the strategically placed seaport. Many lives were lost then, both Danish and Swedish. In the end, the Swedes persevered, much thanks to Bjorn Jarlabanke’s astute leadership. In memory of all the wasted men—and his oldest son Ingvar in particular—Bjorn financed the new People’s Assembly, one made out of stone so it could never burn down again. 
Thoughts of Ragnar found their way into my head again and I was filled with distress. 
If only I had suspected what he was up to, the depth of his feelings for Thora… 


Of course I had always known that Ragnar liked Thora, but which lad did not? Never did I suspect that he liked her the way I did. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I was so enraptured all I could think of was how lucky I was that she felt the same way about me as I did about her. And being such a womanizer anyway, I had been certain that Ragnar would just move on, like he always did, when it was obvious whom she preferred. He had never been one to hang on to a girl for long, no matter how beautiful, so why would this girl be an exception? Besides, he, Sven, Erik, and I had promised each other never to let any girl come between us, never to let any girl affect our friendship. With all the girls we met during our nightly carousing, there was no reason to make an exception. 
Thinking back to when the four of us discovered Thora at the market in Valstad, I realized that I should have known all along that The Mighty Passion had struck twice that sunny day back in early summer. In fact, I should have known that Ragnar had fallen even harder for Thora than I had. That day, when I was finally able to remove my eyes from her where she stood behind the table loaded with woolen gloves, sweaters, and hats between an older woman and two girls, I turned to Ragnar. Seeing him standing there, his eyes having doubled in size and his mouth having dropped open, I had felt like I was looking at myself. But, unlike him, I had been able to dislodge myself from Thora at last and return to reality, all on my own. Not so with Ragnar. I had to grab his arm and shake him hard before I could get his attention. And when I got it, he still seemed dazed, as though he was drunk or exhausted, not all there. If that wasn’t proof enough, I should have known how he felt as his face went dark when she focused all her attention on me, turning her back on him. He had never looked more upset. I supposed, at the time, I must have thought that something else bothered him. Or maybe I just hadn’t wanted to admit the truth to myself.
 Then I remembered that Hilda was dead and decided that it wasn’t strange at all that I had never suspected Ragnar’s scheme. I still struggled to believe that he thought getting his hands on Thora was worth sacrificing his own sister’s life. 
I could be sure now that the bump at the back of my skull had not been a result of Hilda hitting me in an attempt to defend herself. Instead, Ragnar must have struck me with something to knock me out so he could take care of Hilda undisturbed. I ground my teeth. The fact that I had been knocked out must have been the real reason I couldn’t recall absolutely anything soon after Hilda and I sat down on that trunk. Surely it had a lot less to do with all the mead I had poured into myself at the contest. 
I traced my skull for the bump, but it was gone. At the top of my forehead, though, another bump had sprang forth, the one Olaf had caused when he had slammed me against the forest ground. 
 I shuddered at the thought of what those last moments of Hilda’s life must have been like when she realized her own brother was about to kill her. I sincerely hoped he had not felt the need to rape her, too. Or maybe someone else had done the deed, upon Ragnar’s orders. Maybe he hadn’t been the one actually taking her life. 
Well, no matter how he had made it happen, one thing was for sure, I mused, curling my hands into tight fists. Ragnar and whoever else were involved would not get away with what they had done.
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When I woke up the following morning, the thick layer of gray clouds had disappeared and the sky was a dazzling blue instead. I had spent the night close to the creek, hidden under a fir with heavy boughs so that any men out looking for me wouldn’t happen upon me like Ingun had. The sound of a crow talking found my ears as I pushed myself into a sitting position and yawned big. Nearby, a squirrel dashed up the trunk of a birch. A cool breeze caressed my face, giving me a light chill. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes, and then I rolled up the dead brothers’ reindeer pelts that had kept me warm as I had slept. I attached them to the pale gray Fjording’s back. 
Judging from the sun’s position between the prickly, sparser top branches of the surrounding firs and pines, I concluded that it must be long before noon still. My stomach growled loudly. I had better get something to eat before taking off, while it was still early in the day. I needed my strength. Yesterday, I had taken the edge off my hunger by eating some acorns and blueberries that I found on the forest floor around me. I had been too tired to look for something more substantial to eat, and it had been too dark anyway.
Looking at the creek that widened as it crept farther up the hill, I was pretty sure eel or pike lurked somewhere in the murmuring water. I went to fetch Olaf’s sword. I would use it to stab a fish that I would eat. 
 I soon spotted several eels and pike, but it took me a while until I caught either, for I was not used to catching fish this way. Each time I stabbed at a pike, it slunk away between my legs, and each time I stabbed at an eel, it disappeared under a rock. I was about to give up when I at last nailed an eel against the bottom of the creek. I stared at the wiggling thing in my hand, pretending it was Ragnar. I slammed it hard against the trunk of a pine tree, over and over, until it died. Then I searched for leaves and sticks dry enough to make a small fire. Well rested and in the possession of weapons to defend myself with now, I decided that I would rather run the small risk of someone spotting the smoke and coming to look for me than eat raw fish. By now, most men would have tired looking for me. Besides, I would not let it burn long anyway.
 As I kept searching for sticks and leaves, other moments of Ragnar’s odd behavior in the last weeks returned to me, moments that made sense to me at last. Like when Egin and I went to watch Rolle and Ricko wrestle two of the Knute brothers at the mead house in Valstad one Sunday. 
Ragnar, Loke, and Sven had already been sitting inside the dark longhouse when my brother and I arrived, sipping on cups of mead at a corner table toward the end of the dimly lit space. We walked up to them and exchanged handshakes and forceful pats on the back.
 “How are the bets looking, Ragnar?” I asked, taking a seat next to Egin.
 “Three to one my brothers are making a Store Thor,” he replied with an excited grin. “Are you adding on to the winning pool?”
 “No. I would of course like to see your brothers do a Store Thor, but just for the hell of it, I’m going to bet that one of the Knute brothers does one. I’ve heard Jona is one serious wrestler.”
 Ragnar shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s your money. If you want to throw it away, go right ahead. Clearly, married life has shriveled up your brains.”
 “I’m not so sure my brains are as shriveled as other parts of me… From over usage!” I gave him a playful wink.
 “Well, you better make use of that one before she is all old and shriveled. Those things happen faster than you know it.” Ragnar guffawed, slapping the table. 
I couldn’t help but notice that something about Ragnar’s laugh sounded off. However, since I also filled with an urge to punch him in the face, I soon forgot about it and instead just glared at him, saying, “That one has a name, Ragnar. It is Thora. Use it.” 
“Whatever.” Ragnar snorted and emptied his cup of mead. 
Unable to take my eyes off of him, I wondered what had gotten into him, denigrating my wife like that. He’d better not do it again or I would have to teach him a lesson. Tension spread in the air ever so thinly, but then Sven dispersed it by asking, “Did you hear that Orvar, the slave who knifed his master to death, escaped yesterday?”
 “Really?” Ragnar said, his small eyes opening wide. “Thor’s hammer! How did he manage to do that?”
 “There was something wrong with the lock on the prison door, so he managed to get out.”
 “Something wrong with the…” Ragnar stared at Sven, incredulous. “How could the Thanes not have known this? Besides, even if it was something wrong with it, shouldn’t there be guards watching the door anyway?”
 “Apparently, the guard in place was busy talking to some girl he liked, so Orvar just took off. A couple of the other guards saw him disappear into the woods as fast as his legs could carry him. They tried catching him, but he was too fast for them.”
 Ragnar screwed up his face into a frightful grimace. “That is awful. By Odin, how awful. And he was only days away from being executed… What is becoming of us when we let these kinds of things happen? Here we cannot even deliver a simple punishment properly.”
 “I’m sure we will soon figure out a proper way to teach all those bad slaves a lesson,” Loke said quietly. The powerfully built man with the meticulously trimmed goatee turned to me and gave me a cool smile. I forced myself to return the smile but barely succeeded. Loke, two years older than Ragnar and me, was the only member of the Jarlabanke clan I didn’t care for, but I wasn’t able to figure out why. All I knew was that each time I looked into his eyes, so pale blue and cold they looked like they were made of ice, the smooth skin on my arms turned bumpy and coarse. 
 “Yes, I’m sure we will soon find a way to teach all those vile thieves and murderers a lesson,” said Sven. “Still, until that happens, we will have to watch out for ourselves.”
 “Yes, and especially for Orvar,” Ragnar pointed out. “Who knows where he is hiding and who he is planning to attack next? It was written all over his face how bloodthirsty he was. You could tell from the way he was staring at everyone with those mad eyes during trial.”
 “I don’t think we have to worry much about him killing you or me or anyone else around here,” I said. “Few people survive out in the woods on their own and without weapons to defend themselves. The wolves or a bear will take care of him soon, if they haven’t already. Or some other forest man will.” 
 “Well, let’s hope you are right,” Ragnar muttered. “Still, it is not good the way he managed to escape. The system we have to make sure our scoundrels get what they deserve no longer works. Which certainly will not scare other potential thieves and murderers from committing crimes—” 
 “If he is still alive, I doubt he is hanging around here,” I interrupted. “In that case I’m sure he is well on his way to Denmark where it is no longer permitted to keep slaves. I mean, looking at him, what with that shaved head and all, it’s obvious he is one. Nobody knows what he did down there. He can just pretend to have escaped from his master. If he has any kind of wits, he’s aiming to reach Flemminge. It wouldn’t take him more than a week or so to get there.”
 “What is Flemminge?” Egin asked, the only person paying attention to me.
 “A village at the Danish border,” I replied. “Right next to the woods.” 
 Ragnar turned and looked at me and my brother with a determined look on his face.
 “We simply must overhaul the system. Don’t you agree, Leif?”
 “Nobody has succeeded in running off before, so I doubt we need to worry,” I said. 
 “Will you and Thora come to father’s birthday feast next Saturday, Leif?” Loke asked.
 “Of course. We would never
miss an opportunity to pay proper respect to the Jarl. I haven’t seen Hilda since the wedding either, so it will be nice to see her, too. I miss that girl.” I could feel my lips move into a delighted smile.
 “You miss her?” Ragnar wondered, his voice sounding muddy all of a sudden. A faint sparkle lit up his eyes. 
 I looked at my friend for a long, quiet moment. I knew why Ragnar looked this way. 
 “Yes, I do miss her,” I said finally, feeling horribly guilty at the thought of how I might have broken his younger sister’s heart. Her feelings for me had been obvious for quite some time not only to me but to others as well. Like Ragnar. “A lot. You know I love your sister, even though I married Thora, Ragnar.”
 Ragnar leaned forward, grinning. “That’s right, Leif. You love Hilda very much. You love lots of girls. Everybody knows that.”

You
know I love your sister, even though I married Thora, Ragnar.



I groaned as I ignited the pile of leaves and sticks that I had gathered with the help of Thorvald’s flint stone, eating knife, and candle. Ragnar must have loved that I’d said that, helping him to solidify his case against me. Not to mention what I did the following day, when I rode over to Valstad to pay Hjalmar the iron smith a visit. Our family’s knives had needed sharpening and we could use a new axe for wood chopping. 
 Having arrived at Hjalmar’s place, I had descended the horse and tied it to a tall wooden pole placed behind the townhouse. Then I walked around to the front of the building where a long line of people already waited to be served. I placed myself behind a short man in a dark brown tunic and trousers made out of coarse wool and an even shorter woman. She was dressed considerably nicer in a dark blue silk dress, her ashy blond curls flowing freely down her back. Even when she turned around and looked at me, I didn’t realize who it was; I was too caught up reliving Thora and my lovemaking-session the night before in my head. 
 I don’t know how long it took until I finally withdrew from my reveries, but when I did I was glad to discover who was standing there. “Hilda! How are you?”
 “I know it was a while ago since we saw each other last,” Hilda said, smiling sweetly, “but surely I haven’t changed that much.”
 I shook my head. “Not at all! I was just thinking about how… how I hope Hjalmar’s axes won’t be sold out the moment it’s my turn to take care of business. I’m sorry.” I embraced her. “It is so good to see you, Hilda!”
 “It is good to see you too,” she said. 
 “What are you doing here so early in the morning?” I asked.
 “I need a couple of needles and a new pair of scissors.”
 I frowned at her. “How come you don’t send one of the slaves to buy it for you?”
 She waved a dismissive hand. “Nah, it’s easier if I do it. I need a specific tool for the tunic I’m sewing for Father’s birthday. It would be hard to describe. Besides, Toke here likes my company. Don’t you Toke?” Hilda nudged the squat, potato-nosed man by her side. He gave her a smile and nodded. She introduced Toke to me and we shook hands.
 “How are your brothers?” I wondered. “Have they gotten over yesterday’s loss to the Knute brothers? They were really drunk when they left.”
 “I don’t know. When they got home they just went straight to sleep, all in one bed. They were still sleeping when I left.”
 The thought of the burly Jarlabanke men heaped up on top of one other, arms and legs sticking out here and there, cracked me up. 
 “No one drinks like a Jarlabanke, right?” Hilda said, her lips adopting that sweet smile again.
 “Right,” I nodded, still chuckling.
 “Married life is good?” Hilda asked. 
 Feet met gravel behind us and I threw a glance over my shoulder. An older man and woman claimed the spot behind me. I recognized them, but I couldn’t remember their names, and I could tell from the look on their faces that they felt the same way. We exchanged nods, and then I returned my attention to Hilda.
 “Yes, it’s good,” I said. “Busy. But that doesn’t mean you and I cannot get together again every now and then, Hilda. Married life doesn’t have to change that. We should be able to continue our relationship one way or another. After all, Hilda, you are my favorite Jarlabanke.” I gave her a wink. What I had said was just wishful thinking, however. Sadly, married life would change our relationship. Surely Hilda knew this too; still, she played along with me and nodded. A big smile parted her face, transforming it as always into someone much prettier. I embraced her again, the embrace lasting longer than before, and kissed her on the cheek.
 “I thought you were one woman’s man now, Leif!” a boisterous voice said above us a few steps away. Hilda and I turned around, both of us startled. Mounted on an impressive black thoroughbred was Ragnar, staring down at us. His shock of reddish-blond hair looked more tangled than usual. He had spoken so loudly the entire line of people must have heard him, because now all of them had their eyes fixed on me and Hilda standing there, arms around the other. We realized suddenly what it must look like to the bystanders, and let go of each other. 
 “You will never change, Leif, will you?” Ragnar continued in that same strident tone. “You must have those girls, don’t you, married or not.” He swung his heavy body over to one side and dismounted the horse. Holding on to the reins, he came closer to me and Hilda. 
 “I cannot believe you let him touch you like that,” Ragnar said to Hilda, rolling his eyes exaggeratedly to soften his words. “He’s a married man now and should know better.”
 Hilda didn’t bother to acknowledge his silly comment. Instead, she asked, “What are you doing here? Last time I saw you, you were sleeping like a little boy on top of Loke.”
 “Is that how you thank me for coming down to offer you a ride back on my precious full blood?” Ragnar asked with a tilted head. 
 Hilda merely raised her eyebrows in response. Ragnar sighed. “You slammed the door so hard when you left that you woke not just me but your other brothers, too. So we all got up.”
 “How is Rolle doing?” I asked, remembering that the younger Knute brother had beat Rolle black and blue in the first wrestling round yesterday.
 “Oh, he will be fine. It looked worse than it was. I made you a good amount of silver, didn’t I, my brother?” He gazed at me meaningfully.
 “You sure did, Ragnar. You sure did. Many thanks.” 
 “You deserved it. You’re a good lad with good judgment. But that will soon change.” 
 I shook my head at the memory. No wonder everyone had been convinced Hilda and I were conducting an affair behind Thora’s back! I gutted and then impaled the eel in my hand with the spit I had made to grill it.
As I placed the eel above the little fire that burned before me, I thought of Thora for the first time since the trial. My heart ached as I pondered all that she had gone through lately. Not only had she been made to believe that she had married a rapist and a murderer, but she’d had her heart broken. Ragnar must have packed her full of ideas that Hilda and I were having an affair behind her back… Biting my teeth together so hard I thought they might break, a renewed surge of fury raged through my blood. I couldn’t wait until I got a hold of Ragnar. I knew just what I would do to him then. 
Despite feeling protective of my wife, however, it hurt me that she had seemed so convinced of my guilt. Even if all the evidence in the world indicated that I had done it, nobody had actually seen me do any of it. Shouldn’t she know in her heart that I would never have an affair with Hilda, never mind raping and then killing the girl? 
Well, she probably does, I calmed myself. Not that it changed anything. In her eyes, I was still as good as dead now. She didn’t know how determined I was to clear my name, or even that I was alive. Most likely, after she had divorced me, she would eventually get… get re-married. 
I swallowed hard. The thought of Thora with another lad was abhorrent. My sole consolation was that she would never marry Ragnar. The depraved creep should only know that Thora could barely stand him. She found him vulgar and obnoxious and put up with him solely because he was my friend and because the Jarlabanke clan had done so much for our family, something that couldn’t be disregarded.
Ragnar would be furious when he understood that he had gotten rid of me and his sister all in vain.
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Locating the Assembly building in Valstad turned out to be a real challenge. The terrain seemed determined to stay flat forever, making me increasingly worried as I rode on one of the horses in the direction I thought was south. The farther I got from Valstad, the smaller the chance that I would spot the building, and soon it would be so dark that I wouldn’t be able to see anything at all even if I did find a hill. 
 It didn’t take much longer before I couldn’t take it any more. Scouting out the tallest fir within sight, I descended the horse and climbed the tree. 
 Ascending the stem with its many tight-growing branches covered with needles was a struggle, especially given my hurt foot. I cut my palms badly, but the rough climb paid off in the end. As I reached the top, I did get a glimpse of the very tip of the Valstad Assembly roof, telling me exactly in which direction to proceed. Thankfully, it seemed I had been heading south all along.
 After I had been able to locate the assembly building, crossing the forest was easier than I had expected; riding a horse instead of walking made a big difference. I traveled for days without other nasty encounters with wild beasts and, much to my surprise, I stayed clear of other forest men. The weather stayed comparatively pleasant. Almost every day the huge forest’s underbelly bathed in bright sunshine, and the temperatures stayed mild for late fall. At regular intervals, I found creeks or small lakes from which I could satisfy my need for water. I got better at catching fish with a sword, and I grilled it over bonfires. After the fish I usually had some berries; plenty of blueberries and cowberries grew in the thick weeds. My diet was dull and unsatisfying—I longed for some salt to make the fish taste better—but it kept me from starving. The fires kept me warm when the nights came and it got much cooler. I found it almost enjoyable to sleep next to the crackling flames under the peaceful, star-filled sky. 
 I no longer feared that Ragnar or someone else was after me; if they were, they would have shown up by now. So I kept the fire burning longer and longer in the mornings. Yesterday, I even washed and dried my clothes by it. I could feel how my face and neck were covered with a beard now. I wondered if the look suited me. If Thora would have liked me wearing it. I quickly pushed thoughts of my wife out of my mind; thinking of her was too painful.
 Nearly a week had passed and I knew I must be close to Flemminge now. Yesterday, after I had climbed a large hill, I spotted the tip of a pointy-roofed house that was similar to the assembly building in Valstad. Of course, the house I’d seen was probably not a People’s Assembly, but one of those temples called church within which the White Christ was worshipped. I had heard that the Danes built these types of temples in villages all over their country. Around the roof of the temple, I had been able to discern several tunnels of smoke rising and disassembling into the air. The smoke must come from people’s houses in the vicinity. 
This afternoon I succeeded for the first time in catching something other than fish—a small rabbit. I put it aside and began to gather sticks and dry leaves to start a fire. The temperature dropped drastically as the day turned into evening. Feeling goose bumps developing on my arms under my tunic, I hurried the gathering, looking forward to sitting next to the warmth. Soon, there was a fire flickering in front of me, emanating a rich heat that penetrated my skin, warming me all the way to the bones. I rubbed my hands together, relishing the feeling for a few moments before opening the rabbit and removing its innards. I washed the animal and cut it in smaller pieces. Sticking some of the pieces on my spit, I held them over the flames that licked the early evening air, higher and higher up toward the sky. The heat made the air bounce and shiver, crackling the wood. 
 The grilled rabbit meat was the most delicious meal I had tasted in a long time despite that it lacked seasoning, and I ate so fast I got a severe case of the hiccups. Loath to leave the fire, I stood up and headed for the little lake that I had spotted nearby to get some water. My foot was much better now and my gait nearly normal. Still, not even halfway to the lake, I managed to trip on what felt like a really big tree root hiding in the knee-high undergrowth. Only, the root squealed and started moving. It was a boar piglet, not a giant root, I quickly concluded. More piglets appeared between two boulders a little farther ahead. 
Then their much, much larger mother appeared out of nowhere—looking very mad.
 My hand automatically went to the belt around my waist where I had attached Olaf’s scabbard with the sword. I stiffened when I realized that I had removed it to get more comfortable while sitting down eating. In my hurry to get rid of the annoying hiccups, I had forgotten to put it on again. 
I shot the sow a wary glance. She was staring at me with beady green eyes, and white foam glistened along the edges of her mouth. Trying not to move my head much, I quickly looked around for trees that I could climb. The closest one was to the left of me, about fifteen steps away. If I ran fast, I should be able to climb it before the sow had reached me. With some luck, she would soon get tired waiting for me to come back down, and then she would leave.
 Getting ready to run, I swiveled to the left. I stopped dead in my tracks. Only a few steps away from me another boar appeared from behind a bush, a larger one with a black, hairy face. It blocked my way to the tree. Its lips were pulled up so the sharp tusks and the long yellow canines had become visible. It made a strange sound, something between a squeal and a growl. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that a third boar, which was the size of a small horse, trotted over from in between the bushes. At the sight of me, it stopped and glowered at me. The hair on my neck stood up, and I got ice cold.

I’m surrounded. 


My thoughts raced. What should I do? I might have been able to fight off the smaller sow, but not two other boars. Two that were even bigger. Without a weapon, I didn’t stand much of a chance. I threw a glance at the fire. There, beside the flames on the ground lay the sword in its scabbard. What had I been thinking removing it like that? I was well aware that you were never safe for long out in the— 
Before I could finish the thought the sow had lunged at me. I moved to the side so swiftly that I tripped and fell backwards, ending up on my back. I tried to sit up, but the sow was soon over me again, biting and trying to claw me. I swiped at her with my arm and managed to fend her off momentarily. I jumped to my feet, my heart pounding furiously. If only I had the sword... 
Then I remembered the wooden spear that I kept tied around my back at all times. It was better than nothing. I reached for it. A second hog came charging at me. Right as it was about to bite me, I pointed the spear at it, cutting it lightly at the neck. Taken aback, it squealed and retreated to the side, only to be replaced by a third attack from the sow. 
The furious female scratched my legs with her long claws and tried to drive her sharp teeth into my side. I fought back as best I could, sticking my spear anywhere I could reach into her muscular, cylindrical body, but my jabs didn’t pierce her enough to make real damage. 
The second and the third hog joined in, squealing loudly. A swipe of a sharp-clawed paw barely missed my eyes and instead cut my cheek. I gasped when I felt one of the beasts bury its teeth into my thigh, then another into my hip. A pig bit my hand, making me drop my spear it hurt so bad. Somehow, I managed to sink down on my haunches and fish it up from the ground. I drove the spear violently against each hog that attacked, but they weren’t deterred for long and returned immediately, angrier than before. I could barely keep them off. If they were more than three, they would take me for sure, I managed to think in the midst of the wild battle. And I who thought I was as good a fighter as my grandfather… If only I had a sword… or a larger dagger… I don’t want to die this way… 


I thought I heard two more boars arrive somewhere behind me then. There were sharp claws everywhere, mad roaring, squealing, snarling close to my face, sharp tusks digging through my clothes into my flesh. I tried desperately to defend myself, but they were over me again and again and again, more viciously each time. The heavy, furry, dark bodies blurred into one, blocking out the blue sky. As consciousness began to fail me, I no longer felt the pain their attacks caused. 
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I was still fighting, flailing my arms and legs crazily when I opened my eyes, blinking against the setting sun’s still sharp rays. Lowering my gaze, I found myself staring up into a familiar round face. Every part of me screamed of excruciating pain.
“You can stop now, Leif. They are dead,” the man with the round face said.

That voice… I recognized that hoarse, musty voice. Those aloof but warm eyes and those thick features… And that thick neck. I was waking up quickly now. Could it be…? Yes… It was. It was Orvar, the slave who had murdered his master in cold blood, and who had escaped into the woods. Orvar was no longer bald, but instead his head was covered with fluffy, dark blond curls. A strong man with wavy brown hair and a full beard stood beside him, holding a bloody spear. Over his shoulder hung a bow and arrows in a sheath. 
 Fully awake and frightened for different reasons now, I tried to sit up, but pain overwhelmed me. Orvar contemplated me. He must have seen my anxiety for he said, “Lie down. You are in good hands. And don’t try to move. You are badly hurt as it is.” 
 I soon concluded that it was probably best to do as I was told, but I simply had to turn my head a little to get an idea what was going on. The bodies of dead boars lay scattered here and there next to me. Silently, I counted to six of them. Had I been fighting that many? 
 My eyes returned to Orvar and the other man, who both, I now realized, were flecked with blood. In Orvar’s hands was a large knife with its entire blade coated in shiny red liquid that dribbled onto the brown forest ground. I lifted my head from the ground to get a view of my own body. From what I could tell, my hands were streaked with blood. My clothes were ripped open, and through the holes I could spot how my flesh was full of bite marks and deep scratches. Blood trickled out from some of the sores. I met Orvar’s eyes and felt suddenly dizzy.
 “We need to get all your injuries taken care of as soon as possible. Otherwise you might bleed to death,” Orvar said matter-of-factly.
 “Is it… that bad?” I managed to get out. 
 “Yes, but I must say you did a magnificent job defending yourself. Up there with your grandfather when he killed all those wolves. You killed three of those beasts, but they were too many. They were about to get you when we came. You were fighting half a dozen.”
 I stared at Orvar. “I killed three?”
 Orvar grinned. “Yes, unless Thor came down to help you that is what you did.” 
 The other man, who had disappeared briefly, returned with pieces of moss in his hands. He bent down and pressed the green moist plants on top of two of my deepest injuries. 
 “The moss should stop the worst of the bleeding for a day or two,” Orvar explained. He nodded at the man at work on me. “This is Knut. He helped me kill the rest of the beasts. I’m not sure I would have managed without his help.” 
 I looked at both men, not knowing what to say, because only then did I realize that they must have saved my life. I was forever in debt to them now.
 “You saved my life then,” I finally got out. “I owe you.”
 “How could I not save the life of Achour’s grandson and the son of Yakoube?” Orvar asked with a solemn expression. “Your father and grandfather have always been good to me. They were the only ones of free men who treated me with respect. Had it been anybody else, I would have let the boars have them.” Orvar signaled with his hand to Knut. Together they lifted me from the ground and started walking. 
 We arrived in Flemminge later that evening, the sky having turned black a short while earlier. It was very quiet in the small village except for the sound of someone playing the flute somewhere in the distance. The hooves of our horses produced a soothing sound as they trotted the well-used dirt road. Passing several houses and huts, we stopped in front of a small house made of daub and straw. Tying his horse to a pole, Orvar knocked four times at the wooden door. An old woman with gray hair tied back in a bun opened it a few inches, peering out from behind. When she saw that it was Orvar and Knut, she stepped back to let us in. Knut looked at the woman and nodded at the large kettle above the hearth in the middle of the room. Then he nodded in my direction. The woman went to a corner of the room in which a heap of animal skins, clothes, and some material I couldn’t make out were piled. She pulled out a large cow hide and placed it on the floor next to the hearth. Knut and Orvar carefully placed me on it. I felt how sleep was about to take me away when Orvar gave me a couple of swift slaps on the cheeks.
 “Don’t fade on us yet, Leif,” he ordered. “You need to get some food into your body first.” The woman stood behind Orvar with a wooden bowl in her hands. She handed it to Orvar, who put an arm under my neck and brought the bowl to my lips. “Here, drink some of this soup. It will be good for your blood loss.”
 I opened my mouth weakly and gulped down most of the lukewarm soup in it. A warm feeling spread in my stomach. The woman removed my ripped-up clothes and began to wash the bites and scratches that covered my body. Moments later I fell asleep.
 The next day Orvar, Knut, the woman—whose name was Helga and Knut’s mother— and I sat around the hearth. We shared a roasted hare that Knut and Orvar had caught earlier in the day. Black bread and a thick vegetable stew accompanied the well-cooked meat. I still felt weak, but I was in good spirits. For the first time in more than two weeks did I get to sit down with people and eat a civilized meal. It was such a joy that I allowed myself to briefly forget about Ragnar and what he had done to me and my family. Stuffing the last piece of stew and tender meat into my mouth, I greedily emptied the cup of mead next to me. It was savory mead, richer and spicier than any kind I had previously tasted. 
 “Take it easy, my friend,” Orvar said to me, smiling amused. “You might throw up all the food if you don’t slow down. Of course, you do need to get some meat on those bones. I hardly recognized you at first you’re so skinny.” 
 “This is all just so delicious. And I was so hungry,” I said, satisfied at last. 
 As everybody finished up, Helga removed the plates from the table and brought the dessert: a plump, sweet cheese and rice cake.

 “Huuuuh husaooh.hooouuggh,” Knut said, grinning wide and pointing toward the steaming cake. Then he looked at me. 
 “Have a large piece of that, Leif, he wants to say,” Helga said, patting her son’s back. “Nothing is as good for blood loss as this cheese and rice cake.”
 Staring at Knut, I must have looked funny because Helga, Orvar, and Knut himself burst out laughing. Then Helga explained that Knut’s tongue had been cut off when he was a small child, because a crazy man thought he talked too much during a visit to the market. This wasn’t the only tragedy Helga and Knut had suffered. Helga’s husband and other three sons had all been killed on Viking expeditions, and her only daughter drowned when she was only three, just like one of my own sisters. 
I was burning with desire to find out what had driven Orvar to murder his master. The more I got to know him, the surer I felt he’d had valid reasons, and I hoped that he would tell me about them. I also suspected that Orvar was born a free man, for his command of the language and his behavior in general were both far too refined for most slave-born men. 
 “Now that I have told you how I ended up in the woods in the middle of nowhere, it’s your turn,” I said to him. “What is your story?” 
 Orvar grew quiet and gazed into the fire that burned steadily in the hearth. When he didn’t answer, I felt certain that I must have offended him somehow.
 “I’m sorry, Orvar,” I said. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”
 But Orvar held up a square hand full of calluses. “You are not being disrespectful. You’re asking the right question. I have waited for an opportunity when I could tell someone about the true nature of Sigfrid the Great of Rodeby.”
 Orvar smiled unhappily before continuing. “As you know, Sigfrid the Great had been married for years and was known all around the province to be a good and respectable man, a real man. But that’s a lie. I discovered a long time ago that Sigfrid wished he were born a woman. I also found out that he liked to spend time with young boys, boys that were much too young. Six, seven, eight years old. I hated what I often witnessed, but what could I, a slave, do about it? Nothing. Then he decided that he wanted to spend time with my youngest son, Anders. Anders is seven years old. I couldn’t let him do to Anders what he did to those boys. Whenever he brought one with him, I heard the muffled screams coming out from his sleep alcove. I just couldn’t let him touch my son.”
 Once more Orvar got quiet, his eyes seeking out the fire. They lingered there for a few moments before he continued. “I told him to please spare my son. He looked at me as if I were mad. Then he told me to shut my mouth or he would cut my tongue off. Where is Anders, he demanded, but I simply shook my head, repeating what I had said. He got angry and fetched a long stick and began to beat me. He screamed that first he was going to give me a real good beating, then he was going to cut my tongue off for daring to challenge his orders, and after that he would go get Anders. Well, I couldn’t let him do that. I told him that over my dead body would I let him have my son. Then you will have to die, he told me. I attacked him because, clearly, the only way to keep him away from my son was if I killed him. So I did.”
 I stared at Orvar, disgusted. “But why didn’t you say this at your trial? If they knew this, the people surely would have objected to you getting such a severe punishment for killing your master!”
 Orvar shook his head wearily. “It’s not that simple. First of all, I doubt that anybody would have believed me. And I have to think of my family. I have two sons and two daughters and a wife. All are slaves at Sigfrid’s farm. Sigfrid’s brothers might use my family to avenge themselves if I told the Assembly what I just told you. Can you imagine the scandal if the entire province found out what type of man Sigfrid really was? It would ruin his family’s name. I’m not even sure they themselves have understood exactly what it was that he was doing. They probably thought Sigfrid’s doings with the boys was some innocent game. No, it had to be kept a secret. I had to protect my family. It was a silent understanding between me and his brothers. It was better if everybody thought I was just a bad slave.”
 I nodded slowly, contemplating this. Then I clenched my fists so hard the knuckles whitened. What I felt must have been written in my face for Orvar sighed and said, “Yes, that is how angry I was, too. Angrier even. But I had to let that go because I knew it was useless. That it is useless. There is nothing more that I can do. At least I know that my family, my boys are safe now that Sigfrid is dead. The rest of his family is not so bad. As long as I stay away and let their lives continue like before, I think they will leave my wife and kids alone. My life here in Flemminge is good. I was lucky that I managed to escape with my life and that I met Helga and Knut, who let me stay and work for them. They are good people.” He gave the old woman and the mute man glances filled of warm gratitude. 
 “There must be something we can do about the situation,” I said, still furious. “Some way to revoke your punishment. Was that other slave telling the truth? The one who witnessed against you. Did he see you kill Sigfrid?” 
“I think so, but I’m not sure. And it doesn’t matter. That pig hates me, he always has. He would never admit that he was lying, even if that was what he did.”
 “What if we could find someone else, someone good to back up your claim? Then we could demand a retrial. For sure the Law Speaker would let you. He is a good man, and he would get the people and the judges with him. The people would never accept such behavior from any master against their slaves. They would understand why you had to kill him. If we could get the public all the way over on your side, I doubt that Sigfrid’s brothers would dare ever touching your family. Maybe the People’s Assembly would even award you and your family your freedom. It is not unlikely. Who else knows about what Sigfrid did? Anybody?”
 “Yes, I know that Sigfrid’s wife knew what was going on with him and all the boys,” Orvar answered hesitantly. “And I know that she didn’t approve of it.”
 Excitement filled me. “Yes. Yes! Her testimony is perfect now that she’s a widow and the head of the family. That’s the only time a woman’s word is worth as much as that of a man.”
 “But how would you convince her to do that, Leif?” Orvar asked, confused. “Remember, you are a forest man now. You have no more influence in Valstad than I do nowadays.”
 “I will find a way to prove that Ragnar set me up. I’m not sure how yet, but I will. Somehow, I will make someone I trust trick Ragnar to reveal himself. He already did to me.” I narrowed my eyes and smiled. “And he will do it again, for he has never been able to keep a secret, no matter how important. And then the Jarlabankes will have to pay. Dearly.” 
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Several days passed before I had recuperated the large amounts of blood I had lost, and many more before my multitude of injuries healed. I soon understood that parts of my body would be forever crisscrossed with scars from my fight against the boars, but that didn’t bother me much. I was just glad that I had escaped alive. 
 The moment I felt well enough to move around—and when the rest of my new-found friends finally let me—I began to help Helga inside the house. It was the least I could do in return for her and her son’s seemingly inexhaustible hospitality. I swept the earth-trampled floor regularly, I washed clothes and cloths with her, I helped her prepare the meals and clean up afterwards; I even learned how to spin and weave, something Helga did lots of. She created intricate tapestries that featured warriors’ heroic deeds, gods feasting in Valhalla and beautiful Valkyries rewarding men killed in battle, which she sold primarily to nobles who often placed special orders with her. The rest of the little household’s living stemmed from Knut and Orvar’s daily hunting expeditions. Every morning the two of them left in search of hares, rabbits, boars, and the occasional reindeer or elk. They stole eggs from birds’ nests and trapped ducks, and now and then they fished in the nearby river. Knut in particular was a skillful hunter and fisherman, and it was rare that they returned without at least a couple of dead animals or fish. Some of the meat we ate and some were traded for vegetables, grain and milk, or sold at the market. When they caught larger animals, they had fur to sell as well, and antlers if it was a reindeer or a red deer, both especially profitable items. 
 As the weeks passed and it became even colder, I pondered how I could make Ragnar pay for what he had done and clear my name. I didn’t want to return to Karlsby and my family until I had at least a tentative plan of how to put things right, but the more I considered the matter, the more I despaired. What could I possibly do? The only thing that had changed since the trial was that I now knew for sure that I was innocent; everybody else back home most likely remained convinced of my guilt. My father and I couldn’t demand a retrial based solely on Ragnar having given himself away to me, in particular since there were no witnesses available to support this claim. The only person who might have overheard Ragnar’s revelation was the Law Speaker, but he wasn’t enough. And using oath-helpers wouldn’t help much either: for every oath-helper my family could come up with, the Jarlabanke clan could match with ten. An oath-helper’s function was not to provide alibi for a defendant, only to swear that he didn’t believe the defendant was guilty. 
 I watched the snow pile up on the ground in Flemminge, as I searched the deepest crevices of my mind for a solution. Sometimes, it had snowed so much the previous night we could hardly open the front door, taking us nearly a quarter day until we managed to get outside at last. Of course, those snowy days we only left the house if it was absolutely necessary, such as to get water or more firewood to stay warm, all the while sustaining ourselves on dried fish or meat, beans, apples, and cheese and bread. To pass the time, Hilda weaved and the rest of us repaired broken hunting and fishing tools or created new ones, while exchanging stories, playing board games or throwing dice. My skills whittling flutes from branches of oak tripled. 
 But no matter how many times I turned and twisted the situation in my head, subtracted or added pieces, could I come up with what to do about it. I finally decided that I would return home anyway. Maybe, when I was back with my family in Karlsby, I would come up with something, a solution that I had previously overlooked triggered by more familiar surroundings. Maybe my father or brothers had heard something around the neighborhood, something that, together with me showing up so unexpectedly, could help us build a good enough case to present at the People’s Assembly. Maybe Ragnar had let on to somebody what he had done. Knowing what a blabbermouth he could be, it sure was likely. 
 Yes, as soon as my injuries healed completely and warmer weather came, I would take Orvar with me and return home, with or without a plan. 
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Three months later
 
 
Little snow remained on the ground and on the houses in Flemminge. Instead of icicles hanging from the edges of the roofs, water dripped in steady streams, creating dark-colored pusses as it mixed with the thawing dirt below. Receding layers of snow revealed ground covered with yesteryear’s rotten grass. Many of the birds that traveled south for the winter returned, twittering light melodies. The air was full of the smell that accompanies early spring in Denmark and southern Sweden, a fresh, earthy odor replete with greenery anxiously awaiting rebirth. 
 It was early in the morning and the already brilliant sunshine promised an unusually warm day for this time of year. Which was good because it meant Orvar and I could return sooner than planned. He, Knut and I, having just finished breakfast, were on our way to hunt for some hare when someone knocked on the front door.
 “Who could that be so early?” Orvar asked, looking at me and Knut. Knut shrugged and walked up to the door and opened it. 
 At first I was sure the bright sun played tricks with my eyes. The tall, black-haired youngster standing outside the house beside an older man simply must be a stranger. Both of them were dressed in goatskin coats and hats. But when the youngster said, “Leif!” and grinned wide, I understood that my younger brother Egin, blue-eyed and gangly just like me, was standing there, only steps away. He extended his arms toward me. 
 Just to make sure I wasn’t seeing a spirit, I said, “Egin? Is that really you?”
 “Yes, Leif, it is me! I cannot believe I—”
 I had already thrown myself over Egin by then, hugging him tightly and kissing his cheeks and head with nearly the same passion I used with Thora. 
 Finally, I let go and, holding him an arm’s length away, I asked, so happy I could barely speak, “How did you find me?”
 Returning the wide grin that had split my own face in two, Egin said, “I remembered that you said you thought any escaped slave or forest man ought to head for Flemminge where no one knew of their background. So Magnus here”—Egin nodded at the man beside him—“and I crossed the woods together to see if you were here. We arrived yesterday and an alehouse owner told us he thought you were in this house together with Orvar. And here you are, alive and well!” 
 So overjoyed at seeing my little brother standing there, I let out a belly laughter and ruffled his long, black curls.
 “I cannot believe you came all the way from Karlsby for me,” I said. “If you had come a few days later, Orvar and I would have been on our way back to home. You would have missed us! Clearly, the gods are on our side, as Father would have said.” I took a step back, motioning for Egin and his companion to enter the cottage, which they did after greeting Knut and Orvar. Then they greeted Helga, who immediately prepared more breakfast. Moments later, we were all seated around the glowing hearth.
 “So, Egin,” I said, the words bubbling out of me, “tell me everything from the beginning. What made you come here? Did you find out that I am innocent? Because I am.”
 Egin nodded, his face taking on a grave expression. Only then did I realize how much narrower his cheeks had become. Anger rushed through my body. The Jarlabankes must be working my family to death to make them pay for my alleged assault on their honor. 
 “Yes, I do know that,” he answered. “But I never thought you were guilty in the first place anyway. Only Father did.” As soon as those last words had left his mouth, his pale skin turned pink. He gave me an embarrassed look. “Well, he—”
 I held up a hand, feeling less magnanimous than I acted. “Egin. Don’t worry. I figured that he did.” I gave him an encouraging smile. “Tell me, how did you find out I was innocent?”
 “Thora and one of the Jarlabanke slaves overheard Ragnar confess to Loke that he set you up one night after they had been out drinking. The slave—Bosse, I think he’s called—sent his daughter to our farm to tell us about it. Apparently, Ragnar retold his deed in great detail.”
 I barely registered the significance of what Egin had just told me. The mere mention of Thora’s name sent shivers through my body, making me dizzy. I could feel my heart beating faster in my chest, my breathing picking up speed.
 “Thora…” I managed to get out finally. “How is she?”
 “Oh, she is… well.”
 Egin’s eyes fluttered then, and I knew something was wrong. 
 “What’s the matter?” I asked. “She didn’t re-marry already, did she?” I chuckled, thinking my question was too preposterous to ever carry the possibility of being true.
 When Egin didn’t answer but just stared at me, my stomach turned and I knew it was not only true, but that it was worse than that. “Egin.” The next words stuck in my throat, making me choke; still, I had to know immediately. “Tell me who she married.”
 At length he nodded. “She has married Ragnar.”
 As the words entered my ears, I had to fight hard not to throw up where I sat between him and Orvar. All I wanted right then was to get outside where I could breathe. The air inside the cottage only seemed to make my chest tighter and tighter. My limbs feeling weak, I managed to push myself into a standing position. I stumbled toward the front door and walked outside. 
 Walking mindlessly for a short while, I sunk down on a tree stump and stared into the ground. Egin came after me, asking me if I was all right. Waving him away, I remained seated on that stump for the longest time, unaware of anything that happened around me.
 After a painful, lengthy internal debate, I decided that Thora’s marriage to Ragnar in fact made sense. What else could she have done, given the circumstances? Divorced or not, she was still associated with me, a convicted rapist and murderer. No matter how beautiful, she was no longer considered a desirable wife. She must have been lonely, so terribly lonely and sad that she had felt her only choice was to marry Ragnar despite finding him obnoxious and vulgar. With all that silver and his standing in the community, Ragnar wasn’t a bad husband for a girl. She didn’t know that he was a murderous bastard. Not until she overheard him confess to Loke. 
 It pained me to think of everything she had been forced to suffer through lately. But I also realized that, because of it, I had found someone who could endorse my claim that Ragnar had set me up. Even though the testimony of a female didn’t carry as much weight as that of a male, combined with Ragnar having married Thora so soon—proof of a clear motive—it should be enough. I had found a solution to my dilemma.
 Excitement rushed through my veins and I nearly smiled. I only wished that I didn’t have to mix Thora into this sordid affair. I hated that she would have to stand in the middle of the court square inside the People’s Assembly, the whole province staring at her, as she retold every sordid detail of Ragnar’s confession. It was no business for a girl. Staring at the tall fir that rose before me, an evening following our wedding feast, when life was good still, came back to me.
“Each time I look at you, you’re getting more beautiful,” I had whispered, my lips brushing Thora’s small ear. I straightened my head and contemplated her glowing face again. She returned my gaze and gave me that special smile she only used for me. 
Thora and I had walked around the lake below our farm to admire the sunset together. We stood on a cliff, facing our home high up on the hills on the other side. The square farm buildings were outlined against the star-filled sky and smoke streamed from the longhouse’s roof, dissolving into the night. The full moon was mirrored in the dark waters beneath us, covering the surface with the thinnest layer of silver.
I cupped my hands around her face. “I could stand here forever and just lose myself in those pretty eyes of yours. I must be the luckiest man in the world for having you as my wife.”
 “We are both lucky for having each other, Leif,” Thora said, her arms grasping tighter around my waist.
 I bent down and kissed her. It was as if her lips had put a spell on me: I simply had to kiss them over and over and over. And each time I did, I got dizzy from excitement. 
 “I cannot imagine what my life would have been like had I not gone to Valstad that Sunday,” I mumbled between kisses. “I might have never met you.”
 “I know. We would both have been so unhappy. Everything would have been meaningless.” 
 “We would have continued to live as two broken people. And we wouldn’t even have known why. That is almost the worst part.”
 “But now we’re together. We will always be together, Leif. Nothing can ever come between us. I won’t let it.” 
 “Nothing.”
 Thora closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nostrils. Smiling, she removed my hands from her face and turned her head to glance out over the black, shimmering water.
 “I never thought it possible to be this happy,” she said and sighed. She turned back to me, every part of her gorgeous face grinning. “And this is just the beginning! Can you imagine how happy we will be when you win the tournament? Then our lives can start for real. I can hardly wait for that day. How many weeks are left now?”
 “Eleven,” I muttered.
 “Oh, so many? I thought it was sooner… Well, let’s hope they will pass rapidly. With all the silver you’ll win, everything will be wonderful. So nice and easy and wonderful!”
 “Yes.” I looked away from her.
 “Tell me again how much the King will pay you, Leif.”
 “200 silver coins.”
 “200!” She let go of my hands and stepped close to the cliff edge. With her arms stretched out to the sides, she spun around and around, her eyes fixed on the star-sprinkled sky. My insides twisted into a knot at the possibility of Thora slipping and plunging into the water below. I took a step toward her so I could catch her were this to happen. I didn’t need to worry for long. Thora soon stopped spinning and contented herself by just gazing out over the lake. “Imagine all the land we can buy with that silver, Leif, and how much more we will make on all the crops we’ll grow,” she said. “Dear Odin, we will be the richest in the province before long!” She took another breath of fresh fall night before turning around and grabbing my hand. “We better go back home so you get enough rest for practice tomorrow. You’ll need every little bit of strength to make sure no one will be able to beat you.”
 “I will win, Thora, don’t you worry about that. The way Jerker has been pushing me, you can be sure of that. And from now on Magnus will train with us, too. He is the best swordsman in all of Ostergotland.”
 Thora snuggled up close and kissed me long and deep. When she let go finally, my knees had gotten so weak and my head so dizzy I feared I would be the one to slip off the cliff. She stared at me. “I know you will win, Leif. You were born to be the best. It’s as simple as that. I could tell that the first time I saw you. And tomorrow I’ll show your father how many socks I have knitted so far. He will see for himself that you picked a good wife.” Defiance glittered in her eyes. “A wife who can take care of the house just as good as his own or your brother’s.” 
 I pulled her closer. “I know he will because I have married the best girl there is. I could tell that the first time I saw you,” I mimicked her. 
 Forcing the memory away, I wondered how she was doing, if Ragnar was treating her well. He probably is, I thought bitterly; after all, Ragnar had performed murder so he could get his hands on her. He must treat her like a queen. Jealousy made my stomach turn again. Well, I thought, pushing the jealousy back down as I got to my feet. That would soon change. 
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Orvar, Egin and his travel guide Magnus and I made the trip back to Karlsby in less than ten days—by foot. We left the dead Thanes’ two remaining horses with Knut and Helga as a token of my gratitude for everything they had done for me and Orvar. The third horse ran away, never to be found again, while I was fighting the boars. Few incidents took place that hindered our progress in the woods, and none with giant bears or angry boars.
 It was early evening when we reached my family’s farm where we would spend the night. Egin and his companion went first to make sure that it was safe for me and Orvar to leave the woods, as Jarlabanke sentinels patrolled our land these days. Everything seemed to be fine, but we still decided to wait until it got even darker before leaving the shelter of the large firs. Now that we were so close to our goals, we didn’t want to take any risks. 
 As Orvar and I waited for night to fall, I took a seat inside a fir with particularly heavy branches and thought about how, shortly, my exile would be over. Soon, I would be able to continue my life as a free man again, and, if my recent luck continued, it would become even better than it used to be. The Jarlabankes would have to redeem my family dearly to pay for all the damage Ragnar had inflicted upon us, much more than the 200 silver coins I’d get by winning the sword fighting contest. I remember thinking how rich we would be with all the silver it would result in, as I had prepared. 
 I had felt certain that I would win the sword fighting contest, but I felt a lot more certain that we would win at the People’s Assembly now. During our trip back, Egin had told me how Father had run into Hilda’s personal slave, Toke, in Valstad just before Egin left for Flemminge. Toke had given him some valuable information: Thora wasn’t the only one who had seen Ragnar disappear while Hilda and I were gone during the birthday feast. My friend Sven had seen him, too, having been with Thora then. Sven would tell the Assembly the truth if he got an opportunity. Having known him all my life, Sven wasn’t one to ever lie. Thora’s words combined with Sven’s and my own testimony of Ragnar’s guilt should be enough to convict Ragnar, even without a single oath-helper to validate me. The people believed in fairness above all, and the Law Speaker was a fair man, too.
 It was nearly midnight when Orvar and I finally dared leaving our hiding place and sneaking over to my family’s longhouse. Hurriedly, we entered through the low dark entrance. Our frail housekeeper, Elsa, stood next to the burning hearth together with Anna and Inga, my younger sisters; Petter, my 12-year-old brother and our two field hands, Jerker and Styrbjorn. They were all smiling like madmen at the sight of me, fighting to get to me first to kiss and hug me, welcome me back. Even the dogs seemed ecstatic to see me again. As I worked my way through everyone, my face smothered with kisses, both Elsa and our field hands told me over and over how they had never believed even for a moment that I had been guilty of anything. 
 “I told your father many times that a mistake had been made,” Elsa said, cupping my face between her old hands. “My Leif could never do such things to a girl!”
 I smiled at the small woman, so old and sick-looking she must be at the brink of death now. Our housekeeper’s poor health was the very reason my father had asked me to marry a year younger than normal, which was when a man turned seventeen. When Elsa was gone, there would be no female in the house old enough to take care of it. Of course, he had much rather seen me marry Hilda than Thora, who was from a poor craftsman family and whose father was dead. Hilda would have brought plentiful dowries with her, making sure our family would never starve no matter how many of our crops dried up or rained away. But I had refused. I didn’t love Hilda that way. I could never marry for property only, like my father had done. There were other ways to ensure that our family would never starve, and I would prove it to my father. He would see that, in the end, my way was the better one, in fact, the only one. Winning the royal sword fighting tournament was the only way our family would get the respect we deserved at last, the only way we would become true equals in the community. 
When I stood there in front of the King, having taken down every one of my opponents, the best ones in the country, no one would ever think of the Blackhairs as former slaves any more. We would be the same as everyone else in Sweden.
 When my family was through showering me with kisses and hugs, I introduced Orvar to all of them. There was no need to vouch for the escaped slave being a good man despite the murder he had committed, which all of them were aware of. Egin had already explained what had really happened to everyone, why he had had no choice but to kill the man. Instead of considering Orvar a cold-blooded murderer, they considered him a hero. 
 “Where is Father?” I asked Egin, who had been standing to the side as I greeted everyone. I couldn’t spot my father anywhere. I had to thank him for choosing not to have me killed, even though I knew now that it had been mere mercy, not a firm belief in my innocence, that had driven him to save me.
 “He is asleep already,” Egin said.
 “Already? How come?” Father never slept for long nor did he ever go to bed early.
 “He is sick.” 
 Sick? Our father wasn’t one to get sick either. Ever. 
 “What’s wrong with him?” I asked, instantly worried.
 “We don’t know yet, but it seems he has caught a cold or something like that. It doesn’t seem so bad.”
 “Where is he?”
 Egin nodded toward the back of the longhouse. “Come. I will show you.”
 Our father lay sleeping on old animal hides piled on top of a bench at the other end of our home. He was buried under layers of goatskin. What was visible of his gaunt face was glossy and red, and his breathing was uneven and strained. I stared at him, not liking what I saw at all.
 “When did this happen?” I asked Egin tightly. Not only did Father look as though he was boiling over with fever, but there was also something else the matter with him. Something that seemed far worse than a simple cold. 
 “Elsa told me he began to feel bad in the morning four days ago,” Egin answered. “So not for very long.”
 “Did a medicine woman come to see him?”
 “Yes, Gulla was here last night. She prayed to the gods for him and said we must sacrifice a goat to get him better.”
 I snorted and shook my head. “Gulla… What does she know? Let’s not sacrifice any animals. We cannot afford it and I doubt it will do him much good. What he needs are healing herbs. Tomorrow, as soon as the sun comes up, have Gunhild the Clever come over. She is much better with sickness than Gulla. Her herb compote wipes out most illnesses.”
 “But it was Father who wanted Gulla to come. He said that she is the best with the gods and all the spirits. And she knows all kinds of magic to cure disease.”
 I put a hand on my brother’s shoulder. “Egin, trust me on this one. Sometimes Father has no idea what he is talking about. Magic is not as helpful as people like to believe, at least not on its own. Herbs are better, and prayers might help, too. They are his only chance, and it should have been done sooner.”
 Egin nodded. “I will go over first thing in the morning.” 
 I gave him a smile, and then I motioned for him to leave me alone with our father.
 I sank down on my haunches next to Yakoube and studied him a bit closer, not liking the look of him at all. A renewed wave of fury surged through me. Had it not been for all the extra work he and the rest of my family had been forced to do, I doubted he would have gotten so sick, or even sick at all. My father was too old to work as much as he had done lately to pay the extravagant tenant fees the Jarlabankes charged our family, according to Egin. Bjorn Jarlabanke had no intention of letting my family off easy, just like I had feared.

 Well, I thought bitterly. Even though my father might have chosen to save me out of mercy, I would make sure that he wouldn’t regret that decision. I would find a way to make the People’s Assembly give us all of the Jarlabanke estate to pay for what Ragnar had done to me and my family. And I suddenly felt sure that I would find it, too. Sadly, I didn’t feel as sure my father would make it to see that I had made his sacrifice worthwhile in the end. 
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The following afternoon, Orvar and I stood outside the Jarlabanke estate, about 100 steps away from the high wooden fence that encircled the clan’s premises. We were hiding behind one of the two great oaks growing in the meadows there. If our young messenger had done her job well, very soon Thora would come outside to meet up with me. 
 The moment I had awoken in the morning, I made the necessary arrangements for Thora and I to meet without evoking any suspicion. The same little slave girl who’d informed Egin that Ragnar was the one behind the murder would tell Thora that she’d found a litter of newborn kittens next to one of the oaks. Thora couldn’t resist the sight of kittens, so it would be a perfectly inconspicuous excuse to get her to leave the premises for a while. People who knew her were well aware how fond of cats she was.
 Orvar and I had waited half a day already. Not knowing exactly when the right opportunity would present itself for the girl to approach Thora, we’d figured that we had better arrive early. I didn’t mind the long wait; the prospect of reuniting with Thora made me so jubilant I barely noticed how time added up anyway. As I stood there behind the monumental, grayish-brown oak trunk, I peeked out at the Jarlabanke estate entrance from time to time. Orvar gently reminded me that doing so was unwise. What if one of the sentinels stationed next to the entrance saw me? But I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t want to miss a single moment of my beloved wife’s return to me. At last she knew the truth… I imagined the smile breaking up her rosy-cheeked face at the sight of me, how she would melt in my arms as we embraced, how delicious her lips would taste against mine. I wondered what she would look like now, if she would be wearing some lavish dress that would enhance her curvaceous body, bring out her beauty even more. She hadn’t changed much, according to Egin. If anything, she had become even more gorgeous. 
 The sun had nearly disappeared behind the moist, gray hills in the west when she finally appeared. Orvar was sitting down at this point, leaning his back against the wide oak trunk, while I was still standing. At the sound of feet nearing our hiding spot, he immediately stood up, too, and we were both on our guard. Bending around the trunk, I stole a glance to verify that it was who I hoped. It was. Seeing Thora approach us dressed in a long, dark red silk dress with white embroidered borders, my stomach skipped with joy. The little slave girl was dragging her in our direction. Before long the two of them had arrived.
 When she discovered me, shock twisted Thora’s pretty features. It was soon exchanged for a wide smile, however, just like I had thought. 
 “Leif!” 
 I was momentarily frozen, not able to believe at first that we were back together at last. Recuperating swiftly, I took Thora in my arms and pulled her close. My lips met hers, and then it was just the two of us again, out on one of our walks in the woods under the star-pricked black night. I wasn’t sure how long we kissed; all I knew was that kissing her was as good as I had imagined it to be, better even. Reluctantly, I pulled her away from me so I could look at her. Her face was flushed, the pink cheeks making her blue eyes sparkle bluer than ever.
 “I cannot believe I’m seeing you again, Leif,” she said in a weak voice. “You are back and alive! I’m so happy.”
 “Yes, I’m back and alive. As you yourself know now, I never did any of what they accused me of. Ragnar set me up so he could take you away from me. And he did.” The last sentence must have come out more critical than I had intended, for a shadow fell over Thora’s face and she looked away. I took her face in my hands and moved it so her eyes met mine. “I’m sorry, my love. I know this has not been easy for you either. You did what you had to do. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad for having married Ragnar. What else could you have done?”
 She nodded. “Yes, that is true. I really had no choice but to marry him. Of course, had I known—”



 I put a finger over her mouth. “Don’t worry, my darling. What’s done is done. But the good thing is, we can arrange everything so you and I are back together, like we should be.”
 Thora’s large cornflower eyes lit up. “Oh, yes, Leif, take me away from this terrible person who has done such evil deeds, who killed and took advantage of his own sister!” She scowled. “Can you believe he justified what he did by saying she is only his half-sister anyway, her mother a slave? As if that means her life is worth any less.” She scoffed.
 I thought about her words for a moment before answering. “Actually, I can. Not that it makes what he did any less vile. I understand that he… that he at least never raped her, though?”
 Thora scrunched up her pretty face. “According to what he told Loke, he didn’t. But who knows if he was telling the truth. As far as I am concerned, he probably raped her, too.”
 I shuddered involuntarily. “I sincerely hope you’re wrong, Thora.”
 “I doubt it.” She closed her eyes and whispered, “Oh Leif, please take me away from him as soon as possible. I can hardly bear breathing the same air as him, never mind live in the same house and share the same bed. Considering what he is capable of, I might be next and… and…” When she opened her eyes again, they were filled with tears and the words choked in her throat. 
 My heart breaking at the sight of her pain, I pulled her close again and rocked her slowly. “Shhh,” I whispered into her ear as she buried her face into my chest. “It’s going to be all right. Soon, all this will be over and we will be together again, just you and I. I’m so sorry you had to overhear Ragnar’s confession. Really, I feel terrible. Those kinds of things are not for a girl’s ears. But at least now we have a way to make him pay for what he did.”
 Thora removed her tear-stained face from my chest and looked at me.
 “How are you planning to make him pay for it, Leif? Please tell me. I need to know or I will lose my mind.”
 I stroked the soft blond hair on her head. “There is no need for you to lose your mind, my love. As soon as my father gets a retrial at the People’s Assembly, and you and Sven give your testimonies, my sentence will be revoked and Ragnar will be found guilty. And for sure a good part of their estate will be transferred into the hands of my family. So we will be rich, too!”
 Confusion spread over Thora’s face. “But… what do you mean… that I should give testimony…?”
 “I understand that it sounds daunting and strange to you, and I agree, a girl should never have to mix herself with these kinds of matters. But you see, sweetheart, we don’t have a choice. It’s the only way to get Ragnar.” 
 She frowned. “But I don’t know if I can do that…What if my testimony is not enough? You know how they don’t take women’s testimonies as seriously as those of men. What if they don’t believe me?”
 “I know what you’re saying, Thora, but that’s just a risk we have to take. I’m certain your testimony together with Sven’s, who’ll confirm that Ragnar disappeared long enough that evening to have an opportunity to set me up, will be enough to get him convicted and my sentence revoked. Especially since his motive now is very obvious.”
 I squeezed her arms encouragingly, but Thora averted her eyes. When she didn’t say anything, I asked her what was wrong.
 “Oh, nothing,” she replied. “It’s just that… I’m not so sure they will revoke your sentence. I have never heard of such a thing before. And then, if they don’t, and what with me having disrespected my family and husband so much, Ragnar will for sure divorce me without giving me anything. And I’m not allowed to remarry again. After you and Ragnar, I’ve already been married twice. You know as well as I do that I’m only allowed to marry twice.”
 I stared at her, confused. “But you don’t have to remarry, Thora. I’m sure that our marriage would still be valid when everybody realizes what really happened.”
 “And if they don’t and your sentence is not revoked? What should I do then?”
 “Well, I suppose, in the very worst case you could always go live with your mother again, right? She and her brother’s family would take care of you. But that won’t happen anyway because you and I are the victims and the Law Speaker is a fair man. And so are the people and the judges. They would never allow my sentence not to be revoked. It’s very clear.”
 “I’m not so sure about that. Isn’t there any other way, Leif?”
 “No, Thora. There isn’t.”
 I kept staring at her, fighting the lightheadedness that suddenly overwhelmed me from taking over. I didn’t want to believe what I already knew she was about to tell me. But I had to know for sure, so I forced myself to speak.
 “Thora, are you telling me that you don’t want to testify against Ragnar at the People’s Assembly?”
 Thora refused to meet my eyes.
 “By Thor, answer me!” I demanded and tightened my grip around her shoulders to make her look at me, angst getting the best of me. 
 Finally, she did, fury coloring her features. “No, Leif, I cannot take such a chance. I think it’s wrong, really wrong of you to ask me to put myself in such a precarious position. There must be another way to get Ragnar.”
 “I told you already. There isn’t.”
 “Well, then I don’t know what to say, Leif. There is nothing I can do to help you.”
 I felt how my knees went weak. I braced myself. “So you would rather spend your life with a murderer than risk living with your mother and your uncle’s family…” The words felt unreal to me as I said them. She looked away, pouting. 
 I let go off her and turned to Orvar. The slave stood with his back facing us a few steps away, waiting for us to finish our conversation. I called him. Orvar turned around, prepared for an order from me. I motioned for us to get going, my face feeling like it had turned into a mask. Our mission was completed. 
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I couldn’t fall asleep that night. It was as if my eyelids had been cut off, and all I could do was stare and stare into the vaulted ceiling of our longhouse. Every part of my body ached, every joint, every muscle; all the way into the marrow of my bones pain kept me awake, though worst of all was the pain in my heart. Excruciating, it had been with me since Orvar and I left my ex-wife and walked into the woods. Each instant the pain seemed to intensify, and I felt certain that soon it would tear my heart in pieces. Attempting to make it less palpable, I tossed and turned over the animal hide layers on which I lay, but it didn’t do much good. If anything, it seemed to have the opposite effect, making the pain worse. 
 As it slowly became morning and the rest of my family began to wake up, I pulled myself together and sat up. I must have fallen asleep at some point because I felt slightly better, the pain having dissipated somewhat. On unsteady legs, I went outside to wash up in the wooden trough in the barn. The body heat that emanated from the two cows, our two remaining horses and a colt, and the goat lived inside this longhouse during the winter months. They made it more pleasant for our family to take care of our hygiene there rather than outside until it became warm again. 
 I discovered that Elsa had already poured clean water into the trough. I couldn’t help but smile a little despite my pain. Old and sicker than ever, she still insisted on pulling her share of the household work. Grateful, I removed the clothes on my upper body and splashed myself with it, and once again that same sense of deep despair that had kept me from falling asleep rippled through me. 

Thora doesn’t want to help me.
 She would rather live with Ragnar, whom she didn’t love and who she knew was a murderer than take a chance on me, a chance that was bound to succeed. Clearly, she was more interested in her own material comfort than in the two of us being together again, making me wonder just how deep her love for me could have been. Had she ever really loved me? Maybe not… My stomach knotted at this possibility. 
 I finished washing the rest of my body. Then I took a seat on the milking stool, rubbing myself dry with a large piece of wool, and pondered my situation. My life as a forest man would surely continue now. Not that this mattered much to me any longer without Thora in my life; I would be all right one way or another. Together with Orvar, I could travel far down into Denmark and create a new life for myself there. Even though I doubted I would ever be happy again, I was determined to continue living now that I knew that I wasn’t a crude rapist and killer. But what about my family? I couldn’t accept their suffering. 
My father wasn’t the only one whose life was gradually being eaten up, not to mention poor Elsa. The old woman had developed pain in her knees, the one part of her body that had remained strong and healthy despite her age, and she could barely walk now. Inga and Anna were withering away, too. Inga, the seven-year-old, who had always been on the slender side, had become so skinny you could easily count her ribs. She used to be so full of life, constantly on the lookout for an adventure, someone to play with. Now, when she was finished with her chores, she preferred lounging alone in a corner, doing nothing but stare lazily into the fire that always burned in the hearth. Anna, a year and a half older, had begun to lose her hair, her stomach was bloated, her gums bled and her skin had become dry and scaly. Petter, being a few years older and therefore stronger, was doing better, but I could tell that he, too, seemed weaker. Certainly, he had lost weight as there was little to eat after the tenant payment was taken care of. I couldn’t just leave them behind; at least my sisters and father would surely be gone within a few months if I did.
 There must be some other way for me to exonerate myself. There had to be. 
In an impotent rage, I kicked the wide oak stub on which the trough rested so hard I nearly turned over both trough and stub. Then I sunk down in a deep squat, resting my tired head in my cupped hands. I wished my mother was alive still so I could consult with her. She always had the best advice, much better than my father. 
When my mother died, I lost the one person who understood me, who meant more to me than anybody else. My father and I, on the other hand, had never gotten along well, mostly because I felt he lacked spine. I hated how he backed down as soon as someone contradicted him, like a dog scared of being kicked by his owner. I hated how he smiled and tried staying friends with people who didn’t deserve to have any. I hated his insistence on tried and true methods, his reluctance to taking a chance. According to me and my mother, boldness begot greatness. Not that I ever told him straight out how I felt, but I was certain that he could sense it.
Unlike my mother and I, my father lacked pride. For example, it had been so important for him to fit into his new country that he had insisted on naming all his children except his oldest Swedish instead of Arabic names. Few Swedish families took such little pride in their heritage. When I had asked him why, he had claimed it was because we were really more Swedish than Arabic nowadays. But I was sure that wasn’t the real reason. No, it was because my father was afraid of being different. I was convinced this fear of sticking out was why he had embraced the province’s religion with such fervor as well. He knew the customs and rituals better than even the oldest priest. 
According to tradition, each spring during the harvest festival, every farmer had to kill three animals to honor Thor, the weather god; Solna, the goddess of sun; and Frej and Freja, the sibling gods of fertility. It was crucial to pick the fattest cow, the most productive egg hen, and the goat with the thickest and whitest milk so the gods wouldn’t feel slighted. This was no small sacrifice to make for our family, which was why my older brother, Achour the Second, had convinced our father not to sacrifice any more than the required number of animals. That had been no easy feat what with the man growing increasingly superstitious with the years. 
My father’s extreme superstition was another source of tension between the two of us. Not only did we fight about how many animals should be sacrificed in the harvest festivals or whenever extra luck was needed. We fought about whether to say prayers and use ancient rituals to cure disease instead of employing a knowledgeable medicine woman. We had even fought about the details surrounding my mother’s burial—my father had insisted on throwing a big, expensive traditional burial feast in her honor despite that we couldn’t really afford it, and despite that I kept reminding him that she hadn’t cared about such extravagances. She would much rather have seen that our family used the resources spent on the burial feast on ourselves. 
In the days following her death, I was so exasperated to find myself alone with my father that I had contemplated running away from home. The notion of leaving my younger siblings in the care of my weak father was something to happen to Achour the Second made me stay in the end. It proved a wise decision as a Viking expedition to England took my brother’s life shortly thereafter and, suddenly, I had become the eldest. 
 There was only one thing my father and I agreed on— the story of how my father’s father, a slave from North Africa, had won his freedom must never be forgotten. It was so spectacular it had become something of a legend in our province: 
Wolves had plagued the large Godfred farm that summer so many years ago. Night after night, the bloodthirsty beasts slew one or more of the cows, sheep, and goats. After four days nine cattle were dead. No matter how many men stayed around the pastures each evening in wait for the vicious animals to come, they were never able to kill many. Mostly, this was because the wolves didn’t get close enough for the men to reach with their spears. In order to really make a difference, you had to meet the beasts eye to eye. But no man was brave enough to volunteer doing such a thing, not even the Godfred sons, who had a high stake in the matter. Godfred himself was too old. That was when Achour, my grandfather, saw his opportunity. He went up to his master and told him that, in return for his freedom, he would enter the meadow and slay all the wolves on his own. 
Godfred had laughed so hard he had to sit down. Yes, Achour was a big and strong man, but surely he wasn’t that strong, and he definitely didn’t possess the skills to outwit a flock of wild animals single-handedly. Godfred had doubted that my grandfather could even fight. 
When Achour saw the disbelief in his master’s face, he told him that he was once considered the best swordsman in all of North Africa. Godfred had only Achour’s own words to support this claim, but he soon decided that he would rather risk losing a slave than any more of his cattle. 
 The following night Achour entered the dark pasture, armed with a three-foot, wide-bladed sword and two daggers, while eighteen men came to watch this madness from a safe distance. He hadn’t been lying when claiming to be the best swordsman in his homeland; he did win a tournament only six months before being captured as a slave. Of course, that was about fourteen years ago, and he hadn’t seriously fought anybody or anything since then. But he would rather let the wolves eat him alive than continue life as a slave. There was nothing else he could do to give his wife and children a better life but this. Their situation wouldn’t worsen if he died.
 To his owner’s delightful surprise—and certainly to everyone else present, including my grandfather himself—Achour slew every one of the vicious predators. He wasn’t even particularly hurt in the end; just a few bites here and there, nothing life-threatening. It was a most amazing feat. 
 When it was over, all of the men entered the dark meadow, cheering and hollering. As soon as they reached Achour, who stood bloody and exhausted beside the bodies of nine wolves, they lifted him up in the air. They began chanting, “Achour the Wolf-killer! Achour the Wolf-killer!” With adoration like that, it was impossible for Godfred not to stay true to his promise. In addition to being awarded their freedom, the rich landowner Rolf Jarlabanke gave Achour and his family a little farm and four cattle in his home district Karlsby, located right next to Godfred’s home district Ljunga. Rolf had come for a visit to the Godfred farm, and Achour’s heroic deed had deeply impressed him. 
 But even though Achour was free now, a man whose extreme courage and skills with the sword were awed and respected throughout the entire province, few people in Karlsby viewed him as their equal. The invisible stamp of slave wasn’t removed that easily. Nobody ever said that to his face, but, like a bloodhound, Achour could smell it in the air. And it didn’t help that Achour and his wife, with their black curly hair and black eyes, looked different from the fair-haired Swedes with their blue or green eyes. 
 I knew that the former slave stamp was the reason my father chose to marry my mother, a Swedish noble woman so headstrong and unruly no man of substance wanted her. With my mother came four cows, three pigs, a sheep, three goats, and a dozen chickens. Her father also gave her two acres of land situated close to our farm to complete her wedding dowry, and she owned a modest collection of jewelry. Very soon our family built additions to our longhouse and another barn for the animals. Still, our farm remained barely medium-sized, which was another reason my father had wanted me to marry Hilda instead of Thora. Hilda’s dowries would have resulted in us moving well into the medium-sized category. 
 I sighed and straightened my head. I had yet to get an opportunity to speak to my father since my return home. His sickness had worsened and he had become delirious from fever. Upon discovering me sitting by his side, he was clearly unaware of me being sentenced a rapist and a murderer, not to mention having been gone for more than five months. All he wanted to know was if we had plucked the apples and pears from the trees yet, or if they had frozen.
 I stood up heavily. There must be something I could do. Some little detail that had escaped everybody that I would think of later that would serve as sufficient basis for a retrial. Or maybe Thora, in a few days, would get second thoughts and realize what a disastrous effect her decision would have on me and so many other people. Either way, I had to get going. The longer Orvar and I stayed at the farm, the greater the risk of us getting caught. I had already spotted two of the Jarlabanke’s guards out on our fields and had barely managed to hide from a third when he approached Egin for the tenant payment. If we got caught, everybody at the farm would become criminals since it was illegal to harbor forest men. And then all would be lost. 
 “How are they doing?” I asked Orvar in the evening. Orvar had just returned from a secret meeting out in the woods with his wife and oldest son that had been arranged the day before. In order to get away for a long enough time, his wife had told their master they would go out into the forest and find new stones to use for cooking and to put around the hearth in the main room; most of the old ones were either broken or so black from soot they had become ugly to look at. Finding the right kind of stones was a time-consuming task.
 “They were all right, considering the circumstances,” Orvar said. “Sigfrid’s son is not as bad a master as his father. He treats them in a fair manner.”
 “Well, that is good to hear. When do you think they can come down to Denmark?”
 “Hanna, my youngest, is only nine months old. I think we will have to wait until she is at least a couple of years old. She will never survive a trip through the woods otherwise. But I hope that by that time I will have arranged for them to come by boat along the coastline instead of by foot. It would be much easier. Then I could join them and we could go farther down into Denmark so they’ll never find any of us. Like to Scania or Jutland maybe.” A joyous light shone in Orvar’s eyes as he spoke about the future for him and his small family as free people in another country. Suddenly, gloomy disillusion hardened his features. “I’m not sure how we will survive down there, of course. Or how I will get a ship up here to take them away.” 
 I nodded and said, “It sure would have been better if you all could stay here and live as free farmers.” 
 A lot had been dependent on whether I could reverse the verdict. Ever since the day when Orvar and Knut had saved me from the boars, I had yearned to show the man my gratitude. The plan had been to buy Orvar and his wife and three children with part of the silver I would undoubtedly get from the Jarlabankes in restoration, and then to set them free. Naturally, I would give them a couple of animals and a piece of land on which they could live and grow crops. But Orvar, more than I, was realistic enough to gather that without Thora’s cooperation it was unlikely that I would ever be able to accomplish this goal. Even if I did get enough silver together through other means, Orvar was still a convicted murderer, and as such he was as much of a forest man as I was. Indeed, it was worse in his case—anyone who could catch Orvar and bring him back to the Sigfrid clan was likely to get a huge reward. No, Orvar needed to have his name cleared. The only person who could do that was a powerful farmer or noble, somebody who had influence enough to convince the district that Orvar had had no choice but to kill his master. But until I got exonerated, if ever, the only way Orvar and his family would live together again was if he could get them far away from Karlsby.
 “Oh, well,” Orvar said and gave me an encouraging grin. “We will be all right one way or another, I believe. When are we leaving?” 
 “Right before sunrise tomorrow morning.”
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It was chilly and the sun had yet to show above the rolling brown hills in the east when Orvar and I took our leave of my family. Egin, Petter, Elsa, our two field hands, and my two little sisters were standing together, forming a half circle on the wide, grass-covered yard in front of our longhouse. Pressed in between the large field hands, Inga seemed even tinier than she really was. All the weight she had lost made her resemble our father more than ever, her round face no longer sporting those meaty, glowingly red cheeks. Instead, it was gaunt and the skin pasty. Her narrow eyes had become twice as large as normal. 
I could tell that all of them except for Anna and Inga, who were too young to understand fully what was going on, did their best to keep up the act of pretending that Orvar and I would be back shortly. We all knew this could very well be the last time we would see each other, even though I reassured them over and over that I would soon return with good news, and then all would change for the better at last. No matter how much I wanted those words to be true, I knew that it was unlikely.
 I had hoped that my father would have regained consciousness so that I could say goodbye to him as well. There was so much I wanted to tell him, so many issues between us that both had kept avoiding, some rather trivial when you thought about it, that needed to be resolved. But I couldn’t afford to wait any longer. It was getting late, and Orvar and I had to leave before what was left of the protecting darkness vanished, which would happen very soon. The sky, a grayish shade of blue at the moment, was quickly growing brighter. We were already risking plenty, taking our farewells outside where sentinels might catch us, as opposed to inside the longhouse where we would be safely out of sight.
 Having forced ourselves to leave, Orvar and I walked with tired steps into the woods. On our backs we carried heavy backpacks filled with clothes, an assortment of weapons that were sure to be useful during the trip, some food and water. Before we went behind the tall firs, I turned around and stole one last look of the farm where I had grown up. I couldn’t stand looking at it for long.
 We spent most of the morning walking along the river that ran through Karlsby. The sun shone from a sparkling blue, cloud-free sky; before long, the blinding little fireball would be halfway to zenith. For now, the river was heading south, but eventually it would take a sharp turn to the right and continue west. Then another turn would take it back north. Egin’s tour guide Magnus—a slave who used to be a hunter—had suggested we follow the river until we spotted a big hill with three large mounds at the crest called Three Bumps. From there we should head westward, which would be to the right of Three Bumps, and just continue in that direction. According to the former slave, despite the detour with the river’s many turns, this was the easiest and quickest route down to Flemminge for those who weren’t familiar with the woods. If the sun set right in front of our noses after we had encountered Three Bumps, he had explained, we would know that we were on the right track.
 It was a gorgeous day in early spring. The mild temperature combined with the scenic surroundings would have made our trip a pleasant one under other circumstances. The riverbank was flat and even, a breeze to walk along. Young trees grew closely together, the new leaves in the crowns dappling the sunlight as it tried to shine on the grass underneath. Orvar and I walked in silence, one after the other. The sound of larks and robins singing their tribute to spring soothed my strained soul a little.
After about an hour the terrain began to change. A series of small, undulating hills such as those that edged eastern Karlsby and upon which my family’s farm was built took over. 
Conquering the first hill was fairly easy, and the second, too, but when we got to the third and then the fourth, it became more difficult. As we mounted the fifth, both of us got so tired we had to stop to catch our breath for a few moments. When we had descended that hill completely, I suggested we take a short break before mounting the next and Orvar nodded. We removed our heavy backpacks and sat down on top of these, our feet hidden in the high grass, and gazed out over the water. The river had begun to bend in a long, smooth, inward-turning curve, enabling us to view what was to come next on our journey. We were grateful to discover that we seemed to have conquered half of the hilly terrain so far, and that soon the terrain would be flat again, just like before. The ground immediately behind us was free of trees or any other major vegetation, as if a tiny meadow had been randomly placed in the midst of the forest beside the river. The open area was the perfect spot to start up a fire and take a break for someone traveling by boat, and judging from the bald, blackened hollow in the middle of the area, it had been used in this way already. 
 For a while we just sat there, taking in our surroundings and thinking about what was to become of our lives. Or, at least, that was what I thought about, but I could imagine similar thoughts must float through Orvar’s mind. A cool gust blew past our heads, carrying with it the smell of damp soil and grass. It felt refreshing to the skin on my face, which had become hot from all the hiking. I turned to Orvar.
 “How are you doing?” I asked.
 “Fine,” he replied. “Just fine. What about you?” He gave me a meaningful look. “It cannot have been easy for you the last couple of days.”
 I shrugged. It was the first time either of us brought up, or even hinted at, what had happened outside the Jarlabanke estate with Thora.
 “No, it hasn’t been easy,” I said curtly. Then I smiled at the older man. “But I will get over it. I’m sorry that I cannot pay you back for what you have done for me, though.”
 “No need. To tell you the truth, in a way I owe you more than you owe me.”
 I raised my eyebrows and looked at him. “How can that be?”
 “If it hadn’t been for you, I would never have returned to Karlsby. I would never have seen my family again, and I would never have tried to figure out a way to get back with them either. I had more or less given up on life before I ran into you.”
 I nodded, understanding Orvar better than I wished that I did. “Hey, you never told me how you ended up a slave,” I said. “For you weren’t born a slave, were you? You don’t speak like someone who was.”
 “No, I wasn’t born a slave. I used to be a tenant farmer in northern Ostergotland together with the rest of my family. All of us became slaves when we couldn’t make the payments any longer. Jarl Bluetooth—the landowner up there—sold us on the local market. Most of us went to separate owners. I was lucky that I got to stay with my wife and child. Sigfrid the Great bought all three of us.”
 “When was this?”
 “Ten years ago.”
 “Did you ever see the rest of your family again?”
 “No.”
 I nodded. Once more, the two of us fell silent. 
 Feeling a need to stretch my legs, I stood up and extended my arms to the sides and yawned big. I told Orvar that I had to go relieve myself and crossed the barren space behind us all the way to the edge of the forest. I entered the woods, soon finding a fir big enough for my purpose. On my way back to our rest place, the sound of a man yelling something in the far distance caught my ears. Orvar must have heard it also because he got to his feet and scanned the river, a hand shading his eyes against the bright sun; he obviously believed the source of the sound could be found there. 
 I hurried up to him and said in a low voice, “What do you think it can be?” But he didn’t answer, and instead kept glancing out over the river, beyond my shoulder. His eyes widened right as I turned my head to see what kept him so enthralled. There, behind me, in the blue water far, far away, a ship moved toward us. It was medium-sized and had only one square sail. Someone yelling again— much softer this time—confirmed that the first one must have come from this ship. Few ships had reason to use this river, as it merely connected two lakes in the country and din’t lead out to the sea where most ships wanted to go. So what was this ship doing here? Was it on the lookout for us…? Had someone seen Orvar with his family out in the woods yesterday? Could it be a bounty hunter hoping to score a big reward for catching the runaway? 

Or had Thora told Ragnar that I was still alive?


 The thought of Thora giving me away sickened me so much that I suddenly felt dizzy. Without saying a word, both of us moved behind the small thicket that grew right behind us— the only type of larger vegetation on our side of the river. The thicket didn’t provide much cover, but it was better than nothing. From their current position, it was unlikely the people onboard would spot us. As the boat drew closer they probably would, however, because there was plenty of space between the thicket’s branches, and the many tight buds had yet to spring into leaves.
 Watching the ship move toward us, I realized that it looked somehow familiar, or the sail, to be more precise. It had red and green stripes and there was a black upside down hammer on it, an image of Thor’s hammer. The sail looked just like the ones the Jarlabankes used on their warships. Of course, this ship was much smaller than those, but still. It must be Jarlabanke-owned. 
 My stomach twisted at the thought of Thora having rushed to Ragnar to reveal that I was alive and in the area. I shaded my eyes against the brightly shining sun to get a better view. Yes, I soon concluded. My guess had been correct; this vessel did belong to the Jarlabankes. Not only the sail was theirs, but also the prow’s figurehead in the shape of an eagle was typical of a Jarlabanke ship, on small as well as large ships. The nausea in my stomach grew. So Thora had told Ragnar then… 
 “It’s one of the Jarlabankes’ ships,” I whispered to Orvar.
 “I thought so, too. They must be after us.”
 “Most likely.”
 “But why are they coming from the south? Karlsby is north of us.”
 I turned and looked at Orvar. What was he talking about? Then I checked the position of the sun in relation to the land, the only reliable indicator of where we were, as the hilly terrain behind us as well as in front of us was nearly identical. The ship was indeed moving from the south toward us. 
 “You’re right, Orvar. They are coming from the south.” I was confused now. So then, not only did Ragnar know I was in the area, but somehow he must have found out that I would return to Flemminge this morning. Now he and Loke were sailing up and down the river looking for me. But who could have informed him? Thora didn’t know of our plans. Certainly, my family and Orvar’s knew about it, but neither of them would reveal anything to anyone. 
Or would they? 
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I stiffened at the thought of a traitor within the people of my own farm. I loved them all, and I didn’t want to believe that any of them was capable of giving me away for money. Well, I thought grimly. In that case it must be either Jerker or Styrbjorn. I was certain that it couldn’t be Elsa; she loved me, my father, brothers, and sisters too much. Still, it was impossible for me to imagine that either of our field hands was capable of doing such a nasty deed—
 Suddenly, I realized who it must be. And it had nothing to do with the people in my family. No, it was the tour guide! 
Of course. He was the one who had told me and Orvar how to proceed to Denmark. He must have sold the information to Ragnar, who immediately put a ship in the river… It wouldn’t take long for them to sail down to the hill with the three mounds, and, from there, they must have begun sailing back toward Karlsby in search of me and Orvar. 
 Behind us, at the edge of the little meadow where the forest resumed, something moved. I spun around, my insides tightening up. Could there be men on foot following us as well? Jarlabanke men. I had always assumed that Bjorn Jarlbanke was utterly unaware of what Ragnar had done, felt certain that the only person Ragnar had ever dared confess to was Loke. Had my foster father learned of Ragnar’s heinous deed, he would have instantly contacted my own father and given him back our farm. Bjorn was a tough man, but he was also fair. Or was I wrong about him, just like I had been wrong about Ragnar? There was another rustle in the forest, louder this time. Maybe Bjorn Jarlabanke wasn’t as fair-minded and good after all… When I heard the third rustle, I was sure someone hid behind the trees. My muscles tightened in preparation to fight. Just as I reached for the knife tucked inside my belt a frightened rabbit dashed out from behind the robust stem of a fir. I exhaled loudly, feeling how my entire body relaxed. So maybe Bjorn doesn’t know then, I thought. 
 I returned my attention to the vessel, which would soon be so close to Orvar and myself that I could easily spot who was in it. Unfortunately, that meant the people onboard could spot us as well if they made a point of looking, which surely they would. I nudged Orvar and said in an undertone, “We better try to make ourselves as small as possible. Let’s lie down.”
 We lay down flat on our stomachs, oblivious to how damp the ground was and how sharp the tall grass was. I pressed myself against the cool soil, desperately trying to disappear into the ground. The ship moved so quietly it seemed as though it existed merely in our minds. It was so close now that I could see the two men standing in the stern, discern their faces. Much to my surprise, they were both strangers. Two other men sat down in the vessel, but since the sail hid their upper bodies, I couldn’t see who they were. Strangely enough, neither of the two standing men seemed overly concerned with scanning their surroundings. The one to the left, who was blond and much smaller, told the other something. The bigger man burst out laughing, and then he turned around and said something to the ones sitting. The ship was very close now, and any moment it would pass me and Orvar. It looked like we were about to make it unscathed… But just as I was about to let out a tiny sigh of relief, the vessel slowed down abruptly. Soon, it had stopped moving altogether, as if someone behind the sail had cast anchor. I froze. So had they seen us all along then? Was that why they had been laughing so, because they were coming to get us? 
 One of the men threw a small wooden raft into the water on the same side we were lying. It produced a loud splashing sound. I turned and stared at Orvar. Based on his frantic expression, I could tell he was thinking what I was. What should we do? We had better not stand up and run in case the men hadn’t spotted us and were just taking a break from their trip. Maybe the crew just needed to relieve themselves behind a tree, just like I had. If we remained very still and quiet, maybe the men wouldn’t actually ever spot us… After all, the grass grew fairly high. Then again, if they had seen us, we should try to reach the trees that rose like a dark green wall behind us to get a head start. Two men descended onto the raft. 
I decided that it was more likely the men had spotted us and were about to come get us than not, only acting so calm and aloof not to alert us of their true intentions. We should stand up and run for our lives this very moment. I turned my head met Orvar’s eyes. He remained as panic-stricken as I was. Determined not to let the panic get to me, I whispered almost without sound for us to stand up and run. Orvar nodded. Counting silently to three, we got to our feet. But right as I was about to turn around and run, I caught a glimpse of the third person coming down on the raft. It was a girl—a girl who looked exactly like… Hilda. I stared at her, unable to move.
 “Come on, Leif. Let’s go!” Orvar urged, his voice panicked. At the sound of Orvar’s call, the girl and the rest of the men on the raft turned toward us. The girl’s eyes met mine.
 “Leif!” she said.
 She even sounded like Hilda… A wide grin cracked up the girl’s square face.
 “Leif! It’s me, Hilda! I’m not dead! Ragnar never managed to kill me.” 
 I stared at the petite girl standing between the two men on the little raft in front of me and Orvar, not sure what to believe. Had I fallen asleep and was only dreaming all of this? Because it couldn’t really be Hilda standing there, could it? And what was she saying? That Ragnar didn’t manage to kill her? 


 Orvar’s hand on my shoulder told me that I was fully awake. I blinked and said, “Hilda? Is that really you? You are… alive?”
 The grin in Hilda’s face grew wider.
 “Yes, Leif, it is really me. And as far as I know, I’m still alive.” 
 Relief and happiness streamed through every part of me as I realized that it was indeed Hilda who stood there on the raft, smiling so widely it looked painful. It seemed too good to be true; yet, clearly, it was true. I smiled back at her. Hilda signaled to one of the men beside her to move the raft toward where Orvar and I stood. The two men helped Hilda onto the ground, one of them joining her, the other returning to the boat. 
 Hilda rushed up to me and we threw our arms around one another in a long, long embrace, as if we both wanted to make sure the other was for real, not a ghost. At last I pulled back so that I could get a good view of Hilda. 
“I can hardly believe it’s you, Hilda,” I said.
She stared up at me with fierce eyes, and then words came tumbling out of her, “Well, you better believe it. It is me and no other. And I know all that has happened, too. I know that Ragnar set you up so that he could have Thora. I know that your family has become tenant farmers under us to pay for what they think that you did. I know that your father spared your life and that you are a forest man now. I know that Thora divorced you and married Ragnar, just like he wanted. Unluckily for him, he didn’t strangle me long enough because… because…” Hilda looked beyond me, a contorted expression twisting her features suddenly. I turned my head and glanced behind me to see what had caught her attention. But I could see nothing unusual going on.
 An apologetic smile creased Hilda’s lips as her eyes returned to me. “Please forgive me, Leif. That just happens to me now.”
 “What?”
 “That I all of a sudden forget what I was talking about. What was I saying?”
 “You were about to say something about how unlucky it was that Ragnar didn’t strangle you long enough.”
 Hilda’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yes, that’s right. It was unlucky for him that he didn’t strangle me long enough to kill me because here I am still. What?”
 It was my turn to grin broadly now. I found myself unable to remove my eyes from her. One of Hilda’s hands flew up to her face. Feeling her way, she searched for something that probably shouldn’t be there.
 “What is there?” she asked. “What did I do now?”
 “Nothing. You look fine, more than fine,” I said, still smiling, removing her hand that frantically searched her face. “I’m just so happy to see that you are alive. I can hardly believe it.” I truly meant those words and embraced her again. We stood like that for a long moment. Finally, Hilda let go and there was another wide grin on her lips as she looked at me. 
“I see precisely what you are saying,” she said. “When I heard that you had been sentenced to become a forest man and nobody had heard anything about you in months, I became convinced that you were dead. But here you are.” 
 “Yes, here I am, out in the woods. Still alive...” I smirked. Then I smiled again. “But what are you doing here? You have to tell me! And who is that?” I moved my head at the man a few steps away from Hilda, who waited a bit awkwardly with his back turned for me and Hilda to finish our lengthy reunion.
 Hilda hushed me and giggled. “Leif, don’t you worry. I will tell you every little detail. And… Orvar too.” She threw a glance over my shoulder as if to verify that it really was Orvar standing behind me, his back turned to us as well. 
“How did you ever meet him?” she whispered as quietly as she could muster. Apparently not expecting an answer, she said, “Let’s get a fire started and some hare grilled. That was why we cast anchor here in the first place. Then we’ll talk. We have lots and lots to tell each other.”
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Orvar and I sat together with Hilda and her three traveling companions around the bonfire burning in the middle of the small meadow now. Bearskins protected our behinds from direct contact with the moist earth. We had skinned and gutted their large hare, each of us holding parts of the animal pierced on birch spits over the crackling flames. The meat had just begun grilling. A succulent aroma transpired from it, making my mouth water. Beside us, spread out on a white linen cloth, were pieces of black bread that Hilda had brought from the ship. The sun was on its way back down again, stretching out the shadows on the ground. A couple of barn swallows sailed across the sky, twittering gaily. 
 “So when did you wake up?” I asked Hilda. 
 “I’m not sure. I don’t remember much from my recovery,” Hilda said. “But from what Katerina told me, I must have begun to wake up long before I was buried. I do have some memories from lying somewhere in a dark barn.” 
 “Who is Katerina?” 
 “Katerina is the woman who saved me. She is a medicine woman who also prepares dead people before they get buried. She and her family are from Russia, but now they live in southwestern Ostergotland. Have you ever heard of the Angel of Death?”
 “I might have. Was she the one who prepared you?”
 Hilda nodded. 
 “Why did your father get someone from so far away?” I asked. “Why not from Valstad?”
 “Someone recommended her to him. She is supposed to be the best for burials. That’s why they call her the Angel of Death.”
 “I see.”
 “If it wouldn’t be for her, I would have died. She and her family rescued me.”
 “How did they do that?”
 Hilda opened her mouth to speak, but instead she closed her eyes and started to breathe shallowly through her nose. Alarmed, I put a hand on her arm and asked her what was wrong. She soon opened her eyes and breathed normally, smiling a little.
 “Please forgive me, Leif,” she said, “but ever since I woke up, I get these strange spells of dizziness all of a sudden. I forget where I am and what I was talking about. If I breathe through my nose the dizziness usually goes away. I am fine now. Where was I?”
 I wasn’t altogether convinced by her answer. Still, I told her where she had lost it.
 “Oh, right. All right, let’s see…” Hilda screwed up her face as if trying to determine the best way to retell what had happened to her. She nodded to herself. “Well, I might as well tell you everything from the beginning. Everything that Katerina told me. You might have to remind me again if I forget what I was talking about.”
 I nodded eagerly.
 Hilda took a deep breath and began her story:
 The day of Hilda’s burial Katerina had come in early to wash and prepare Hilda for her grave. As Katerina was about to remove her clothes, Hilda moved her head a little and mumbled something; she even opened her eyes a couple of times. Naturally, Katerina was terrified at first, but she soon calmed down for she realized that Hilda must not be dead after all. She had to tell the Jarlabanke family what had just happened, expecting them to be happy when they learned a mistake had been made. 
So she stood up and walked over to the barn’s front door. In that moment Ragnar stormed into the barn, almost knocking her over and demanding to see Hilda. Katerina tried to tell him then that Hilda wasn’t dead, but he didn’t listen. She tried again, but it was hard for her because her Swedish wasn’t very good—and it got worse when she was excited. Still, she kept trying, but Ragnar just grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard, demanding to know why she hadn’t finished the body yet. He was so angry and violent that Katerina began to suspect that something wasn’t right with him. Hilda had to be buried! he’d screamed in her face over and over. He needed her to disappear for good. When he told her that he would kill her, too, unless she got Hilda ready immediately, it finally dawned on Katerina that Ragnar wouldn’t be happy to find out that his sister was still alive... Not happy at all. She concluded that Ragnar must be the one who had tried to murder Hilda, not the family friend she had been told about earlier. Why he had done this she had no way of knowing, of course. She stopped trying to contradict him and returned to prepare Hilda for the grave until he left her alone at last. 
Katerina didn’t know what to do now. She figured she should go tell somebody else in the family what she had seen. But she soon understood that this would not be wise, for she did not know if someone else among the Jarlabankes was involved in the attempted murder. It could certainly be more than just Ragnar. All she knew was that some kind of crime had taken place, some kind of crime that at least Ragnar wanted to keep hidden. And she was scared that Ragnar would kill her, too, just like he had threatened, if she didn’t do as he told her. Still, she couldn’t just let them bury Hilda when she knew full well that the girl wasn’t dead. 
Katerina decided that the best thing to do was to do what Ragnar had told her. Katerina hoped that, as the girl was about to be buried, she would start mumbling again, or move, in front of all the people, and then everybody would see that she was alive still. 
She advised the girl’s father to leave the coffin opened inside the burial ship, claiming that, in this manner, his daughter would retain her earthly freshness and arrive to the afterlife in the most favorable condition. Bjorn Jarlabanke wanted what was best for his dead child, so he left the coffin opened. But Hilda gave no more signs of being alive. Katerina began to panic when they threw the first spades of soil on the sail that covered the top of the vessel.
 I pointed at the ship Hilda and her companions had arrived in that now rested calmly in the water only paces away from us and said, “Is that the sail you’re talking about?”
 “No, that’s the sail I lay upon when I was inside the coffin. They covered the ship with another sail. It was fastened with nails on the sides of the ship so that all that was buried with me wouldn’t get destroyed by the soil. The sail functioned like a roof. You have seen those before, Leif. Remember when my grandmother was buried.”
 I nodded, thinking back to the day several years ago when Hilda and Ragnar’s paternal grandmother was buried in one of the Jarlabanke clan’s many ships. Her coffin was placed in a chamber, created in the ship the way Hilda had just explained, together with an assortment of foods and beverages, a loom and kitchen utensils, clothes, jewelry, and a wagon with a dead horse. These items would make sure that she was comfortable during her journey to the afterlife, and later too, when she was living there. Some cattle, a pig, a goat, a dog, and the old woman’s cat had been placed into the ship as well. Two female slaves were killed and placed next to the woman’s body, ensuring that she was well taken care of in her new life. Accompanying a master or mistress to the realm that followed life on earth was considered an honor, not a punishment. In the old woman’s case, being that she had been a most beloved member of the Jarlabanke clan, the house slaves had not been able to settle on just one to go. 
 “So the covered ship was my burial chamber, just like my grandmother’s,” Hilda confirmed. “And it’s not the same ship as the one we arrived in, of course. My burial ship was bigger and is still in my grave.”
 “But what about the eagle at the prow?” I asked. “I thought only the Jarlabankes used eagles as figureheads.”
 “Well, I’m still a Jarlabanke. This is my ship and I wanted an eagle in the prow, just like our ships have. I bought the ship with the jewelry Katerina and her men had taken from my grave when they rescued me and asked the builder to carve an eagle for me. He did good work, don’t you agree?” After I gave a nod, Hilda continued her story:
 When they had covered the ship entirely with dirt, Katerina overheard Hilda’s father telling one of the guests that they wouldn’t raise the stone monument to mark his daughter’s grave until the next day because that was when the stone slabs would arrive. Bjorn Jarlabanke had ordered special ones from a rune carver in another district. Katerina knew then that she might be able to rescue Hilda after all—if she could find a way to dig her up during the night. She hoped that Hilda would still be alive then. 
 Again, Hilda’s story was interrupted, this time by the arrival of food. Mikail, the man seated on the other side of her, handed Hilda some bread and a piece of glistening, sweet-smelling hare on a wooden plate. She passed it along to me and Orvar, and then a new load of food followed. Soon, all of us around the sparkling fire had food in our hands, and a cup of water or mead in front of us. Hilda put her plate down on the ground and stood up. She looked around at everybody and said, “I have to excuse myself for a few moments. I didn’t realize the food was already done. But please, do go ahead and start before me. I will be back soon.” She walked toward the line of firs that grew densely several paces away from the bonfire. 
I followed Hilda with my eyes as she headed toward the trees. Only then did I notice how her gait had changed—she was limping slightly. Watching her as she struggled to move as though nothing had changed, I could feel my heart breaking. The stiff leg must be another part of her that had not recovered fully after Ragnar’s attack. 
I turned back and faced the fire once more. I stared into the blue and yellow flames that swirled up into the air, dancing their own special dance. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw how the other men began to eat. I didn’t feel like eating, so I put my plate down on the ground instead. Something, an indefinable feeling inside me, had begun to materialize. I found myself turning around again and again, hoping to see that Hilda was returning already. Hearing her melodious voice and watching that wide white smile light up her face made me feel better than I had felt in a long time. There was something different about her, I concluded, something that made her seem a little bit like someone else. I wasn’t sure in what way, though. It didn’t seem like it could have anything to do with her appearance because she looked the same as always. Except, there was a certain glow about her now, as if she had just awoken from a long, much needed slumber. Yes, I nodded to myself. It had something to do with the way she carried herself, something that made her seem years older, yet healthier and more alive than ever, the limp notwithstanding. And that was all a good thing.
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Hilda appeared from under a thick, dark green branch a little farther ahead. She walked over to the water edge and bent down and washed her hands. Then she came over to the fire and sat down by my side. 
“The water in that river feels colder than ice,” she mumbled half to herself, half to me. She turned to me. “What? Why are you looking at me like that for?
I realized that I must be staring at her. I shook my head, “Sorry. It’s nothing. I was just thinking. Let’s eat and continue your story.”
 She nodded and grabbed her plate of food. When she looked at me, I told her where she had left it off.
 As soon as the burial ceremony was over, Katerina and her husband had left the Jarlabanke estate. But instead of going home, Katerina hid behind the trees just inside the woods with the cart, while her husband rode one of their horses with the other attached behind him as fast as he could back to their farm. There, he would pick up their two sons—Hilda nodded at Mikail, the hollow-faced man who sat next to her, and then at Fjodor, bald and hook-nosed, who sat opposite her. The three of them would return to the grave together. Normally, that trip would take an entire day. However, Katerina’s husband needed to make it home in less than half that time, and then return at the same speed with his sons in tow. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have enough time to dig up Hilda before it was morning again. 
The three Russians made it back slightly after midnight. The horses’ legs gave out and they collapsed on the ground, the men still seated in the saddles, when Katerina spotted them. All the funeral guests had gone inside the main dwelling to attend the feast that was held there in Hilda’s memory. This meant that the Russian family could do what they had to do, undisturbed. They reached the ship quickly because the soil had yet to freeze. 
Thankfully, Hilda was alive still, though only barely, for upon them discovering her, her face had turned blue. Katerina and her husband carried Hilda to their wagon where they hid her under woolen blankets. Mikail and Fjodor covered up the grave and made it look as if nothing had been touched. By the time they were done and their horses had regained some strength, the sky had turned an ashy blue and all the stars were gone.
 Hilda paused to take a bite of the grilled hare leg that was on her plate. After having chewed it for a moment, she glanced at Fjodor, “This is delicious, Fjodor” she said. He blushed at the compliment. “Fjodor prepares the best hare,” she said to me.
 I nodded, as did Orvar, both our mouths full; the meat was really tender and juicy. 
 “What happened after they put you in the wagon?” I asked after having swallowed.
 “They took me back to their farm and nursed me back to life. It took weeks before I felt normal again.”
 “Do you remember the ride back?” This time it was Orvar who had asked. Hilda glanced at him, a bit surprised. It was the first thing he had said after I introduced him. She shook her head so forcefully her abundant locks skipped. “The first thing I remember since the night in the barn was a morning after I had been with Katerina and her family for over a week. She was feeding me some strange, ill-tasting concoction that she assured me would make me recover quicker.”
 “What about the evening of your father’s birthday?” I asked. “Do you remember that you and I went out to the barn, and that we sat down because I was too drunk?” 
 Hilda’s face became dark and hard. She stared into the fire for some time. “I remember everything that happened that evening,” she said finally. “Every little moment—until the very end.” She looked at me, her eyes so dark and grave I felt a shiver run through my body. “I remember you and me going out to the barn to look at Ragnar’s birthday gift, and that you got so drunk I had to make you sit down. We didn’t sit there for long until Ragnar suddenly appeared out of the darkness—I remember that I thought I heard someone walking inside the barn as we were sitting there. When Ragnar came toward us, I knew that I hadn’t imagined it. I don’t think you ever noticed him. I was so surprised to see him that I found myself at a loss for words. Then he moved behind you and smacked you hard in the back of your head with a piece of wood. You fell like a tree to the ground. It all happened so fast.” She tsk-tsked, then continued. 
 “I was so stunned that I lost my breath. Suddenly, he was in front of me and put his hands around my neck. Strangely enough, it wasn’t until he began to squeeze hard that I understood what his intention was. I tried to fight back, but he was too strong. Very soon I felt how I got weaker. I got dizzy and I lost focus. I remember thinking, why, why are you doing this, Ragnar? What did I do to make you so angry with me, so angry that you have to kill me? And then I saw that tears were coming out of those small blue eyes, so close to my own. They fell down on my face—on my cheeks, on my lips, in my eyes. He began to speak, or mumble rather, ‘I’m sorry, Hilda. I’m so, so sorry. It is not your fault, any of it. But I cannot help it; I have to do it. I have to have her. Please forgive me, sister.’ It was somewhere around that time that everything turned black for me.”
 I looked at her and nodded. “We are so lucky that your father wanted to mark your grave with a stone monument instead of with a mound,” I said in a glum tone. “And that the stones hadn’t arrived yet. It would have been almost impossible to get down to you otherwise.”
 “Yes, I know,” Hilda said, smiling bitter-sweetly.
 “I wonder how come he had you buried so fast though. From what I understand they buried you only two or three days after the feast. Ten days is more typical.”
 “I think it was because Ragnar had convinced Father that I had to be buried as soon as possible. Katerina is certain that must be why, judging from how he acted toward her in the barn.”
 “You must be right.”
 Hilda ate the last couple of bites of her hare leg. She chewed them carefully and swallowed. Then she had a sip of the water we had brought from a gurgling creek nearby. When she was done, she wiped her mouth with a piece of cloth as daintily as if she sat at the table in the Jarlabanke estate. The sight cracked me up.
 “What’s so funny?” Hilda asked and looked at me. 
 “You.” I smiled at her. That pleasant feeling from earlier filled me again, and I found myself not able to stop looking at her. 
 “What?” Hilda said. “Do I have food all over my face or what?” She fondled the area around her mouth. I could feel my smile widen. 
 Looking distraught, Hilda said, “You are staring at me, Leif. What is wrong?”
 “Don’t worry, you look fine,” I said and patted her on the shoulder. “How long did it take before you found out why Ragnar tried to kill you? Did you hear anything about the trial?”
 “Yes, but only afterwards, about a week or so after you had become a forest man. Katerina and her family kept me well informed because, as I got better, I wanted to know what was going on with me and why I was in their house. When I found out that you had been charged with my murder, we all understood that Ragnar wanted to get rid of you for some reason, and that that must be why he had tried to kill me. But none of us could figure out for what reason. It was only much later that I remembered that he had in fact said, ‘I have to have her,’ which might have helped. Anyway, I didn’t think that anybody else in my family was involved—or, at least I hoped not—but, of course, I couldn’t be completely sure of this. For a while, thoughts of how my entire family wanted to see me dead haunted me, and maybe Ragnar had only been the person executing the deed. It wasn’t until we heard that Ragnar and Thora had gotten married that everything finally made sense. I had always suspected that Ragnar was quite taken with your wife. But not even in my wildest dreams did I ever suspect he was that taken.” 
 “She is not my wife anymore,” I said automatically, a mix of desolation and anguish spreading within me.
 “No, that is true. She is Ragnar’s wife now.” Hilda put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry about all of this, Leif. Truly, I am.”
 “Don’t be. I should be sorry for you ending up in the middle of this madness. And the one that should be really sorry is Ragnar.” I clenched my teeth. “But when it comes to Thora and me, don’t be sorry. I will soon have forgotten about her. I know now that she is not a girl worth remembering.”
 Hilda looked at me with eyes that didn’t seem to quite believe what I had just said. But I myself knew in that instant that what I had said was the truth: Thora was not worth remembering, and I would truly forget all about her one day.
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I woke up much later that night when a bug bit my head. Slapping hard at the annoying little creature—which felt surprisingly big—I flew up into a sitting position.
 “Aooch!” Nils yelled, doing his best to muffle the sound with his hand. Feeling groggy, I peered at the white-haired, boyish-looking man as he rubbed the top of his hurt hand. Oh, so it wasn’t a bug but Nils—the third of Hilda’s companions and a friend of the Russian brothers—who must have done something to my head. 
 “What did you do?” I asked, not feeling particularly sorry for Nils. Whatever he had done to my head, it had not been a pleasant way to wake up. 
 “I just tugged at your hair a little because you didn’t want to wake up,” he whined. “I tried pushing you first, but you wouldn’t have any of it.”
 “Oh. I thought you were some kind of bug biting me,” I said and shook my head to wake myself. “So it’s my time now, huh? Well, sleep well then, Nils.” It seemed that Nils was asleep even before his head hit the ground.
 Everyone but Hilda took turns watching the campsite so that the others could sleep undisturbed. First it had been Mikail’s turn, then Nils’s and now it was mine. I yawned big and rubbed my eyes to get the last bit of sleep out of them. Looking at the position of the moon, I knew that I hadn’t slept for long. Nils had probably not been able to resist ending his guarding session early… Well, not that I minded much. I had a lot to ponder. 
 My eyes searched out Hilda, who slept on layers of goatskin under a thick bear fur right beside me. The sight of her white face into which locks of ashy blond hair had crawled filled me with a joy so strong it scared me. Could I really be that happy still that she was alive and back in my life? I shook my head. It didn’t make any sense at all. 
 We had resolved that Hilda should return to Karlsby with her crew exactly like she had planned to do it before she ran into me and Orvar in the woods. Having waited for the winter to end, just like I had done, she and her three travel companions had set her ship in water and headed in the direction of the Jarlabanke estate. When they reached it, she would send one of her companions for her father. The messenger would tell Bjorn that Hilda was alive and that she wanted to meet and talk to him alone. If all went according to plan, Hilda and Bjorn would have a secret meeting outside the estate a short while after her man came back. When she had heard what her father wanted to do, she and he would determine what the next step should be. Now, of course, I would be part of this decision.
 All of us would leave for Karlsby early the following morning so that, if proven necessary, we wouldn’t have to wait for long to take the matter to the People’s Assembly. The next gathering was scheduled to take place only a week from today. 
 It wasn’t even noon when our vessel reached the outskirts of the forest that grew along the eastern edge of Karlsby. Now that we were so close to the Jarlabanke estate, we broke down the attention-grabbing sail and used oars to complete the rest of the journey. Then we cast anchor and everybody but Mikail and Fjodor left the ship; the two Russian brothers would guard the ship and our belongings against intruders. Later, when Hilda had spoken to her father and we knew that we were safe, we would come back to get Mikail and Fjodor and take them to my family’s farm. It was situated less than a quarter-day ride away. 
 Hilda, Orvar, Nils, and I made a short stop with my family first since our farm appeared before the Jarlabanke estate to notify them about the unexpected turn of events. We also needed to pick up a couple of horses. When Egin finally understood that Hilda wasn’t a ghost but instead the answer to our misery, he informed us that only one good horse and a colt were available. The other grown one was too sick and exhausted to go anywhere. We decided that Hilda and I would ride together on the horse, while Nils, who was much smaller than Orvar, would take the colt. Orvar would have to wait for us at our farm. It wasn’t like we needed him to come with us.
 It was long past midday when the three of us reached the Jarlabanke estate. We made sure the tall firs in the woods kept us well hidden from all human eyes, but that we also got a clear view of the main entrance and the fence that enclosed the large estate. Then we descended our horses. Handing me the reins, Hilda turned to Nils and put her hands on his shoulders. He was just slightly taller than she was and not much wider. She looked at him with a serious expression on her face.
 “Are you absolutely certain you know what you are about to do now?” she asked.
 He smirked and said, “Yes, Miss Hilda, I’m very certain. I think you have told me about ten times already. I’m not stupid.”
 She nodded apologetically. “Please forgive me, Nils. I’m afraid that I’m rather anxious. I’m not used to these kinds of matters.”
 “That is quite all right, Miss.” The words didn’t match the faint sneer on his face.
 I gave the short, slightly built man a look, not liking the tone of his voice. I had come to notice that Nils was one of those people who fancied themselves more knowledgeable and more important than they were. I found him annoying, and the feather-light, white-blond curls that grew with abundance on his head, making him look like an innocent child, particularly irritated me. When Hilda had told me that Nils was going to be the one to deliver our message to Bjorn, I had protested, claiming it was a bad decision. Unfortunately, I couldn’t give her a single reason as to why I thought so. I just did. Hilda, on the other hand, could come up with three great reasons as to why Nils was the best messenger: he didn’t have a Russian accent like Mikail and Fjodor that could create suspicions; he was older and more experienced than the Russian brothers in case something unforeseen should happen, and he had a much friendlier face. So he would go.
 “Go then,” Hilda said, letting go of the man in front of her. He nodded, turned around, and took off. Leaving the forest, he walked with determined steps across the wide, grass-covered plain toward the entrance of the great estate. Its fences began about 200 steps from where Hilda and I were hiding. We watched him as he decreased in size and eventually disappeared through the main entrance, barely stopping to identify himself to the sentinels who always stood there. 
 Hilda glanced at me and gave her upper arms a quick rub with her hands. 
 “By Thor, I’m so nervous,” she said. Her eyes moved toward the estate again. “Well, when I get to speak to Father, I’m sure that I will feel much better. I have missed him so. He always knows what is best.”
 I nodded in response. I wasn’t going to say anything about how I too felt incredibly nervous, for I was suddenly even more convinced that having sent Nils was a bad, bad decision. But bringing it up would just make Hilda feel worse, and it was too late to make any changes now anyway. All I could do was pray that my imagination was playing games with me.
 When Nils returned a while later and nothing had happened, I let out a small sigh of relief. For a few terrifying moments, I had feared that the little man with the innocent face would notify Ragnar and Loke instead of Bjorn, and that the two of them would come charging out of the estate on horses with swords to come get me and Hilda. I was glad it had turned out that I was wrong about Nils. 
 “What happened, Nils?” Hilda demanded as soon as Nils was safely behind the shielding branches of the firs. “Did you get a hold of Father?”
 He held up a hand to calm the eager Hilda. “Yes, I did speak to your father. He will come out here soon to speak to you.”
 Hilda smiled big. “Oh, that is marvelous! How did you find him?”
 “Right as I got inside, I saw a man coming out of the main dwelling. He spotted me and came up and asked me who I was and what I wanted. I told him I was a messenger, an important messenger for someone, and that I had to speak to Bjorn Jarlabanke. Shortly after, Bjorn came to me. I told him that you were waiting to speak to him beneath the two great oaks on the west side of the estate, the ones right next to the woods. And then I gave him the wood plate with your signs, so that he would know that I was telling him the truth. He said he’d be there long before sunset.”
 “Did he seem happy to hear that I was alive after all?”
 “Oh, yes! More than happy.” Nils grinned wide. 
 Hilda seemed to expect a more thorough description of how glad her father had become because she kept looking at Nils, smiling all the while. When nothing came, she cleared her throat and said, “Well… that is marvelous.” She gave the slight man a kiss on his hairless cheek. “Thank you for doing this. Now all we have to do is wait for Father to come out here.”
 “Who was the man you spoke to?” I asked, a bout of suspicion filling me again. “You did ask him for his name, I presume?”
 Nils gave me a confident look. “Yes, I did ask for his name, Master. It was Loke I spoke to.” 
 I ignored Nils’s mockery and continued, “I hope you didn’t tell Loke that Hilda is alive and waiting out here to speak to her father.”
 “Of course not! What do you think I am? Some kind of fool? I didn’t tell Loke anything of importance. He doesn’t know who wants to speak to his father, just that someone does. And he was in a hurry anyway, so he just disappeared as soon as he had brought Bjorn to me. He didn’t think twice about it.”
 Hilda gave me a look full of reproach. “What is wrong with you, Leif? Why are you questioning Nils like that when he just performed such a courageous deed?”
 “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, feeling sincerely sorry. “I guess I’m just as on edge as you said you were.” I turned to Nils, “Forgive me, Nils. I didn’t mean to insult your judgment.”
 Nils gave me a sullen nod.
 “Well, I will go over to the oaks and wait for my father,” Hilda said. “You two stay here meanwhile.”
 “Do you really think it’s wise to go alone, Hilda?” I asked. “I should come with you.”
 “No, I want to speak to my father alone first. It’s better that way, trust me. Wait here. You two are close enough as it is in case something happens.” With those words, she left us so that she could sneak over to the two oaks. 
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I watched how Hilda made her way through the close-growing pines and out onto the open plain, hunching down to make herself less visible. Doing so wasn’t really necessary as she was wearing Elsa’s clothes: a gray woolen tunic over a long brown linen sheath. And she had tied a piece of cloth around her head to hide her long blond locks. From a distance, she could be any farmer’s wife, a slave even.
 As Hilda got closer to the trees, I turned my head to ask Nils if he had seen Ragnar anywhere on the Jarlabanke premises. The shorter man was staring hard after Hilda, exactly like I had been doing. But as I opened my mouth to speak, I discovered that Nils’s eyes kept flickering toward the entrance. I was absolutely certain then that I had been right about the man—something was up and I couldn’t let Hilda go over on her own. Making myself as small as I could manage, I set after her, ignoring Nils’s protests.
 Hilda reached the gigantic twin oak trees that grew eighty steps from the edge of the forest and 100 from the main entrance of the estate, the same trees where I had met Thora a few days earlier. As Hilda placed herself next to the massive trunk of the bigger of the two oaks, the one farthest from the forest, I stopped as well and hid behind the other oak. I was still not close enough to her to be able to properly protect her in case the person coming out to meet her attempted something. I cocked my head and glanced at the wide oak crowns. The large, muscular branches intertwined, connecting them like a pair of deformed twins. I ascended the tree as quietly as I could manage. It was an easy climb and I moved from the branches of one tree to the other without much effort. I didn’t stop until I was directly above Hilda, who stole quick looks of the entrance from behind the trunk. 
 Before long a figure exited the estate. It moved toward Hilda with brisk steps. I could tell immediately that it was a tall and well-built man, but I couldn’t tell whether it was Bjorn or Loke. The sun was so low in the sky now its rays shone directly into my eyes, as I looked in the direction of the approaching man. Hilda must have the same problem, for she held a hand against her forehead, shading her eyes. 
 It couldn’t be Bjorn; there was too much vigor in the gait for it to belong to an older person. I prepared myself to jump down from the tree the moment I could see for sure who it was, and how the person would attack Hilda. I breathed deeply through my nostrils, gathering as much strength and precision as I could muster. I felt how even the tiniest muscle in my body tightened from the increasing tension. Very soon I would be on top of the man, disarming him and beating him down. The man was close to Hilda now, and I could see how he spread out his arms to embrace her. I silently cursed the sun, for now it shone so strongly that I couldn’t see anything at all. I threw a glance down at Hilda. She had opened her arms as well, and there was a big smile on her face as she looked at the man. Oh, no, I thought, terrified. She must think her brother came as a friend… But then I saw that it was in fact Bjorn. Hilda let herself disappear into the strong arms of the powerful Jarlabanke leader. They embraced for a long time. 
 I suppose I didn’t take into account the rejuvenating effect finding out your dead child is in fact alive could have on an older man, I thought.
 I watched them from where I sat, perched like a bird and feeling like a fool, hardly daring to breathe from fear of being discovered. Hilda would be furious if she found out that I had followed her against her strict orders not to. I couldn’t blame her. What had I been thinking? Hilda had known all along that Nils was a trustworthy man, and she had known him far longer than I had. 
 Father and daughter let go of each other now, though Bjorn’s hands remained on Hilda’s arms.
 “Hilda, my daughter. I cannot believe it,” he said, out of breath. He smiled and squeezed her shoulders. “Is it really you?”
 “Yes, Father. It is really me. The Angel of Death realized I wasn’t dead and had her family dig me up soon after I was buried.” 
 The large man shook his head. “I don’t understand anything. Why didn’t she tell me if she knew? Well, you will tell me. But what is all this hush-hush about? We are all so glad that you’re still alive. Come on, let’s go back to the house.” Bjorn offered his daughter his arm and edged to get going. Hilda stopped him.
 “Father, I’m afraid not everybody is happy to find out that I’m still breathing.”
 Bjorn looked at her with sincere surprise. “Who wouldn’t be happy to see that you are alive?” 
 “Ragnar. He was the one who tried to kill me, not Leif. So that he could marry Thora.”
 “Ragnar..?” Bjorn’s arm had dropped to his side and he was staring at Hilda. “Ragnar tried to kill you?”
 Hilda nodded. 
 Silence followed as the words sunk into Bjorn’s consciousness. His voice was lifeless when he finally spoke again. “Tell me everything from the beginning, Hilda.”
 The sun had already set when Hilda was through telling her story. Bjorn sighed and his large shoulders slumped. “I cannot believe it. I cannot believe there is such evil in my own blood.” He sighed heavily again. “But there is. Well. I see now what all the mystery is about. Is Leif with you right now?”
 “Yes.”
 “At the next gathering at the People’s Assembly, I will announce that he is no longer to be a forest man, and that the Blackhairs have regained ownership of their farm. Naturally, we will have to give them a certain amount of land and our possessions to make up for what they have been made to suffer.” Bjorn shook his head miserably “And, oh, how I have made them suffer!” He tsk-tsked. “The Law Speaker and the judges will have to decide how much we must give them to restore what we have put them through. It will be a considerable amount, especially now that Yakoube has fallen sick. So sick. That poor man, worked too hard...” Bjorn became silent as he seemed to ponder this unfortunate reality. Then, looking his daughter in the eye, he added, “Our lives will never be like before. Our family is tarnished now.” Bjorn looked away for a brief moment before he spoke again. “Ragnar has to be punished. Severely punished.” 
 “Father, it doesn’t have to be quite that bad. Leif says that his family would settle with you outside the People’s Assembly, if you would like. With Yakoube so sick, Leif is the one in charge of the Blackhairs, him being the oldest now.”
 “What are you suggesting, my daughter?”
 “We can save our family a lot of shame if nobody finds out that I survived, and that it was really Ragnar who tried to kill me. On Friday, at the Assembly, you can just announce that you have had second thoughts regarding Leif’s trial, and that you no longer believe Leif is the murderer. Therefore, you have decided to pardon him. You will also give the Blackhairs their farm back. In this manner, you will come off in a good light and the Jarlabankes will keep their reputation. Certainly, we will have to find a way to punish Ragnar for what he did. You and the men of the family know best what should be done. The people may suspect the truth, but they will respect and understand that we prefer to keep it in the family.”
 “And what about you, Hilda?? What are you going to do?”
 She smiled. “I will just stay with the Russian family on the other side of the province. My life there is good and nobody would find me there.”
 Bjorn frowned. “I don’t want you to have to hide for the rest of your life. Absolutely not. If the truth comes out, so be it. People can say what they want to say, and that they will do. Let them. As long as we never admit to anything, they will never know for sure. But you will stay here with me. I’m not going to deny the existence of my own daughter.”
 “Whatever you think is best, Father.”
 “Where are you going to sleep tonight, Hilda? You will come back with me now, won’t you?”
 “It is better if I stay with the Blackhairs for the night while you prepare the rest of the family. It will be difficult with Ragnar, don’t you think?”
 Bjorn nodded slowly, sighing heavily. “You are right. I will need tonight to prepare everyone and decide the best way to go about everything. But promise me you will come back tomorrow. I will send for you when I know it is safe.”
 Hilda nodded and kissed her father on the cheek.
 “We must part now, my daughter. It’s getting dark and cold. How are you getting back?”
 “Leif and the man with the message are waiting for me in the woods. They will take me. Don’t you worry about that. Will you tell Mother that I’m alive?” Bjorn nodded. Hilda’s mother was Menja, Bjorn’s favorite mistress. “I will see you later, Father.” Hilda turned around and left her father standing looking after her as she returned to the woods. Then he, too, left. 
 I returned to our original hiding place amongst the pine trees in the woods shortly after Hilda. Nils was squatting beside a boulder as he waited for us. When Hilda discovered me behind her, I could see in her face that she already knew what I had done.
 “I’m sorry, Hilda,” I mumbled. “I should have listened to you.” I didn’t know what else to say. I stared down into the ground. 
 “Don’t be sorry, Leif, I’m not angry. Maybe it was good that you followed me after all. One can never be too safe.” 
 I raised my head, surprised, and saw that she smiled a little. 
 “To tell you the truth,” she continued. “I figured all along that you would disobey me and come after me. And I heard you there above me in the tree.”
 “You did?” I stared at her, genuinely surprised.
 “Yes.” Hilda’s smile widened. “Now let’s go.”
 The three of us arrived in time for the Blackhair household’s evening meal. Everyone but Yakoube was sitting around the hearth, about to share the pea and chicken stew Elsa had prepared. Hilda helped her load the food onto wooden plates and pass them around to everyone. Then she sat down next to me. I turned to her.
 “I really regret that I didn’t let you have your moment alone with your father, Hilda. Really, I do.” I still felt bad for having disobeyed Hilda, so bad that I could feel even my earlobes getting hot from shame. Hilda laughed and put her hand on mine. “I’m happy you were there. How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 I nodded dumbly. 
“In any case,” Hilda continued, in a more serious voice now. “What do you think of our situation? What do you think will happen?”
 “Your father is a reasonable man, so I’m not worried about him. What he said today, he will do. I only worry about what Ragnar will do. How he will react.” I was not going to add anything about how I also worried about what Loke would do; I had made enough rash judgments for one day. But really, I worried more about what Loke would do than I worried about Ragnar. Unlike Bjorn and his brother Ragnar, both generous men, Loke had a stingy nature and would not be pleased when he found out how his father wanted to handle the situation. 
 “I agree,” Hilda replied. “Father will control the situation just fine. He always does. And he will especially control Ragnar. I just feel bad for Father. He doesn’t deserve all of this. And I feel even worse for your father. How is Yakoube doing?”
 I looked away. Then I said, “Not very well, I’m afraid. But I’m sure he will do better if he gets to see you. You know how he has always loved you. He hoped that I would mar—” I caught myself, but I knew it was too late. Hilda, like the lady she had always been, pretended not to have noticed. Instead, she said, “I would love to see him, too.” 
 “After the meal we will go over to his bed and see if he is awake,” I replied.
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Later that evening I brought Hilda to my father, who was resting in the far back of the longhouse. His body was buried under a thick layer of furs and animal hides, his gaunt face feverish and glossy from sweat. According to Elsa, it looked like he was about to wake up at last. 
 Hilda and I sat down next to the wide bench that served as his sickbed and waited for the ailing man to notice our presence. His head turned back and forth as though in blind pursuit of something because his eyes were closed. The skin on his face was so bright red one knew without even touching it that it was burning hot. Whatever was left of his thick black hair was stringy and dull. Unintelligible words trickled out from between his parched lips. I put my hand on top of his fisted one.
 “Father,” I said quietly. “It is me, Leif. I’m back.”
 Yakoube’s eyelids fluttered at the sound of my voice, but he didn’t open them. We remained seated there for a while, contemplating the older man. Then Hilda removed my hand from my father’s and whispered, “He cannot talk, Leif. Let’s leave him to sleep. We can come back later.” 
 I nodded and we got to our feet. We walked back to the hearth where everybody in the family but the two youngest, Anna and Inga, were still seated. None of us could find enough peace to fall asleep until Bjorn’s messenger had arrived, and we had an inkling of what would happen next. The two Russian brothers sat on the wide earth shelf that edged one of the walls, playing a board game. Planks had been placed on top of the shelf to protect people’s asses from getting soiled when sitting there. Seated cross-legged on animal hides by the hearth, Styrbjorn and Jerker were repairing field tools that had broken. Elsa sat by the loom, weaving, and Orvar was blowing a melody into a thin long flute made of bone. 
 Nils was whittling new arrows for his bow with his special knife. The knife was made of such quality iron Nils claimed it was indestructible, only requiring sharpening once a year. His uncle had given it to him on his death bed when Nils was a young child, making it even more precious. So, naturally, when Nils realized after the evening meal that he had forgotten it in our arrival ship, he simply had to head over to where it was anchored to pick it up. A particularly sharp-sighted hunter or passerby might discover the ship, Nils had pointed out. If they looked inside, they would surely see the knife where he had left it on one of the benches and steal it. He didn’t want to take any chances.
 Hilda and I sat on two small wooden stools next to the burning hearth, none of us in the mood to continue talking. Instead, we stared into the glowing embers beneath the huge black kettle in which porridge simmered, each entertaining our own thoughts. After some time, I turned ever so slightly and glanced at Hilda. She looked so pretty that I found myself unable to remove my eyes. The long, ashy blond curls that framed the square face seemed softer and more lustrous than before. Her white cheeks had turned a luminous crimson from the heat that emanated from the hearth, giving her a bashful and most appealing appearance. Her full lips were moist and open just a tad, and her eyes had that look people have when their minds have gone to a faraway place. 
 She suddenly noticed that I was looking at her. But instead of saying anything this time, she held my gaze for a moment. When she looked away again, there was a tiny smile on her lips. 
 Using every bit of my willpower, I made myself stop looking at Hilda and scanned the room instead. Nils came into my field of vision, the innocent-looking man’s eyes fixed at the front door. The skin at the front of his neck had become stringy with taut tendons and his jaw rigid. Pearls of sweat followed the curves of his cheeks and continued onto the ground. His chest heaved up and down as he breathed. 
The farm rooster’s cock-a-doodle-doo-call tore through the silence then, loud and clear, scaring us so much we all jumped like frightened cats. We looked at each other and laughed a little, embarrassed to have reacted so strongly to such a common sound. Nils put his arrow and knife on the ground in front of him and stood up. He stretched his arms up into the air, yawning big. Then he turned to no one in particular and said, “I think I need to get some sleep now. Staying up will do nothing good for any of us. I’m just going to go out and piss first.” He walked over to the door, opened it and went outside. I caught a glimpse of the sky outside. It had turned a light purple with orange streaks. Any moment, the sun would rise.
 A short while later someone knocked on the door. Hilda turned to me and said, “That must be Father’s messenger. He must have settled everything at home finally.”
 Egin, who sat closest to the door, stood up and walked over to it. As my brother pushed the door open, it suddenly dawned on me that I had been right all along about Nils. I had no doubt whatsoever that this was just my imagination telling me this.

The little bastard is up to something… Processing the horrible insight, I watched Egin speak to the person behind the door, feeling how my limbs seemed to have turned into stone, no life remaining in them. Egin turned around and looked at Hilda. “There is a message from your father, Hilda. The man here wants you to come out so that he can talk to you alone.” 
 Then, all at once, my paralysis was over and my blood filled with furious determination. I shot to my feet and ran to the door. Pushing Egin aside, I stormed out and threw myself over the tall man outside. The man, a startled look on his face, fell backwards onto the ground with me on top of him. I pulled out the knife I kept inside my boot and placed the sharp blade against the man’s throat. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the gleaming sword that he had dropped on the ground as he fell down. The man stared up at me, his face pockmarked and pallid.
 “Why are you here?” I demanded through clenched teeth. The man’s enormous green eyes and the plain, hollow features were not familiar to me. It struck me that he must look this way because he was starved. I could tell that he struggled to appear confused as he mustered, “I am… I am here to tell Hilda that she can come home now. It is safe for her now.” 
 I pressed the sharp knife blade closer to the man’s throat. Fear came into his eyes as the tender skin there threatened to burst from the pressure. 
 “By Thor, do you think I’m stupid?” I yelled into his face. “Don’t you think I can see the sword that you brought? No messenger needs a sword like that. I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me the truth before I cut off your throat. Now tell me: Why are you here?” 
 The petrified man gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Then he said, “I came because Loke 
Jarlabanke told me to! If I came here and cut the head off a woman called Hilda, he’d give me thirty silver coins… I don’t know more than this, I swear!”
 “Who are you?”
 “My name is…is Markus.” 
 I lightened the pressure of the knife so the man could speak with more ease. 
 “I came here from the West Coast and got a job as a blacksmith with the Jarlabankes last week. Late last night Loke came up to me and told me he needed this job done. It was very important and I would be paid well as long as I went back to the West Coast afterwards. I already have the money in my pocket. You can have them, just please don’t kill me, Master. I just really needed all that money for my family back home. They are starving. Please believe me...”
 “Tell me all that you know and I will let you off alive.”
 “But I hardly know anything else, Master. I don’t even know who you are!” 
 I realized that the desperate man was likely telling the truth. If he’d come into the province long after both Hilda and I had disappeared from everyday life, why would he know who we were? This man was just some poor scoundrel who had been tempted by all the silver Loke had offered him in exchange for a simple murder that no one would ever found out he had committed. He wasn’t the real problem. 
 “What were the instructions that Loke gave you?” I asked him.
 “He told me to walk over to the Blackhair farm and wait until the rooster called, then to knock on the door of your house. I should tell whoever answered that I had a message for Hilda from her father and that I had to see her alone. When I had her alone, I was to cut off her head with the sword, and then run off and throw the head in the river. That was all. I promise!”
 “What about Bjorn Jarlabanke? Is he involved in this, too?”
 “No. He fell down the stairs in the main dwelling this evening. He broke his neck and died.”
 A muffled scream sounded close to me. I turned around and saw that Hilda and everybody else in my family were standing around me and the man. I removed the knife from the man’s neck and stood up slowly.
 “Leave our premises now, you thug,” I said, staring coldly at the man. “And if I ever see you again, I swear that I will kill you with my bare hands.” I spat next to the man’s feet. “Do you understand?”
 The man nodded mutely, his eyes still wide with terror as he struggled to get into a standing position. When he got up, he turned around and took off into the woods with feet that moved fast yet so stumblingly he nearly tripped himself. I watched him disappear. Then I bent down and picked up the long sword the man had dropped on the ground. Having it right in front of my eyes now, I studied the beautifully ornamented silver hilt. It sure was one of the Jarlabanke clan’s swords, just like I had thought at first sight. Turning around, I gave it to Orvar and told him to hold onto it. Orvar was still looking after the man despite that, by now, the many trees had long since engulfed him. There was an apprehensive expression on my friend’s face.
 “Don’t you worry, Orvar,” I said reassuringly. “We will never see that man again, you can be certain of that. I know Loke: If he finds out that the man failed his mission, he will not make life easy for him. It doesn’t take many days of work for anybody to understand this about Loke. He is not a lad you want to make unhappy. No, this man will try his best to get back to the West Coast. That was why I left him with the thirty silver coins. He will need them to get back.”
 Then I looked around for Nils, the traitor.
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 When I couldn’t see Nils anywhere, I figured the traitor must have taken off like the other man, for certainly he understood that it was all over for him now. I turned to Hilda, who was weeping quietly against Elsa’s full bosom. I walked over to them and signaled to Elsa that I was to take over from here. Gently, Elsa moved Hilda into my open arms. Embracing her shivering body, I stroked her hair and let her cry against my shoulder. The others, one by one, filed back inside the house. 
We didn’t stand there for long when rapid steps approached behind us. Then Nils’s excited voice yelled, “Leif, what was that man all about? He ran past me just as I had finished pissing behind a tree. He looked like he couldn’t get away fast enough.” 
I whispered into Hilda’s ear to go inside with the others. She obeyed immediately. I turned around slowly to meet the delicately built man. I could feel myself tremble with anger, but I made an effort to control myself until Nils had reached me. The gall of this creep… He must think I was so stupid that I still hadn’t realized he was two-timing us. 
When Nils stood face to face with me, a sycophantic smile spread over his veal-colored lips. But before he could say anything my fist landed in the middle of his face, smashing one of his teeth. Nils’s hand flew up to his mouth as though he needed to make sure he had not imagined what had just happened. In that instant, another of my fist connected with Nils’s body, this time with his solar plexus. Nils doubled over, his head nearly between his legs. He was gasping for air as he held up a hand for me to stop. Then he threw up on the ground.
 “I want to know everything, every little detail of what you did from the moment we came back to Karlsby,” I hissed at the folded man. “And don’t you dare giving me any lies! What did you do? You told Loke yesterday, didn’t you?”
 When he didn’t answer, I gave him another blow, right over the nose. There was a crunching sound telling me that I had broken it. Nils held up both his hands in a vain attempt to defend himself. He opened his mouth and began to speak. At first I couldn’t understand what the little man was telling me, but soon the words became more intelligible:
 “Please stop, please… I will tell you everything if only you stop hitting me… Yes, I told Loke! As soon as I got into the estate I sought him out. I told him that Hilda was alive and wanted to speak to Bjorn about reversing your sentence and make Ragnar pay the Blackhairs for what he had done to them. I told him that if he rewarded me well, I would tell him when and where Hilda would meet her father so that he could take care of her. No one would ever find out that she had still been alive and the Blackhairs wouldn’t have a case. I wouldn’t say anything as long as I was rewarded appropriately.” Nils stopped and gave me a hesitant glance. 
 “Continue,” I hissed between clenched teeth. Nils took a deep breath that must have been painful, for he jerked. Then he made himself continue. “But just as I had handed over the wooden plate and Hilda’s necklace and was about to leave, Bjorn came around the corner. He came up and saw the necklace and the plate right away. He recognized the necklace and began accusing me of having robbed Hilda’s grave. It wasn’t until he started beating me that I told him it wasn’t true. Then he demanded to know how come I was standing with his dead daughter’s necklace in my hand. So I had to tell him that she wasn’t dead, and that she had given it to me herself. We had to tell him the rest then.” 
Nils got quiet again. I pushed him hard. “Then what did you do?” I urged him. “You went back to Loke later in the night, didn’t you? When you said that you were going to pick up your knife, you really went to the Jarlabanke estate, didn’t you?” I was almost screaming by now. 
Nils whimpered, “Yes, yes, I did… I did go back.” Suddenly, his demeanor changed. Instead of looking scared, his face twisted with anger. “And, yes, I did tell him to send someone over to kill Hilda as soon as possible. If it happened this night, the Jarlabankes’ properties would still be safe. For Odin, why shouldn’t I do that? Loke would make me rich for saving him.” He became mocking. “Do you really think that you will win a retrial in the Assembly just because Hilda is alive? It doesn’t matter. Her testimony will never be worth as much as the ones of the Jarlabanke men. Loke Jarlabanke can get 36 oath-helpers to back up his brother’s denial. And if we had managed to get rid of Hilda, you certainly will not won. I was the one who came up with the brilliant idea to cut off her head so that no one would be able to identify her. Loke was so grateful.” 
 I stared at the little man with the blue eyes before me, this man with the deceptive appearance, not able to believe what I was hearing at first. Moments later, when I had digested his words, I knew what had to be done. I took a firm hold of Nils’s tunic and pulled out the knife that I had put back into my right boot. Nils must have realized what I was about to do because he opened his mouth to beg for mercy, but I had slit his throat before any sound managed to come out. Nils died at once, his wide eyes even wider, leaving him with a look of either immense surprise or deep terror. I called for Orvar to come join me. Orvar came within moments. I looked at him, still holding onto the body and said, “We need to get rid of this piece of trash. Throw him in the river. I will send Egin to help you carry him. I will explain later.”
 Orvar held up hand. “We all heard what he said from inside the house. And I had the same suspicions as you all along.”
 “Good,” I nodded. Then I left Nils with Orvar. 
 I walked back inside the longhouse and told Egin to go out and help Orvar with Nils. Egin went immediately. Elsa came up and gave me a wet cloth with which to wipe off my bloodied hands. When I was clean, I turned to Hilda, who was standing to the side, watching me quietly. She was no longer weeping. I walked up to her. She looked at me for a while without saying anything. Then she took both my hands in hers and bent her head and kissed them.
 “I’m so sorry for doubting you, Leif. The brothers and I were sure of Nils’s trustworthiness. We made a big mistake. You saved my life.”
 I let go of her hands and took her in my arms. “It’s all right. I wasn’t completely sure about it until this morning either. We should try to get some sleep now. We have a lot to discuss and we need to have fresh minds when we do so.”
 Hilda nodded. “Yes. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 
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I woke up shortly after midday. Everybody on our farm except for my sisters and Elsa were still sleeping. I decided to let them continue sleeping; after all, there were several hours left of the day. I went outside to get some fresh air and clear my mind. 
 It was a nice day. The air was clean and crisp and the sun shone with blinding intensity despite a hazy sky. A vague breeze moved through the couple of barns that were built on either side of our longhouse, carrying with it a smell of wet earth. I walked over to the opening of the wooden fence through which our farm’s acres and meadows were accessed. I continued out onto the acres. When I reached the middle of the first, the one in which we grew barley, I sank down onto my haunches and grabbed a fistful of the dark brown soil. 
 I looked at the heap of brown in my hand for a long moment. Then I smelled it. It had a sharp odor. Spreading my fingers, I let the dirt slip slowly back to where it belonged. An image of my father appeared in my mind. Instead of forcing it away like I usually did, I let the image be, and then turn into others. Pictures from my early childhood emerged, occasions during which my father and I went fishing on our own, hunting for hare, he showing me how to put together a bow. I remembered how we had been laughing together then, how we had competed who could run the fastest into the woods, how we had sung songs and told each other stories. Nobody was bigger or stronger or more clever than my father. But as I grew older and my scope of the world expanded, incidents occurred, incidents that disintegrated this glorified view. 
One in particular had shattered it.
 It happened during a mild evening toward the end of my seventh summer. My big brother, our father, and I had been to the market in Valstad where we spent the day bartering newly harvested barley and rye and fresh butter for fur and deer antlers. Yakoube got some beautiful red silk from Byzantium for our mother to make a dress and a small wooden sword for me. We couldn’t really afford the sword, but he had bought it anyway, maybe to put a lid on my constant nagging. He was well aware of how much I loved sword play, but since his skills in wood whittling were not even close to those of his own father’s—who had produced a wooden sword for Yakoube when Yakoube was a child—simple branches of birch or maple had had to suffice for his own sons. Tree branches were not as much fun as wooden swords of course, so I kept on badgering him to let me use the one my grandfather had given him instead. Not wanting to risk breaking his precious sword, it was easier to just buy me my own. 
 As the three of us were on our way back home, two men walked toward us. They stopped in front of our cart. The road was narrow and edged by ditches, then firs, which grew densely like tall hedges by the road, all of it making it just on impossible for us to get around the men. So we had to stop as well.
 “What do you have to give us, brother?” the larger of the two asked my father in a calm voice. Neither of them was tall nor very strong-looking, yet there was something distinctively menacing about their appearance, something that demanded to be taken serious. 
 “Ehhh… I have nothing…” my father mumbled, instantly frazzled. 
 The bigger man gave his friend a meaningful glance and both of them laughed. He pointed at the rich bear fur and red silk in our cart that were clearly visible behind my father and said, “Then what is that?” Staring hard at my father, the man pulled out a long knife from his belt beneath his cloak. The silvery blade glimmered fiercely in the fading sunlight.
 “Ehh, listen,” Yakoube began, smiling cooperatively. “Why don’t I give you this nice fur and then you let us pass?” He patted the smooth brown bear pelt next to him. “It is great bear fur, rich and warm for the winter.” 
 I looked at my father, mystified. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing: Was he just going to give these two scoundrels our new, much needed bear fur? Without so much as giving up a fight?
 The two men looked at each other again and laughed. Then they threw themselves over my father. From that moment on, everything went so fast that I had a hard time remembering exactly what happened. Only one scene had stuck to my memory, one in which my father was lying on the ground, the two men kicking and pounding him hard. Having crouched together like a terrified animal, my father refused to even attempt defending himself. When the two men had tired of beating him, they turned their attention to the cart and its contents. My brother and I tried to make ourselves invisible as the men unloaded all our painstakingly chosen, indispensable merchandise. It wasn’t until the first man got a hold of my new wooden sword that I reacted. 
 “No! Don’t take that! That’s mine!” I screamed at the man, tears springing up in my eyes. Now that I had finally gotten a real sword to train with, I couldn’t bear losing it. “I need that!” 
 I looked over at my father, who was still down on the ground, rivulets of blood snaking its way from his face. “Father, tell him not to take my sword!” 
 At the sound of my call, Yakoube turned his head and looked at the cart. Placing his palms on the ground, he tried to push himself up. But just as he was about to reach a sitting position, his arms gave out and he fell back onto the dirty road like a fragile house suddenly crumbling. The man looked first at the heap of my father beneath the cart, and then back at me. Letting out a scornful laugh, he broke the wooden sword in two. “Your father is a good for nothing, boy!” he jeered at me and threw the broken parts far into the woods. Then he and his friend left the cart with all of its goods in their arms and disappeared behind the many trees. 
 I wasn’t sure how long I sat there out on the fields pondering my father, but eventually my thoughts were interrupted. Egin was calling me from the opening of the fence. “Are you going to be out there all day, Leif?” he asked. I stood up. My legs were stiff and achy from the unusual position they had been in for such long time. I walked over to my brother and the two of us walked into the longhouse together. 
 Everybody was awake now and the deep, dark room was full of life. Elsa cooked something in a big black cauldron over the hearth and thick, rich-smelling steam evaporated from it. Hilda cut bread on a board that she had placed in her lap, while Anna and Inga got wooden bowls ready to be filled with food. The Russian brothers walked back and forth carrying firewood into the house. They informed me that Petter and the two field hands had gone outside to feed our remaining animals. 
 I walked up to Hilda and asked her how she was doing. She turned to me and smiled. “Not so bad, I think,” she said. “Considering the circumstances. When it is all over, I will mourn Father properly. But I’m a little mad at myself. I should have seen it coming.”
 I looked at her, confused. “What do you mean?”
 “I should have warned Father that Loke would be very unhappy when he heard how Father wanted to handle everything. Maybe then he would have been alive today. I don’t believe for a moment that Father simply fell down the stairs. No, Loke must have been behind it.”
 “Yes, I agree that Loke must have had something to do with his death. It’s too convenient. But how could you have known what Loke was up to?”
 Hilda patted the bench on which she sat. “Sit down. What I am going to tell you may take a while.”
 I did as I was told and eagerly awaited Hilda’s story.
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“Ever since we were little,” Hilda began, “Loke has had this dream of us Jarlabankes becoming the next royal family of Sweden. He always talked about it to everyone who wanted to listen. And to those who didn’t, too…” She rolled her eyes. “‘We can take them! We can take them!’ he ran around yelling, referring to King Holmstein and his court. He was obsessed with the thought of our family ruling the country. But Father didn’t see it the same way. He was happy with our current status. He tried to explain to Loke that ruling the country wasn’t worth all the bloodshed it would surely cost our family to overtake the Holmsteins. Father must have thought this was nothing more than youthful caprice on Loke’s part, for Loke eventually stopped talking about us becoming the next royal family.”
 “But it wasn’t just a youthful caprice?” I asked.
 Hilda shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. He just stopped talking about it to everyone. But I knew he still thought about it, for I heard him rant about it on occasion, several years later, with Ingvar when they were drinking. Ingvar was somewhere in the middle, neither completely on Loke’s nor on our father’s side. I think Loke tried to make our brother see matters his way. It would be much easier to convince Father that our family must overtake the current royal family if not only his second oldest but his oldest son, too, agreed it was necessary. And Ragnar would do whatever Loke wanted, so that would make three of them.” She smirked. “As you know, Loke is Ragnar’s hero. Loke kept saying that our family would lose everything we had worked so hard for unless we took charge of the country—our position, fortune, well respected name, everything. We absolutely had to do something what with all the changes taking place in the country. To be exact, what with Christianity gaining foothold.” 
 I nodded, silently urging Hilda to keep going with her story. She did.
 “Even though our family doesn’t like Christianity and has no plans of ever converting, more and more families in Ostergotland do like it, as you also know. Powerful and influential families, such as the Estrid clan in the north and the Magnussons in the west. Over the course of only a few years these families have grown tremendously, having become almost as rich as we are.”
 “Yes, they have indeed. Shoe-making is a most lucrative trade. We should all consider it.” I was referring to the colorful Estrid clan that had spent decades perfecting their trade. These days they were known all over southern Sweden for their well-made, original shoes. They had become so popular some people traveled days to get a hold of an Estrid-made ankle boot with blue goatskin uppers, their signature shoe. Paying so much attention to shoes, it was only to be expected that the Estrids would be dandies in other areas, too, which they were, always appearing at the Assembly in well-matched outfits and their hair in the latest continental fashion. Once they had come with clean-shaven necks and bangs so long they could barely see anything, looking so ridiculous Egin and I had laughed until our stomachs began to ache. 
 “Anyway, according to Loke,” Hilda continued, “if we didn’t watch out, the families would soon merge forces and try taking over everything, the entire province. Together, they would be stronger than we are. Apparently, both families have tried hard to convert other families during gatherings at the Assembly. Is that so?” Hilda gazed at me questioningly.
 “Yes, they have,” I confirmed. “Once the Magnusson family brought a preacher that went on and on about how we would end up in a place called Heaven if only we converted. A lot of people paid attention and thought it sounded like a fine place to rest. But I’m not sure they were willing to pay the price to get there. For example, they would have to give up their slaves and start paying them instead. Not a popular notion.” 
 Hilda chuckled. “I can imagine. Well, Loke told Ingvar that it was only a question of time until the majority of people had converted and turned against those who didn’t. So, we had to do something before that happened. I think Loke would have convinced Ingvar in the end.”
 “Yes, he can be very convincing. He certainly has more leadership qualities than his dead big brother ever did.” 
 “I should have told Father about all of this before we parted ways yesterday.” Hilda looked away, her eyes glazing over. Then she said, more to herself than to me, “Surely he would have been alive today if I had.” 
 I put an arm around her shoulders and moved her close to me. “Maybe. But it’s too late now. It does no good blaming yourself for your father’s death. You couldn’t have known how heartless your brother truly is.”
 Sadly, I understood Hilda’s guilt better than she could imagine. I could have mentioned how I had worried more about what Loke would do than Ragnar. Of course, it probably would have been too late when we got home yesterday. By then, there was nothing we could have done to save Bjorn anyway.
 Hilda wiped at her tears with her fingertips and blinked away the rest. 
 “You are right, Leif. I couldn’t have known.” She put the cutting board aside and stood up. “Well, we don’t have time to ponder this further. We must focus on what is at hand, save what can be saved. Let’s gather everyone and talk.” She glanced over at Elsa, who had stopped stirring the cauldron’s steaming contents. “It looks like Elsa’s stew is ready.”
 I nodded and got up as well. I told Anna to go tell the field hands and Petter in the barn that it was time to eat and talk. She took off instantly. When she returned with the men, the rest of us sat down around the hearth, and Elsa and Hilda began serving us food. I waited to speak until everybody was seated and had received their ration of food. Then I said, “We have to decide who will be the one to demand a retrial.”
 “I think I should do it,” Hilda said. “If I go with Fjodor and Mikail, I have protection and everybody at the People’s Assembly will see for themselves that I’m alive. When people know that, I should be safe from any more attempts on my life by Loke. He wouldn’t gain anything by killing me then. And since I’m there already, I might as well announce that the Blackhairs deserve a retrial. I could let the people know right then and there that Ragnar, not you, was the one who tried to kill me.”
 “Yes,” Egin said, “and then I can stand up and demand that our family gets a retrial as soon as possible. The judges will surely grant it and the people, too, when they have seen and heard what Hilda has to say.” He turned to me. “It will be easy then to ask for your sentence to be reversed.”
 I thought about Egin’s words, and then I nodded. “Yes, you are right, Egin. The judges and the people will surely grant both a retrial and a reversal of my sentence after that.” But I must have looked conflicted because Hilda asked, “What is it, Leif?” 
 I turned and looked at her. “I just wish that you wouldn’t have to be the one to tell all on Friday. It might get real rowdy in there. Maybe Loke goes mad when he sees you and attacks you. Who knows what he might try next? After last night, I believe that one is capable of anything. Or Ragnar might do something.” I thought about what I had just said. “Yes, the one we should fear going mad at the Assembly is Ragnar, not Loke. Loke is much too composed.” 
 Hilda smiled. “I appreciate your concern, Leif, but, unfortunately, I think this is the only way. And I truly think that this time I will be safe.”
 “Yes, I think you will be safe with Mikail and Fjodor, too,” I said, then sighed. “And it is true; we have no other choice... Well, I think the Law Speaker will help you make your point should anyone object to you interrupting the meeting.”
 Hilda looked at me. “Why do you think he will help me?”
 “I think he might have overheard when Ragnar told me the truth after the trial.” 
 Hilda’s eyes widened. “Really?”
 “Yes. So it’s settled then. You will be the one to demand a retrial, Hilda.”
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When the day the gathering at the People’s Assembly arrived, we had made some adjustments to Hilda’s plan. In addition to the Russian brothers and Egin, I was to come to the Assembly, disguised as a slouching old man with a long white beard in a hooded cape so no one recognized me. It was a risky decision, but I simply couldn’t let Hilda stand in front of everyone with her murderous brothers so close by and not be there to defend her if need be. I remained nervous about what Ragnar would do when he saw Hilda. Given how close he and the rest of the Jarlabanke clan were to the court square where Hilda would make her announcement, he could reach her in a matter of moments and stick a dagger in her chest if he wanted to. He may be fat, but he was strong and surprisingly quick, which made him a good fighter. While the Russian brothers were both rather large men, who knew if they would react fast enough to defend Hilda? If Ragnar tried to kill Hilda a second time and succeeded, I would never forgive myself. So I would position myself as close to where Ragnar always sat and be ready to throw myself over him. If we came early enough, I should manage to get a spot mere steps away from him.
 “Remember to position yourself as far away from your family as possible when you walk to the court square,” I instructed Hilda as I got ready to descend our wagon. It must have been the tenth or so time that I did this since we had left our farm. We were only a short distance away from Valstad and the People’s Assembly now. I would cover the rest of it on foot, crossing the woods that grew around Valstad. Like me, Hilda wore a hooded cape so that no one would be able to recognize her without looking closely. This way no one would know who she was until she had reached the court square and removed the hood.
 “I will, I will,” she humored me. As I was about to ask her if she was sure, truly sure, she smiled and rubbed my arm. “Don’t worry so much, Leif! I will be fine. I know I will. I can feel it in here.” She tapped the left side of her chest. “Now go or you will be late, and then you won’t be there in time to see just how far away from my family I’ll position myself.”
 I nodded and reluctantly turned around, heading for the trees that rose on either side of the dirt road that we had travelled for the better part of the morning. 
 It didn’t take me long to get to the other side of the forest despite my uncomfortable cloak and the long woolen beard Elsa had made for me. The beard kept getting stuck in all the needles of the close-growing firs. Fortunately, it was easy to untangle the beard from the sharp branches whenever this happened—except when I was about to leave the woods. The harder I tried to unhook the beard from the branch’s many needles now, the more it seemed determined to stay there instead. 
 As I kept trying and trying to free myself, my heart picked up speed in my chest. I couldn’t afford to stay much longer if I wanted to be sure to get a spot close to Ragnar; the Assembly filled up quickly when big cases were on the agenda as they were today. From what Egin had told me, among others a 25-year-old feud between the Gudmundson family and the Ingemar clan was to be solved today, in addition to determining the ownership of a farm lost in gamble. 
 It seemed my beard was determined to remain stuck in the fir. Frustrated, I pondered whether to just leave the beard behind or not. Maybe the cloak’s hood was sufficient disguise. I could just keep staring into the ground like the hunchback I was supposed to be and avoid meeting the eyes of anyone. But I soon decided that doing so was too dangerous. I was still tall, so someone shorter who got a glimpse of my face might recognize me and inform everyone else who the old hunchback in the cloak really was. In the end, I cut off half the beard with the knife in my boot. While the beard now barely reached below my chin, it still covered most of my face. 
 Making sure I kept my head down and that my shoulders slouched, I left the woods. I made my way as quickly as I could through the sparsely populated gravel yard in front of the Assembly building, pretending to take a rest every now and then on my birch cane. Before long I had entered the double doors and was heading toward the left side of the court square where the Jarlabanke clan sat. The insides of the Assembly were filling up. I picked up my speed, hoping there was still some standing space left near the Jarlabanke bench. I was in luck. A couple of spots remained, spots granted first to elderly men like myself. I went over and planted myself firmly against the cool stone wall, right next to the bench, and allowed myself to relax a little, having at least made it this far. I could only pray that Ragnar would stay put so I could leave as inconspicuously as I had arrived.
 Shortly thereafter the Law Speaker and the judges arrived. Having made his way up to the table on the podium, the old man looked out over the sea of men before him in the deep hall. Then he rapped his gavel and declared the People’s Assembly open for business. Taking a sip of mead, he explained that today’s Assembly gathering had a full agenda. The first case to be settled was the ownership of the Odenson farm in northwestern Ostergotland. 
 Egin had given me the details of this dispute that had begun months earlier, while I was gone. Apparently, Jona Odenson and Sverker Holmare had played a board game over bets and, while playing, they had been drinking beer, lots of beer. As the night moved along, they got drunker and drunker, and the bets got wilder and more outrageous. Cheered on by the other men around the table, they went from waging silver coins and bracelets to slaves and animals. After a long winning streak, Jona suddenly found himself beginning to lose. And lose. And lose. 
Determined to turn the game around—and very, very drunk—Jona kept going. Finally, furious over his continuous bad luck, he thought in his drunken mind that if he betted something really big—as in everything he owned—the gods would give him back his good luck for displaying such tremendous bravery. But the gods didn’t. Right as the sun appeared over the tree tops outside the mead house, Jona found himself one entire farm short. At the time, Jona was too drunk to realize the extent of his loss. But when he woke up the next afternoon and found Sverker and his brothers outside his home, having come to collect Sverker’s prize, reality came tumbling down on him like a heap of stones falling from a cliff. He told them that he wouldn’t give them anything because he couldn’t remember ever having betted his farm. So Sverker made a complaint at the local People’s Assembly up in northwestern Ostergotland. The community was too evenly split between the two parties, so the case couldn’t be settled. This was why Sverker had brought the case to the provincial Assembly in Valstad. 
 The Law Speaker turned to his assistant and asked him to bring up Sverker Holmare first, since he had made the complaint against Odenson. Sverker was to state before all men present the exact nature of his complaint. The moment he was called, Sverker entered the court square. He was a sallow-faced, blond man with an upper body so hugely muscular his legs looked like sticks in comparison. He walked with a cocky swagger, confident of his winning finally at this Assembly. When he reached the middle of the court square, he stopped and turned around so that he faced the people. He calmly recited the facts of the case to the people and proceeded to explain why he should be awarded the right to the Odenson farm. “For I am a man of my word and have always been so. All real men should stand by their words. I believe that it doesn’t matter whether you are drunk or not. If you are so drunk that you lose your mind that is your problem, not mine. A word given is a word given. This is—” 
 No longer talking, Sverker stared toward the entrance of the Assembly. One after the other, all the men in the great hall turned their heads and looked in the direction in which Sverker stared. Knowing that everyone’s attention was elsewhere now, I straightened my hunched-over body considerably to get a glimpse of the aisle between the two long rows of benches. I was just in time to catch sight of Hilda, flanked by Fjodor and Mikail, walking briskly toward the court square and Sverker. Soon, the little group had reached the court square. Much to my relief, Hilda positioned herself as far away from Ragnar and the rest of the Jarlabankes as physically possible, just as I had advised her. 
 I looked at Sverker again. His face had twisted in anger, and it remained angry-looking even after Hilda had removed her hood. He must not know who she is, I thought. The majority of the men inside the hall did, however. They gasped as one at the sight of who had been hiding under the hooded cloak, the person who’d had the gall to interrupt an Assembly-meeting. I could only imagine the thoughts going through their minds upon seeing Hilda standing there, back from the dead. They must believe, just like I had done, that she was some kind of apparition.
 I turned to Ragnar and Loke, contracting my muscles to pounce either of them were they to try something. But neither moved. Instead, they seemed as though they were glued to their benches. 
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 “What do you think you are doing?” Sverker snapped, glaring at Hilda.
 “Please go to your seat,” Hilda said, looking at him calmly. “I have an important announcement to make.”
 Sverker looked like he couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “The hell I am! You wait your turn like everyone else! Who do you think you—”
 “Sverker, be quiet and let Hilda speak.” At first, Sverker didn’t seem to know that the Law Speaker had spoken, for he turned around, looking in every direction except for toward the podium. But when he finally realized who had spoken and noted the look on the old man’s face, Sverker stepped aside without a word, letting Hilda move to the middle with her two friends. 
 I, too, moved closer to the middle of the court square, my eyes resting firmly on Ragnar and Loke. Just like I had suspected, Ragnar’s face turned red, as it always did when he got emotional. But, to my relief, I discovered that Loke had grabbed a hold of Ragnar’s arm, holding it tightly. He knew his younger brother’s temper as well as anyone else of course, and surely didn’t want him to do something that he would regret later. 
 I exhaled, realizing that I had been holding my breath for quite some time. It was completely quiet in the People’s Assembly when Hilda turned around and faced all the men. As she opened her mouth to speak, I prayed silently that she wouldn’t lose her train of thought this time.
 “No, it is not a spirit that you are looking at,” she began. “It is me, the living Hilda Jarlabanke. My murderer never succeeded to kill me. I only looked like I was dead to my family, and that was why they buried me. But the woman preparing me for my grave—the Angel of Death—saw that I wasn’t dead. She and her family rescued me the night of my funeral.” Looking more confident than I could remember ever having seen her, Hilda paused briefly as she let her words sink in. “The reason I have come here today is not just to show you that I am still alive. It is also to tell you that Leif Blackhair was not the man who tried to kill me. Leif didn’t do anything at all. He is innocent of all that he was accused of. The man who tried to kill me was Ragnar Jarlabanke—my own brother.” 
A sound of horror surged through the great hall. Heads turned and eyes found the bench where the men of the Jarlabanke family sat. Both Loke and Ragnar were staring at Hilda. While Ragnar’s face had turned even redder in deep angst, Loke’s face remained as blank as a rune stone without inscriptions. After having received a cue from Fjodor, Hilda spoke again. “My brother, Ragnar Jarlabanke, tried to kill me so that he could blame it on Leif. All of you are probably wondering why he would do such a terrible deed. Well, let me tell you: Ragnar wanted Leif’s wife, Thora, that badly. The only way for him to get her was if he could get rid of Leif. And he knew that no one would doubt that Leif was capable of such a crime. Which most of you didn’t, either. But I am telling you now that Leif was convicted despite being entirely innocent. It is therefore the people’s responsibility to reverse his sentence.” 
Hilda turned to the Law Speaker, who was contemplating her quietly, and waited for him to speak. But before he got a chance, Loke’s deep voice tore through the room. He had gotten to his feet. “Please forgive me for speaking before having asked for your permission, sir Law Speaker, but I cannot help myself. I am sure that everybody in here understands that.” He made a theatrical pause. “My brother and I are as stunned as everyone else in this People’s Assembly to see that our beloved sister is alive. But please do not misunderstand: we are both very happy to find one in our family to be alive after the sudden horrible accident that killed our father four days ago. We are going through a rough time right now. So we are surprised but glad to find that our sister is alive despite all. We are just sad to learn that her wits are no longer with her. It must be clear to everyone in here that our sister has gone mad, that what she is saying carries no basis in truth. My sister was always desperately in love with Leif Blackhair and, apparently, she still is. She is so in love with him that she refuses to face what he did to her. But that doesn’t change the fact that Leif Blackhair raped and tried to kill her. He and the Blackhairs got the sentence his horrible crimes deserved. Therefore, there should be no reversal of any sentence. Thank you for letting me speak, sir Law Speaker.” 
 The Law Speaker gave Loke a curt nod, and then his eyes searched out the men of my family, which today only consisted of Egin, Petter, and our two field hands. “Do you have something to say?” he asked Egin. Egin nodded and got to his feet. “The Blackhairs demand that the people give our family a retrial and of course that Leif’s sentence is reversed, at least for the time being. Hilda has not gone mad. The one who has gone mad is Loke Jarlabanke, who killed his own father because his father was a just man who wanted fairness to prevail.” 
 There was another unanimous cry of dismay in the People’s Assembly. I glanced at Loke. His face, already pale, turned one shade whiter and his eyes widened so slightly I doubted most men realized it. I knew then that we had been right in assuming he was behind Bjorn’s accident. 
Egin let his words settle before he continued. “Hilda is telling the truth; Ragnar tried to set up Leif so that he could marry Leif’s wife. And, as we all know, Ragnar did marry Leif’s wife, Thora. Thank you, sir Law Speaker.” Egin took a seat back down between Styrbjorn and Jerker. 
 The people’s murmuring in the hall grew stronger. Their eyes darted from my family to the Jarlabanke clan to Hilda and her two companions, who were still standing in the middle of the court square next to a thoroughly befuddled Sverker Holmare. Sverker looked like he had a hard time remembering why he was there now. The Law Speaker rapped the gavel. 
“Quiet in the People’s Assembly!” he demanded and signaled for his assistant to fill up his horn with mead. Johan immediately obeyed orders. After having wetted his throat with the drink, the Law Speaker spoke. “From what we have witnessed in here today, I believe the People’s Assembly should reverse Leif Blackhair’s sentence for the time being and give him a retrial.” He looked over at the twelve judges. “Do you wish to discuss the situation and come back with a decision, Chief Judge?” 
The bald, grave-looking judge turned to his associates and asked whether any judge thought there shouldn’t be a retrial based on what had happened in the People’s Assembly today. No one objected, so the Chief Judge said, “We think Leif Blackhair deserve a retrial based on what has happened today.”
 The Law Speaker looked out over the sea of men and asked if there was anyone except the two involved families who had any objections, and that they would speak up now in that case. But no one did, so it was decided that the retrial would take place one week later.
 That week passed rapidly. There was a lot to take care of that had been neglected on the farm since the day I returned for a second time. But performing the many piled-up chores was easy now that we were doing them for ourselves, not in order to pay the high monthly tenancy payments to the Jarlabankes. Since Fjodor and Mikail were no longer needed to protect Hilda, they returned to their own home on the ship on which they had arrived with Hilda. The only cloud in the sky was Orvar’s legal status; he was still a forest man. And if people found out about our family harboring him, our chances to win the retrial would decrease dramatically. Fortunately, the likelihood of people finding out was small. Few if any remembered Orvar, and if they saw him now, they would barely recognize him as he had grown out all his hair and beard. And he no longer wore his dull brown slave clothes, but nicer, more colorful clothes that my family had given him. 
 Overall, Hilda and I were satisfied with how everything had turned out at the Assembly-gathering. Loke’s objections had not surprised us. On the contrary—being far more astute than Ragnar, turning Hilda’s words on their head in a matter of moments was along the lines of what we had expected. Anything less would have been odd. 
 The only thing that continued to bother us was his considerable indifference when we got our way in the end, and the retrial was set. Loke had not made a single attempt to use his influence to try to make the people, the Law Speaker, or the judges—who used to be his father’s associates after all—change their minds. The way matters stood now, it sure looked like the Jarlabankes would lose a retrial. Had the fact that Egin accused him of having murdered his own father paralyzed him to such a degree the man lost his ability to speak momentarily? We could only hope this was so. Unfortunately, knowing Loke—especially the callous one he had revealed himself to be—it was more likely that he had something hidden up his sleeve, something that he thought would guarantee the Jarlabanke clan winning. And we had to figure out exactly what that was before the next Assembly-gathering. 
 It was the middle of the fourth month now, and spring was making its way through Ostergotland. We woke up to birds chirping and cats and dogs yowling. All the snow was gone and trees that had been bare yesterday suddenly sprouted green leaves. More and more lilies, globe flowers, and anemones sprung up in the woods. Each day it got a little warmer, the sun shining a little longer. In the evenings, Hilda and I resumed taking walks, just like we used to do years ago, when everything was good, life the way it should be. The better part of our conversation revolved around what Loke could be up to. What could be of such importance it could sway the people’s will his way even after Hilda’s appearance and testimony at the Assembly? What could be so significant, yet so inconspicuous we failed to figure it out? 
Even though we couldn’t come up with an answer, I wasn’t worried. I knew that I should be worried—very worried indeed—but the mild air felt so pleasant when it blew softly against our faces, and the forest had never smelled better. The sky, glowing in shades of gold and purple, looked so beautiful with the sun slowly disappearing behind the thick row of darkening firs. 
Despite my foster brother and friend having taken such terrible actions against me, despite Thora turning out to be a weak, despicable person instead of an earthly goddess, despite my father being so sick he was close to death—despite all of this, I couldn’t make myself stop smiling. And I was trying hard, for it was not an appropriate face for me to display in such difficult times. But no matter how hard I tried, I kept failing, and instead I could feel how the grin grew wider. My feeling of elation was magnified each time I turned and looked at the short girl walking beside me. I could tell that Hilda shared my great mood this evening because she, too, was smiling widely. 
 The sun had disappeared completely below the ragged edge of the many treetops now, and the sky rapidly turned darker. A slice of moon began its steady climb toward the vault of heaven, while more and more stars ignited behind the thin veil of gray clouds. We approached a little pond next to which a tree had fallen headlong. I suggested that we have a seat on the trunk. When Hilda gave her assent, we sat down. 
 For the first time in the entire evening none of us had anything to say. So we just sat there silently, letting our eyes rest on the black sheet of water that spread out in front of us. The air didn’t move, and it was so quiet around us it seemed as though every living creature except us were asleep. 
 At some point during that time, I turned around and kissed Hilda. 
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The day of the retrial had arrived. Hilda and I sat next to each other in the family wagon on our way to the People’s Assembly. Egin, Petter, and the field hands sat on the bench behind us. I held the reins with my right hand, and with my left I held one of Hilda’s. 
 Nobody was saying anything; the tension within each of us was too great. We had yet to figure out what had made Loke appear so unruffled at the last gathering. No matter how many times we had turned over the issue in our heads, we still could not come up with a good enough explanation. In the end, we decided that he must have just feigned calmness or that Egin’s accusation had simply paralyzed him, for, surely, we couldn’t all be that dim-witted. Loke was probably betting that the unease would throw me off during my pleading. 
 We soon arrived at the Assembly site. Even though it was early, there was already a long row of men pouring in through the wide open doors of the tall-roofed building, all of them looking eager to witness the outcome of this unprecedented court case. Even toddlers as young as two were there, trying their best to walk on unstable, bow-shaped legs. There were hardly any women around, as they weren’t desired in these settings. 
 I steered the wagon to a large yard behind the Assembly where all the visitors were supposed to leave their carts and horses. I jumped to the ground, and then I helped Hilda down. Egin, Petter, and the field hands descended as well. Together, the six of us walked around and into the white-painted stone building. 
 People turned their heads discreetly, watching us as we approached the bench reserved for the feuding parties of the day. The Jarlabankes had already arrived and were sitting on the bench on the opposite side of the hall. Taking a seat, I caught sight of Thora sitting in between Ragnar and Loke. I let my eyes rest on her for a long moment, and it was confirmed to me yet again that those huge, uncontrollable feelings I used to feel each time I saw her were gone. There was no despair, no hate in its place; I simply didn’t feel anything at all. I realized then that I didn’t even think that she was particularly beautiful any longer. The eyes of the girl squeezed in between the two Jarlabanke brothers seemed too large for her face, bulging unattractively. The mouth was too small and its lips were pursed together in a manner that made her look haughty and small, not aristocratic and grand, like I used to think. Her flood of blond hair was too long and stringy-looking, and that upturned nose I used to adore made me think of a pig. As I was about to turn away, Thora turned her head and looked straight at me. There was a tiny smile of defiance on her thin lips, but the sad expression in her eyes told me a different story. 
 The Law Speaker entered the hall and walked up the two steps to the podium where his table was ready for him. He took a seat and then he rapped his gavel. The murmur infiltrating the space immediately died down. 
 “Good day, men of Ostergotland province,” he said. “We have gathered here today to settle the dispute between the Jarlabanke family and the Blackhair family. I can see that both parties are here. Therefore, let’s begin.” He motioned for his assistant to bring him a horn of mead. “I will let the Blackhairs start since they are the ones who demanded a retrial. Will Leif Blackhair or the representative for him stand up and plead his case, please?” 
 I got to my feet and walked to the center of the court square. The time had come when I would give the most important speech of my life. I took a deep breath and turned around so that I was facing the men of the Assembly rather than the Law Speaker and the judges. Trying to meet the eyes of as many of them as possible, I spoke. 
 “As most people in this room surely know already, my family and I were wrongfully sentenced. I was sentenced to become a forest man and my family to become tenant farmers under the Jarlabanke clan. Ragnar Jarlabanke dared me to a drinking contest, knowing that I would be too proud to refuse such a challenge. At the time, I didn’t understand that he called me out because he had an ulterior motive.” Again, I tried to make eye contact with as many of the men as I could. 
 “See, Ragnar needed to get rid of me so that he could marry my then wife, Thora—which we all know that he has done also. He knew that everybody would believe that I was capable of raping his sister because of an unfortunate incident with a girl who accused me of rape a couple of years ago, but later withdrew her accusation. This girl, Stina, was in love with me and hurt that I spurned her. She made up the rape charge to make me hurt as much as she did. Not only that. After the death of my mother, there was a period in my life when I often ended up in fights during drinking bouts with Ragnar and our friends. I myself started some of the fights, sometimes with hardly any provocation. Because of this, Ragnar knew that my family and I myself wouldn’t seriously question the overwhelming evidence. By Odin, I was found half naked on top of a half naked Hilda, with my hands around her throat as though I had strangled her! He knew that I wouldn’t wonder why I didn’t remember actually having done anything, as I was so very drunk. Neither would I question my intense headache nor why I had passed out all of a sudden. After all, all of that had happened before when I drank. He also knew that people were aware of the close friendship I shared with Hilda Jarlabanke, an unusual friendship that was accepted because I was the great Bjorn Jarlabanke’s foster son and she my foster sister. I now know that some people apparently believed there was more than friendship between Hilda and me. Let me assure you all that, at the time, there was never anything but friendship between us. This has since changed.” 
 Looking out over the sea of men, I could tell that they hung onto my every word. “I now know that Hilda was the girl I should have married all along. And because Thora has set me free to re-marry, I have asked Hilda to set matters straight by accepting my offer of marriage. She has accepted.” 
 I took a breath and got ready to deliver the final part of my speech. “Good men of Ostergotland province, please believe me when I tell you that I never did any of which I was accused. Instead, my foster brother Ragnar Jarlabanke set me up so that he could marry my wife Thora. Hilda’s own words that Ragnar tried to kill her, not I, should serve as sufficient proof of what I’m saying is indeed the truth. She was the only one there. Thank you.” I bowed deeply to the crowds. Then I turned around and bowed to the judges and the Law Speaker. I left the court square and went to sit down with my family. 
 The Law Speaker rapped his gavel and looked over at the Jarlabanke clan. “Which one of you Jarlabankes will do the pleading?” 
 Loke immediately got to his feet. “I will, sir,” he said and walked into the court square with determined steps. 
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Loke Jarlabanke turned his body so that he faced the crowds in the Assembly rather than the judges and the Law Speaker. “I am deeply saddened and shocked to be forced to go through this dispute once more,” he said, “especially now that my father has just died. Due to an unfortunate accident, nothing else.” He stared at everyone, daring them to question his words. “What makes me most sad, however, is the fact that my own sister is bringing this upon her family. The accusations she has made against her own brother, my brother, Ragnar Jarlabanke, are so horrible that I cannot find words for how they make me and the rest of my family feel. In particular our brother Ragnar, who stands so wrongfully accused. Well, let me begin by clarifying something: It was really Leif, who stole away Thora from my brother, not the other way around.” 
 Loke paused, his colorless eyes sweeping the masses of men. “As we all know in here, Leif has a history of twisting the heads of other men’s women. How he succeeds with this has always been a mystery to me, him being of slave descent and all, but we all know that he does succeed. He succeeded in twisting Thora’s head as well, just as she had gotten ready to say yes to Ragnar’s marriage proposal. It was only when Leif raped and tried to kill our sister that Thora realized her mistake. So she divorced Leif and married my brother— just like she should have done from the beginning. Now to my sister, who has loved this barbarian for as long as I can remember, hoping that he would one day marry her. It must be apparent to each and everyone here today that Hilda Jarlabanke is not right in the head. The many years of unrequited love has driven her mad, so mad that she doesn’t realize just how evil the object of her affection truly is.”
 Shutting his mouth, Loke stared silently at everyone for a long moment before continuing. “This former slave, for
whom my family has done so much, is so evil, so selfish, so ungrateful and forever greedy that first he takes the women away from his saviors; then he takes their kin, too—just to prove that he can! My sister loves this evil lad so much that she is willing to disregard, to forgive that
he raped and then tried to kill her to cover it up. The fact that Leif is marrying Hilda now should prove to everyone here that what I’m contending is the truth. Leif is only marrying my sister for her to help make him legal again.” 
 Loke paused again, looking down into the ground, as if to gather strength. 

So we were right then, I thought, relieved. Loke had just feigned having something hidden up his sleeve… I doubted most people would believe his testimony over mine. Just as I was about to close my eyes and thank the gods for being on my side for once, I caught the satisfied smile on his lips as he looked up again. The blood froze in my veins. 
 “And in case anyone doubts my words,” Loke said, “I will call a witness who will testify that what I have told you is indeed the truth. My witness overheard a conversation between my father and Hilda the evening before he died. Will Erik of the Oddulf family please stand up?”
 So cold I was barely able to move, I made myself turn around and look in the direction of where Loke and now everyone else in the Assembly were looking, just to verify that I had not imagined Loke’s words. I had not. The person standing up among the many men was in fact my friend Erik. The round-shouldered, unusually dark-haired Swede looked right at Loke, carefully avoiding any eye contact with my family—and especially with me. 
 I turned back to Loke, just in time to see him signal to Erik for him to start speaking. Erik cleared his throat and then said, “About fourteen days ago, I was out hunting in the woods close to the Jarlabanke estate. The sun was about to set, so I decided to go home. But first I wanted to pay a visit to my good friends Ragnar and Loke. I headed toward the main entrance of their estate. I was about to pass the two large oaks that grow near their fence when I heard a girl and a man screaming at each other on the other side of the trees. It sounded just like Bjorn Jarlabanke and his daughter Hilda, but how could that be? She was dead and buried. I stopped next to one of the trees and peeked around the thick trunk. To my utmost surprise, I did see both Bjorn and Hilda talking with such anger that they didn’t even notice that I had come by. Naturally, I was as shocked as everyone else to see that Hilda wasn’t dead. I couldn’t understand how come she was alive and standing there, but she was. Before I got a chance to ponder this further, Hilda yelled that she would tell everyone that it was Ragnar who had tried to kill her, not Leif, if her father didn’t pardon Leif so that she could marry him. Bjorn said no, the Jarlabankes could not forgive a man like Leif after what he had done, after the disrespect he had shown their family. It was enough that the Jarlabankes had spared his life. He told Hilda that she had to get over her obsession with Leif Blackhair once and for all. He even begged her to understand that Leif was evil, someone who had taken advantage of her and tried to kill her. But Hilda refused to accept what her father said. It was sometime around then that I forced myself to continue my walk.”
 “Is that all, Erik?” the Law Speaker said with an odd look on his face. The auburn-haired Swede nodded, clearing his throat again, much louder this time. “You can sit down then.”
 Watching Erik take his seat again, I realized what must have happened. 
 Loke had sought out Erik and offered him an enormous sum of silver in exchange for a testimony in his favor.



 The Oddulf family was struggling, never having quite managed to get back on their feet after having lost several sons in recent Viking expeditions and property in the Valstad Massacre. While other families were struggling as well these days, few people were aware of just how severe the Oddulfs’ plight was and how much it continued to bother them. In fact, the Oddulf family had been looking for some deal that would help lift their respected family name back to its old heights. The only reason I knew this was because I had overheard Erik and his father fight about it one day, in nearly the same way Erik had just claimed to have overheard Hilda and her father fight. Approaching Erik was a clever and utterly devious move on Loke’s part, especially since the Oddulf family and its members had a reputation of being extremely honest. I couldn’t help but wonder, though, how Loke had found out about the severity of the Oddulfs’ plight, and how much silver he had been forced to part with. It must have been a considerable amount. Even so, I was surprised—and saddened—that Erik had gone for it.
 The Law Speaker rapped his gavel and asked the judges whether they were ready to withdraw for their decision. They were, so they stood up and disappeared behind the partition. No one knew for sure how long they would be gone, just that it was almost certainly not going to be a short time. 
 My eyes found Hilda, who sat beside me. She looked as devastated as I was feeling. We both knew that it was all but over for us now, and that there was nothing we could do about it. She turned to me and pressed out a smile.
 “Well, we did what we could,” she said. “Now we can only hope for the best. Hope that the judges believe us rather than Loke and… and Erik.” She practically spat out his name and shook her head. “What a weakling!” 
 I just nodded, having lost my will to speak. The stuffiness inside the crowded Assembly suddenly felt suffocating. I needed to leave the building for a while. Maybe getting some fresh air would take the edge off the despair about to overtake me completely. I looked at Hilda and asked her whether she wanted to go with me outside until the judges returned with their verdict. 
 “No, I’d rather stay here,” she said. “I couldn’t bear it if I ran into any of my brothers out there.” 
 I nodded, not blaming her. I could only imagine how horrible I would have felt had my own brothers done what hers were doing to her. So I went myself. 
 It was surprisingly cool outside, considering how warm the sunshine was that glared into my eyes the moment I left the Assembly building. I took a couple of much-needed breaths and walked along the road that led down to the port of Valstad. Approaching the water, misery had sucked me in so deep I barely noticed any of the people that passed by me. I reached the long wooden landing stage onto which little rowing boats and ships were attached, and I took a seat on a wooden stump that anchored an impressive vessel. 
 It felt good to sit there, to have my eyes rest on the immense glittering sheet of blue that stretched out before me, but it was impossible to let go of all the tension building inside me. Unless a miracle happened, it was over for my family—at least in a bigger sense. If we were truly unlucky, the Jarlabankes would be awarded complete victory. That meant I would become a forest man again and quite possibly be chased, just like the last time. If that were to happen, I doubted I would have the energy to outrun them. However, something told me that this was not what would happen. It was not just a hunch, but I had drawn this conclusion from the mood inside the Assembly: People hadn’t appeared as disgusted by me this time around. Many of the men were aware that my father was so sick he might die, and that this was a result from having worked too hard. This would surely serve as a mitigating circumstance in the final verdict. Unless Loke had something else planned, that is. 
Goosebumps formed on my arms. He might very well have more up his sleeve. I had completely forgotten about that possibility. Suddenly, I was sure that this was the case. Loke had something else planned, something that would make his family invincible. After all, he had killed his own father to avoid having to part with any of the Jarlabankes’ properties. Could he have paid off the judges, too? It was enough if only some of them went for it, which they probably would, considering that most of them had been good friends with his father. Surely, they must prefer to believe, after Loke’s brief but forceful denial, that Bjorn’s death had in fact only been an unfortunate accident. Together with those who already believed that I was this terrible man Loke had tried to paint me as, he would have enough judges on his side. Yes, Erik was surely just the beginning.
Powerlessness overwhelmed me at this realization. I stood up and my foot found a pebble on the wooden bridge. I kicked it violently. It flew high up into the air, forming a long arch, and then headed toward the water where it kissed the still surface three times, only to disappear the fourth time. I couldn’t just go back in there and wait for Loke to destroy me and my family. I had to do something. 
 But how would I do that? The trial would be over in a matter of moments. 
Someone announced loudly that the judges were about to come out with a decision. I turned around, feeling old and tired, and started to walk back to the Assembly. 
When I was halfway there, two boys fighting each other with wooden swords on a strip of brown grass caught my attention. One boy must have defeated the other, for he stood up and yelled, “I knew this was the only way I could win over you!” 
I stopped and stared at the boy. What if I challenged both Loke and Ragnar with a Holmganga? Yes, I nodded to myself. Yes. It could work... The excitement rose within me. Actually, knowing the people, they would prefer solving the trial this way. I grinned wide. With some cooperation from the Law Speaker, the trial would be ours. 
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It was with renewed confidence that I walked through the Assembly building’s large, splayed open doors. I could feel that big grin still stretching my lips wide. When I sat down between Hilda and Egin, I could tell they must be wondering if I had gone mad already. How could I be so happy when we were well about to lose everything? But I didn’t bother telling them what was on my mind; instead, I just took Hilda’s hand, squeezed it, and gave her a peck on the cheek. Then I looked at the Law Speaker, who was already sitting behind his table on the podium, looking every bit as old as people believed him to be, while waiting for the judges to return. 
 The Law Speaker, or Karl the Wit as his name was, was said to be the oldest in Valstad. It was the tradition of the districts to elect one of their eldest for the treasured and crucial post as Law Speaker, and preferably a son of the incumbent Law Speaker. Karl had merely been a distant nephew, but as someone murdered the previous Speaker, the Valstad Assembly had to rapidly find a good replacement. According to common knowledge, the murdered cousin’s cousin, Karl, had been the best one at the time and he more than filled the two other prerequisites: great wisdom and excellent memory. The Law Speaker had to not only fairly and correctly interpret the expansive Ostgota Law Code—a collection of laws and ordinances that was revamped and added to nearly every year—but also to memorize it exactly. Karl the Wit had demonstrated time and again that he deserved his place. As a young fellow, smaller than most and born with his left forearm missing, he had been forced to develop a sharp and cunning intellect to settle his disputes. He always settled these in public because he knew the one winning the people’s approval would be the one getting his way. Already winning most of his quarrels, he became unbeatable when he discovered that he had a talent for logic and the absurd in the world. This talent combined with his brainpower gave him a unique weapon. No one could come up with such funny and clever retorts as Karl, much to his audience’s delight. Whatever his opponent said, Karl would make it sound somehow ridiculous. Seeing him in action, most spectators ended up rolling around on the ground, laughing so hard they couldn’t stop for hours. How could they not award him the victory? A rich merchant-warrior eventually heard of Karl and offered him a position as his personal scald and entertainer. And so Karl’s cleverness was publicly endorsed. 
 Most people were happy with Karl the Wit as the Law Speaker, even though he had long since stopped trying to make people laugh. Dour or not, he had gained a reputation for being exceedingly fair, never fearing to go against the will of the judges on behalf of the will of the people. And that was what mattered most. He rapped his gavel a few times to make the murmur inside the hall settle down. 
 “The judges have reached a verdict and will now return to give it to us,” he said, looking toward the scarlet silk partition behind which the judges still sat. They filed out one after the other in an even row and took a seat on their long bench, their faces blank. 
 The Chief Judge stood up and turned so that he faced the people. But he didn’t say anything. 
 The Law Speaker looked at him. “Did you reach a verdict, Judge?”
 The tall, bald judge nodded slowly. “Yes, sir Law Speaker, I think we might have—when I finally make up my mind. I’m the last to cast a vote.” He paused, pursing his mouth in thought. “And now I know what it will be: it will be in favor of the Blackhairs. That means we have five votes for the Blackhairs and five for the Jarlabankes. I suggest that each party employs the help of oath-helpers. That will make it easier for us to come up with a more unanimous decision.” 
 “Thank you, Chief Judge,” the Law Speaker said, and the man took a seat.
 Stunned, I stared at the Chief Judge. The verdict was far better than what I could have hoped for, setting the stage perfectly for what I had planned. 
 The Law Speaker glanced out over the crowds of people and said, “Like the judge suggested, both parties will have to bring in oath-helpers, so that we can come up with a final verdict. We will have to set a new date for the day when you bring in your oath-helpers. Would any of the parties care to suggest an appropriate date?” 
 The old Law Speaker looked first at the Jarlabankes and then at us, the Blackhairs. I let Loke speak first because I needed a couple of moments to gain control of the excitement that bubbled within me. 
 I was sure now that the people would prefer my solution rather than the one the Chief Judge had suggested. The people hated it when feuds were settled with the help of oath-helpers. If the Law Speaker did indeed overhear Ragnar as he lost his temper and ran up to tell me, right below the podium, that I had still lost Thora despite not getting sentenced to die a blood eagle, he would surely help me convince the judges as well.
 What I had in mind didn’t exactly follow the current writings of the Ostgota People’s Assembly Law Code. It was based on a simple Tva-tur—Two-time—a kind of wrestling created in a time when an unprecedented amount of twins were born in the province. The oldest of each pair of brothers wrestled each other first in a Tva-tur. The winner would fight the other, younger brother without having rested after the first match. If he won again, he would fight a third time, meeting the initial brother, who was now rested, once more. Were he to beat the initial brother a second time, the men who had betted on him would win a Store Thor—Big Thor—which meant that the losing men would have to pay three times the original amount betted. A Lille Thor—Little Thor—paid two times the betted money. To reach a Lille Thor, the second brother entering the game had to win three matches in a row. First, he had to meet the winning brother from the first fight—fairly easy, as the winner was often tired—then he had to meet the second brother, who had yet to wrestle. If he beat him, too, he had to fight brother number one once more. Did he win this one as well, he would have won a Lille Thor. 
 Somewhere in the periphery of my hearing, I picked up on Loke saying that he would like to bring his oath-helpers in one week. The Law Speaker turned to me and asked if I agreed with the day Loke had suggested. I got to my feet, feeling everyone’s eyes on me now. I scanned the big hall and the many men. Just as I had done during my pleading, I made sure to establish eye contact with as many of them as possible before I spoke. I only had one chance, so I better get it right. “If I may, sir Law Speaker,” I began. “Before I give my day, I would like to suggest another solution to this dispute. A solution that I hope everyone in here will find more satisfactory.” 
 People were whispering amongst themselves.
 “I would like to settle my differences with the Jarlabanke clan through a Holmganga. I propose that I meet Loke and Ragnar Jarlabanke in a Tva-tur. I will only win if I win the fight against both brothers. If I lose any of the two fights, I will become a forest man again, and my family’s farm will go back to becoming a tenant farm under the Jarlabankes.” I paused, letting my words gain traction. The entire hall held its breath, waiting for more. “But if I win both, my family will get ownership over the entire Jarlabanke estate.” I was about to end my statement there, but then something else hit me. “One more thing. If I am killed, I think it is only fair to request that my family will get the ownership of their own farm.” 
 Complete silence ensued as I sat back down. One of the judges, the one who sat farthest away from me on the long bench, rose then. He looked like an aging hen, his round, fur-covered body hunched up and angry. I recognized him immediately as a friend of the Jarlabanke clan, maybe someone who Loke had tried to bribe to become an even better friend. 
 The hen man looked at his fellow judges, at the Law Speaker, and then back at the judges before he said, “Well, Leif Blackhair’s suggestion sounds like a good solution. The only problem is that Holmgangas are no longer legal. I think we have to take that into consideration. We have to maintain respect for our laws, don’t you agree, honored judges?”
 Some of the judges nodded with wary conviction, while others turned to talk to the one next to them; yet others looked at a loss. 
 For a moment that felt like an eternity, the Assembly filled with such stifling silence, like the charged moment before a thunderstorm, that I could hear the beating of my own heart loud and clear. It beat faster and faster, louder and louder. As I turned my head to look at the Law Speaker, I wondered if others could hear it, too. There was a pensive expression in the old man’s wrinkled face, and his eyes were fixed at a point far beyond me. Suddenly, he turned his head and looked straight at me. The tiniest smile appeared on his lips, so tiny it was barely there, yet I could feel its power plowing through the room. So he must have heard then, I thought.

 I returned his smile with small one of my own, though with the relief and happiness that expanded within me, it was nearly impossible not to laugh out loud. The Law Speaker stood up from his chair and looked out over the crowds. 
 “I think what Leif Blackhair has suggested is the best solution to this dispute,” he said. “We are after all men. A man who can show Leif’s fearlessness deserves a chance to settle his dispute in this way. Our province needs fearless men—real men—for without them we are nothing. I recommend that the People’s Assembly let Leif have his Holmganga even though it is no longer legal. Those who feel that we need a community of brave men, please rise!”
 Still standing, the Law Speaker looked out over the many men and urged them with his steadfast composure to stand up. Soon, the first man stood up. Another joined him, and then one more. Before long, the entire room had gotten to its feet. 
 With sympathy like that, it was pointless for the hen-like judge to continue his attempts to obstruct my proposition. And it was impossible for the Jarlabankes to refuse the challenge; if they did, they would come off as not only bad sports, but worse, also as cowards. At last, Loke and Ragnar stood up as well. When they did, all the judges had to allow my suggestion. Legal or not, this was clearly what the people wanted.
 The Law Speaker rapped his gavel. “A Holmganga it will be. The Tva-tur will begin in two Saturdays outside the mead house in Valstad at noon.”
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Orvar was sitting on a big boulder right beside the entrance to our longhouse when we returned back home. While we had gone to the People’s Assembly, he had gone to meet with his wife and kids in the woods. He sprang to his feet at the sight of our wagon coming toward the yard in front of the longhouse.
 “Leif,” he said, an expression of fear mixed with hope coloring his features. “Please tell me that I’ll be able to stay here with my family…” 
 When I just looked at him and grinned, the fear disappeared and his face broke into a wide grin. “So I gather you won the retrial then?” 
 Jumping off the wagon, I walked up to the sturdy man with the thick neck and placed a hand on his shoulder. “If I still know how to fight, you won’t only be able to stay here as a free man with your family. You will also be a rich man.”
 Orvar’s newly shaven face looked confused. I squeezed his shoulder and continued, “I will meet Loke and Ragnar Jarlabanke in a Tva-tur on Saturday, two weeks from tomorrow. If I win against both, I will get the ownership of all of the Jarlabanke estate, in addition to becoming a free man again.”
 “And if you lose?” 
 “If I lose any of the two fights, I will become a forest man again, and the Blackhair farm will go back to being a tenant farm under the Jarlabankes.”
 Orvar stared at me, outraged. “If you lose any of the two fights? Why did you sell yourself so short, Leif? Couldn’t you have offered to become a forest man and lose the farm again if you lost both fights?”
 I shook my head. “If I didn’t bet high enough, I doubt the people would have allowed me to settle the dispute this way. You do know that Holmgangas have been outlawed since almost a hundred years back, don’t you?”
 Orvar’s outraged expression was exchanged for a frown. “Now that you mention it, I think I did know that... I see. Well, but do you think you can beat both Loke and Ragnar? They are very strong—and good fighters.”
 “That may be, but I’m a strong and good fighter, too. And I think my skill with the sword is as good as theirs. I used to train hard every day in preparation for the royal sword fighting tournament when I was a child. And in the months right before I was sentenced, too, as I had planned on participating in the sword fighting tournament that year. At any rate, I don’t really have a choice. I have to win this game. You and my brother and Jerker will have to train me every day up until the fight. You will help me, right?”
 This time it was Orvar who grabbed my shoulder and squeezed it firmly. “My brother: You will never again train as hard as you will these next weeks.” 
 Two days later, in the evening, my father finally woke up from his long-lasting delirium. Elsa brought me to his bed when he was about to eat his first fully conscious meal. We hadn’t spoken since the day of my trial—six and a half months earlier. 
 I approached his sickbed with mixed feelings: at the one hand I was happy to get a chance to explain that I had not done any of what I had been accused of. On the other, the upcoming meeting made me incredibly nervous. Because my father seemed to get worse, not better like we had first thought, I had decided that I needed to settle a couple of long due scores immediately. Which was why I had chosen not to bring Hilda with me. Our initial meeting had to be with just me and my father present.
 The corner where he lay was so dark I could barely discern that the man was half sitting up on the sleeping bench, and that he was leaning against a stack of goatskin. He smiled weakly when he spotted me and extended a hand.
 “Leif. You are back.” His voice was raspy.
 I took a seat on the oak stump beside the bed and enveloped my father’s sick hand in my healthy ones. I contemplated him for some time, not saying anything. The disease had thoroughly transformed him. His narrow face had shrunken into an even narrower shape, the cheeks so hollow it looked as though there were no teeth in his mouth. The slit, black eyes had grown larger, and his thin lips looked parched and pale. What was left of his black hair had lost its luster. But worst of all was how his already slightly built body had turned into something that looked more like a child than a grown man.
But despite all of this, there was a glow to him, a glow that meant that he must be on the road to recovery. I felt how every part of my body settled down. There would be plenty of opportunities for us to speak in case we never got all the way through this night.
 “Yes, Father, I am back. I have been back twice already, but this time I have come to stay. How are you feeling?”
 “I am feeling better, much better. I think the worst part is over now. In a few days, you will see how I am back on my legs again. Now tell me all that has happened.”
 I did as I was told, and a long while later I had recited the several past months’ events in their entirety. 
 Yakoube closed his eyes as he let all the information sink in. Then he shook his head, morosely. “Of course, that must be how it was all done. It makes sense. I just have a hard time getting over the notion that Ragnar is capable of doing such a horrible thing.”
 “I do, too.” It dawned on me that I actually meant those words. Thinking back to our childhood and all the things Ragnar and I used to do together, play, hunt, laugh, talk, it was nearly impossible to fathom that he, my good friend, was capable of doing what he had done. 
 “That’s what The Mighty Passion does to men,” my father mused. “It turns them into mad men.”
 “Yes. That is the only way to justify his actions.” 
 “And then Loke… To kill his own father...” Yakoube’s eyes shrank into two black lines as he tried to fully grasp Ragnar’s older brother’s abhorrent deed.
 “Well, that is what must have happened. I doubt Bjorn tripped and fell down the stairs all by himself, like Loke claims.”
 “I agree with you, son. That boy is a bad kind, nothing like his father. I always used to think so, and now we know it is really so.” Considering this for a moment, he said, “So Orvar is really innocent then?”
 I nodded. “Orvar is a hero. He deserves the rewards of one, and I intend to see to it that he gets them.”
 “How will you do that?”
 I explained what had taken place in the Valstad Assembly a couple of days earlier, and about the Holmganga that was scheduled to take place soon.
 My father contemplated me for a long instant. Then he nodded slowly. “You are a brave boy, Leif, as brave as my father and your grandfather. I, on the other hand, am a coward. I never received the gift of audacity from the gods. I didn’t even receive the body of a real man.”
 It was the first time my father had ever brought up our physical differences, and I could tell how humiliating, even painful it was for him to do so. It was the ideal opportunity for me to bring up what I had planned to do, to let my father know that it didn’t matter, that I finally understood that he had done his best with what he had, and that I loved and respected him for it. 
 But as I opened my mouth to say this, other words rushed forth. “I don’t care that Ragnar married Thora. I no longer want her. I will marry Hilda instead.”
 A small smile spread over my father’s dry lips, brightening his tired features. 
 “I am happy to hear that you got to your senses at last, Leif. She is a good girl. When will the wedding feast take place?”
 “Well, first we have to see what happens with the Holmganga. If everything goes like we hope, we would like to get married as soon as summer has ended. Hilda is here with me. Why don’t I bring her so that she gets to see you? She has been waiting as eagerly as the rest of us to see you awake again.” 
 “Yes, bring her, son. I would love to see her.”
 I nodded and stood up to go fetch my future bride. But before I could get far, my father said, “Leif.”
 I stopped and turned around to face him.
 “Pray for me, Leif. Just to be sure the illness is behind me. Will you do that for me?” 
 I nodded again. “Of course, Father. Of course I will.”
 Then I left.
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When the day of the Holmganga finally arrived, I had never been in better shape physically; Orvar and Jerker had worked me as hard as Orvar had promised. From morning till night they took turns attacking me. At first, they took me down repeatedly, especially toward the end of the day when I had gotten tired, or when they attacked me both at the same time. But I soon became better at dodging all their strikes, punches, and kicks. When we were not grappling in the grass outside our barn, I practiced jumping sideways and lunging in all directions. I did pull-ups using the beams in the ceiling of our barn, and push-ups on the floor. I practiced falling without hurting myself. I squatted and went tumbling over; I lay face down on the ground and practiced quickly leaping up to my feet, ready to meet my opponent. We lit tallow candles and opened the door slightly so the breeze that entered disturbed the flame, and then I fought the shadows it created on the walls when my opponents needed a rest. The exercise improved my reflexes and made me faster. Every day we came up with a new way to turn me into a better fighter and swordsman. 
 The long, gruesome sessions exhausted me so much that all I wanted was to lie down on the ground and rest after each fight. But I knew I couldn’t afford to waste any time; I needed every waking moment to improve my fighting skills. Whenever it seemed too tough to go on, Orvar and Jerker reminded me that if I didn’t get back to my feet, everything would be over for all of us. 
 Toward the end of the first week, I was doing considerably better. I could feel how I was becoming good, really good at every move and sword technique. The intense training Jerker had put me through last year in preparation for the royal sword fighting tournament sure had paid off. My muscles soon remembered all the moves and I began to feel unbeatable. This was an important feeling, as it would not be an easy game to win. Both of the Jarlabanke brothers were strong, in particular Loke, though Ragnar was supposed to be the one more skilled with the sword. According to his own words, Ragnar was so skilled with it that he had taken down two grown men while on an expedition to Kiev three years earlier. I remembered how he had somehow managed to get on this trip, the only one out of all us friends, who had also been trying. The people of the province didn’t approve of boys younger than 15 to go A-viking, but 14-year-old Ragnar had fooled them into believing that he was only saying goodbye to his older brother, but then he stayed on the ship
 Of course, knowing Ragnar, his impressive feat might be partly fabricated. Not only was he a good drinker, but he also had a propensity for exaggeration. I sincerely hoped this was so because I would fight Loke first, and when the fight was over, I was likely to be exhausted. If Ragnar was as good with the sword as he claimed, it would be very tough for me to beat him. The thought of this made me so nervous I found myself rambling incoherent prayers to Thor and Odin over and over. I soon forced myself to stop, however. If I allowed thoughts of failure to enter my mind, I was more likely to be defeated. 
 Avoiding negative thoughts worked for me. As I went to bed the night prior to the Holmganga, I had also acquired the mental concentration a fight like the Tva-tur required. Sadly, as suddenly as I had gained this crucial concentration, I lost it soon after Elsa woke me up at dawn. 
The aging mistress of our household stood next to the bench where Hilda and I slept together, looking utterly distraught. I asked her what was wrong, and she said that life seemed to have left my father during the night. Aghast, I flew up and rushed over to the sickbed. Elsa’s assumption was correct: my father had died while asleep. His healthy glow and subsequent energetic manner must have been only one last spurt of life, a bizarre precursor to death. 
That might have been avoided if only I had prayed for him, I thought, feeling terribly guilty.
I had been so caught up with my preparations for the Holmganga that I had completely forgotten about his request. Then he had been back on his feet sooner than he himself had predicted, prompting me to really forget about it. 
I stared at the still body in front of me. Even though I wanted to cry, I couldn’t. I felt as though I had turned into a wooden doll, without sentiments or heart. How could someone like me have a heart, forgetting a sick man’s simple request? Not only had I failed to do everything in my power to save him, but, what was perhaps even worse, he would head to the afterlife now, thinking that I didn’t love and respect him… Why, why, why didn’t I tell him everything when I had the opportunity that evening? Why had I not forced myself to make peace with him when I had a chance at last? Why had I shunned the subject like a little boy running away from a big, angry dog? 

Why had I not acted like a man? 


 “Leif, we have to leave now,” I heard Egin’s voice say beside me, “or we will miss the game. We have to tend to Father when we come back.”
 I turned to look at him and discovered that both he and Hilda were standing there. How long had they been there? When did they come? Well, it didn’t matter. Egin was right; we had to leave. I took one last look at the lifeless body on the bed. Then I steeled myself and said, “Let’s go.”
 Never before had I seen as many people gathered at once as I did when we arrived at the mead house later that morning. Men and women as well as children pushed and shoved against one another. Some of them were already craning their necks to get a good view of the grassy spot where the fights were to take place, even though it was sure to be a while before these would commence. 
 I steered our carriage toward the open space behind the squat drinking longhouse, which was situated a fair bit away from the edge of the woods. Like the area in front of the mead house, this part was also crowded but with horses, carts, and wagons. I had to circle the space several times before we found an empty spot on which to park. While doing so, I spotted the Jarlabanke clan’s elaborately decorated wagon parked at the other end of it, and my stomach tensed up. It was the same wagon that Ragnar, Sven, Erik, and I had used when we went to the market in Valstad and saw Thora that first time. Ignoring the uncomfortable sensation, I descended from our carriage and turned around to offer Hilda help down. 
 Taking my hand, she smiled gratefully and descended swiftly. Then she asked, “Are you ready, Leif?” 
 “I will be when it is time,” I answered with more confidence than I experienced. 
 The six of us walked around the mead house and headed toward the spot where the fights would take place. When people saw us coming, they withdrew to the sides and let us pass through. As we reached the circular grass spot, we saw that Loke and Ragnar had already arrived and were standing on the opposite side together with men from their clan who had come to help them get ready. A few steps away from the Jarlabanke members sat two men on high-backed wooden chairs especially brought out for the matches. They, a jarl from northern Ostergotland and another from a farming district in the center of the province, would serve as judges of the Holmganga. Much to my surprise, I couldn’t spot Thora anywhere. 
 Since it was only one against two, the rules of the Tva-tur had to be slightly modified. Unlike regular Tva-turs, we would use swords to fight, not bare hands, as in order to settle a Holmganga, a drop of blood had to be shed and the first man to shed it had lost the game. So that the blood was easily visible, a Holmganga was usually performed on top of a white sheet, a standard this Holmganga would adhere to as well. After the blood had touched the sheet, the winner was free to kill his opponent if he so wished. Four men were about to roll out the huge white sheet in the center of the grass circle.
 Our group stopped and made our camp as far away from the Jarlabanke clan as physically possible. I didn’t want to have to see or hear more of either brother than I had to. 
 The first fight would start right when the sun had reached zenith on the cloudy sky. It had some ways to go still, which gave me time to warm up my body. I removed the goatskin coat that I had put on when we left the farm —it had been quite chilly outside then—and began walking in place. Then I squatted and stood back up a few times. I noticed that my joints felt stiff, even stiffer than when I woke up in the mornings. I did some more squats, deeper ones now. Walking in place again, I brought my knees up to my chest one at a time, hugging them. I tried lunging forward and to the sides; I swung my arms in big circles. 
 I kept moving in different directions, thinking that, eventually, the stiffness must go away. It did, but getting there cost me so much effort the sweat streamed down the sides of my ribcage when I was done. Right about then the judges were standing up from their chairs. Throwing a glance at the increasingly cloudier sky, I saw that the sun was only moments away from reaching zenith. 
 I got ready to get into the circle and onto the large white sheet that was now firmly tacked to the ground. Loke was standing by the sheet already, waiting for me. He and I were of similar height and body type, though Loke, having turned twenty now, was fully grown and equipped with an additional layer of muscle. Being seventeen, I had still some ways to go. 
 Just before I entered, I turned around and took one more look at Hilda. Realizing that this might be the last time I saw her, I pulled her close. I bent down and kissed her gently, yet with more passion than ever before. As I made myself pull away at last, I could tell from the look on her face that she had long since grasped the gravity of what awaited us. I could also tell that she had faith, more faith than I had that I would make it to the end alive. Forcing myself to let her go, I stepped inside the grass circle and onto the white sheet. 
 My eyes met Loke’s pale-blue ones, which were, just like his stony face, so free of emotion he might as well be dead. As he bent forward, ready to take me on, he reminded me of an ox, big and ugly. I also bent forward so that we were face to face again. Both of us removed our swords from the scabbards attached to our belts. One of the judges came over to us and raised his hand up into the air. He turned his head toward the sky to verify that the sun had reached zenith, which took him a while because of the thick layer of gray clouds. At last the judge’s hand dropped. 
 The Holmganga had begun. 
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I let Loke make the first move. In all the years that I had fought with swords, I had learned that this was the wisest initial tactic. Also, I still needed time to center myself; that special feeling of invincibility was still eluding me. Loke rushed forward, focusing all his might on one powerful thrust with his sword. Right as he was about to reach me, I stepped to the side, just barely avoiding his attack. I didn’t move as fast as I usually did. Even though my joints had loosened up, my reflexes remained sluggish. 
 Loke came at me again, and this time he brushed my arm with the sharp blade of his sword. My heart skipped a beat, but I didn’t feel any pain. A swift glance at my shirt sleeve told me that he had only managed to slit open the brown material; the skin underneath was intact, so no blood could fall on the sheet. I let out an audible sigh of relief. But then, as I took another step to the side, I tripped and fell backwards onto the ground. Loke flew on top of me, dropping his sword in the process. He nailed the hand with which I held the sword firmly to the ground with his knee. Turning his body slightly, he reached for his sword that had landed just a few steps away from him. In order to get a hold of it, though, he had to ease the pressure on my wrist. I managed to wriggle free. 
 Rolling swiftly to the side, I got to my feet, my sword remaining on the ground. Loke, too, was back on his feet, but, unlike me, armed with his sword. He lunged at me, clearly furious at having missed settling the Holmganga so swiftly. I tried stepping to the side a third time, but my feet suddenly refused to obey me. Twisting sharply to the side instead, I managed to closely avoid Loke’s slash. 
 His sword might not have reached me, but his shoulder did, hitting me hard in the middle of my chest. A pain so severe I lost my breath exploded throughout my trunk. Running to the other side of the sheet, I grabbed my stomach area, gasping for air. People were booing around me, but I had no choice but to avoid Loke for now. I needed to compose myself, which seemed impossible with all the distracting emotions of inevitable defeat that grew within me. 
 I had to find a way to lose them.



I closed my eyes, concentrating hard to make the pain recede and catch my breath. Having recovered somewhat, I straightened up, right in time to see Loke coming at me with his sword pointed in my direction. Squatting rapidly, I kicked at the hand with the sword and the man lost his weapon once more, leaving us both unarmed. Losing it didn’t make him as perturbed this time around, however, and he tackled me hard instead. I fell like a heavy log onto the ground, facing the sky. He threw himself over me and nailed me by the neck with his leg. It didn’t take him much effort to control me, as I was still weak from the blow to my chest. He pushed harder against my neck. My limbs got weaker as I fought for air and I got dizzy. Everything suddenly felt unreal. 
 Out of the corner of my eye, I could see how Loke had gotten a hold of his sword with his free hand. He raised the sword high above his head. As if in a dream, I watched how he turned it so that its tip was aimed at my heart. The long blade glimmered in the intermittent sunlight above us. 
 With what was left of my strength, I raised my legs behind Loke’s back, and then, swiftly, I brought them over his head. Enclosing my feet around the man’s neck, I pulled him backwards toward the ground, all of it going so fast that Loke lost his sword again. Undoing myself from Loke, I threw myself to the side and staggered up to my feet. I felt like I was about to faint. I caught sight of Hilda in that moment. Her face was whiter than the sheet beneath me, and her eyes had become round and huge as she was staring at me. Having brought her hands to her face to cover her mouth, she was gnawing at her knuckles. Her entire body was trembling. I didn’t think that I had ever seen fear spelled out so clearly in anybody, and I knew then that I had to win this game. I had too much to live for to let go now, too many people depending on me. I couldn’t fail Hilda twice. At last that indispensable sensation of invincibility filled me, and every part of my body felt strong again. 
 I turned around and looked straight at Loke, who was standing in front of me, his sword back in his hand. He lifted the weapon up into the air. I was determined not to let him take another swipe at me, though; my time to take a swipe at him had come. Of course, before that could happen, I needed to get a hold of my sword. I spotted it on the sheet a few steps behind Loke. I bent forward, pretending to be about to take a lunge at him so that I could pick it up. Loke stepped to the side, while chopping violently with his sword into the space where he obviously expected me to end up. Losing balance, he tripped and fell backward onto the sheet. His large body hit the ground so hard the people who stood closest to him must have felt the field reverberating. 
 Loke lay immobile on the ground. Everybody held their breaths, waiting for him to rebound. But he didn’t move. Instead, blood began spindling out from his head in every imaginable direction. The empty, glazed-over look in Loke’s eyes as they stared up into the sky told me that he was already dead. The lines of blood merged into each other, forming a stain so dark it looked black around his head.
 I remained in a squatting position, just staring at the large man. Then I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned around and met the gaze of one of the judges. 
 “You can stand up now, Leif,” the man said. “He is dead. You have won the first game.”
 The judge bent down to examine Loke, whose head fell to the side, revealing the reason to his sudden death: His head had hit a stone that was bulging out of the ground. The blooded sheet clung closely to the stone, clearly displaying its shape and size now. 
Barely able to understand what had happened, I forced my legs to move. As I turned around and looked at the crowds that surrounded me, I heard applause and cheers 
 I had made the first round… I had killed Loke without even having intended for it to happen. I could only wish that I would be as lucky with Ragnar. 
I turned around and looked for my former friend. I didn’t have to search for long; Ragnar was standing between Rolle and Ricko, his younger twin brothers. His short but massive frame seemed to have shrunk, and he cowered at the sight of my eyes on him. Or maybe it just seemed like that because I was tired and hoping that my next opponent would be as easy to defeat. 
 Ragnar walked onto the white sheet, in the midst of three men removing his brother’s body from it. When the men left, all that remained of Loke was a huge stain of blood in the center of the sheet, a stain that had taken on the curious shape of the letter J. I stood with my legs wide apart, waiting for Ragnar to come closer to me so our fight could begin. 
 We were soon in front of each other. I willed myself to focus, bracing myself for an even tougher fight this time around. The judge next to us signaled that the game was on. 
 I felt the blood pumping loudly in my ears, as I awaited Ragnar’s first move. But Ragnar didn’t move. Instead, he insisted on staring down into the sheet under us. Then, all of a sudden, he thrust his sword at me, just like he must have seen Loke do earlier. But, unlike his brother, who had been in complete control of his movements, Ragnar acted blindly, keeping his head down like a bull attacking. It was not the action of a skilled swordsman. 
 Surprised, I easily evaded Ragnar’s clumsy thrust by simply stepping to the side. Stumbling to regain his balance, he turned around. Then he took a run in preparation for another attack, his head remaining down. As he ran toward me, faster and harder this time, I moved to the side once more. Ragnar fell forward, landing on the ground on his knees and hands. He struggled up into a standing position, his sword still in his hand. I got ready to make my first move. 
 But as I was about to lunge forward, I changed my mind. I suddenly felt certain that Ragnar would make a third attempt to get at me. Maybe he would trip like Loke. So I waited. 
 I was right. Ragnar did make another run for me. And this time his aim was so bad that I didn’t even have to step to the side to avoid him. Ragnar hadn’t even bothered to look up to see where I was before he had taken off. The short, wide lad crashed headlong onto the sheet. 
 Ragnar flipped around as rapidly as he could so that he was facing the sky again. He fought to get up to his feet, but it was too late; I was there already. Standing above Ragnar, I placed one foot on his chest to keep him pinned to the ground. In my hand, I held the sword, ready to finish the game. For the first time since it had started, our eyes met. The sun that shone into Ragnar’s squinting eyes made the tears that crowded them sparkle. As he lifted a hand to shade his eyes and blinked a couple times, some of the tears streamed down the sides of his face, onto his ears. I finally understood what had made Ragnar attack me so blindly. All those tears in his eyes must have made him unable to see much of anything well. 
I bent my legs so that both my knees ended up on Ragnar’s chest. To my surprise, he didn’t even attempt to defend himself. My victory, not yet consummated, hung heavily in the air around us. I brought the sword to Ragnar’s arm and made a swift slit through the woolen tunic that covered it. Blood sipped forth immediately, trickling onto the sheet beneath us. As the masses around us saw this, they began cheering loudly, applauding and screaming my name, much like the men around my grandfather must have done after he had killed all those wolves decades ago: “Leif the Jarlabanke-killer, Leif the Jarlabanke-killer!” The chants grew louder, fiercer, urging me to kill the lad under me. 
 Moved by the rising emotions around me, the repetitive chants sounded like beating drums, hypnotizing me. I lifted the sword high up into the air, ready to drive it into Ragnar. But as I looked down, about to let it sink into his chest, our eyes met again, and I saw the pain that mixed with terror in his gaze. He suddenly seemed like a small, helpless child. I realized then that I was no longer angry with him. All I could feel was an intense sorrow for the sick person under me, this lad who was my foster brother, who used to be my friend. Letting the sword drop to the side, I took one last look at Ragnar. Then I stood up and walked away. It was over now. 
 All of it. 
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The People’s Assembly gave the Jarlabanke clan thirty days from the day of the Holmganga to leave their estate. After that, my family could move in and take over what had now become our property. I offered Astrid Jarlabanke, the new head of the Jarlabanke family, to let the Jarlabanke clan stay in an empty tenant farm nearby. She accepted the offer. Before the month was over, all of the members of the Jarlabanke clan except for Hilda’s mother, Menja, a Jarlabanke slave caught in Russia many years ago, and her little brother Jon were to have moved in there. Menja and Jon were to stay with the rest of my family in the main building as from now on they were part of the Blackhair family, not the Jarlabankes. 
 Ragnar wouldn’t be moving in with the rest of his family. When I spared his life, Ragnar automatically became a forest man. He was allowed to take refuge inside the woods without anyone chasing him after he had gathered his belongings and entered it. I suppose that, after having seen how poorly he defended himself and his family’s honor in the Holmganga, people must have assumed there was no point in going after him; someone like that wouldn’t last long in the forest anyway. His sentence took effect as soon as the fight was over.
 For the first time in a really long while did I feel as though I could let my guard down completely. I had become free at last—and I was also very rich. The only matter still darkening my mood was my father’s unexpected passing and my failure to do everything possible to save him. But there was nothing I could do about it now, so I did my best to push the uncomfortable thoughts aside, hard as it was. Maybe one day, they wouldn’t bother me any longer. 
 I had scheduled his burial for ten days after his death, in accordance with tradition. He would be buried next to my mother, and we would mark his grave with a large mound of earth on which we could plant flowers, just like we had done with hers. We would celebrate the burial with a grand feast. 
 I was glad that we were now able to afford putting his body in a ship, the same one in which Hilda had been buried, together with food and drink, weapons and clothes, some silver, a dead goat, a dead cow, and our two remaining horses. The horses would pull the wagon that we had included in the grave so that he would arrive to the afterlife in style. No slaves were to go with him, however, partly because we didn’t own slaves yet, but mostly because neither I nor my father believed this particular part of the burial custom to be necessary. When the thirty days had passed and all of what used to belong to the Jarlabankes would belong to us, including their eighty slaves, I would set them free and ask them to continue their tasks in exchange for payment. Like both my father and my grandfather liked to say, no man deserved to be another’s carthorse. 
 Shortly after the Holmganga, I required a gathering at the Valstad Assembly so that I could discuss an indemnity to the family of Sigfrid the Wise of Rodeby for Orvar. Both Orvar and I had long since concluded that it was wiser to keep Sigfrid’s perverse nature a secret; otherwise, years of feuding and unnecessary bloodshed might take place, ending the row of relatively peaceful years the province had enjoyed as of late. And it wasn’t like I couldn’t afford to pay Sigfrid’s family a rather sizeable indemnity now. 
 I would serve as Orvar’s representative at the gathering. As such, I would suggest an appropriate sum to the brothers of Sigfrid that would redeem the loss of their brother, making Orvar free of guilt. Then I would purchase Orvar and his family from them and set them free. The gathering was approved by the People’s Assembly and was scheduled to take place a week later. The day of it had arrived. 
 Sigfrid the Wise’s four brothers were already sitting at the opposite side of the People’s Assembly when Egin and I entered the building. I could immediately notice a difference in the way they looked at me, as we walked up to our side of the seats. There was an air of respect mixed with awe in their eyes, for they, as well as every other man in the province, had seen or heard about the Holmganga that I had won. Their reverent glances made me feel good, very good, especially since this way, it was unlikely that I would be bothered with questions why I was in contact with and choosing to defend a criminal like Orvar in the first place. If people feared and respected me enough, no one would dare asking. Before taking a seat, I turned around and gave the Sigfrid brothers a brief nod in salutation. They responded right away. 
 Few men had come to see what would transpire at the Assembly this day. Many were not even aware that it was open for business, as the gathering was only taking place to deal with this particular issue. Considered a routine matter, neither was it something that was of much interest to the public. All that could happen, really, was that the brothers rejected or accepted my offer on behalf of Orvar. 
 The Law Speaker entered the room and took a seat behind his elevated table. Scanning the room, the old man found my eyes. They stayed there just long enough for me to detect the tiniest smile in the man’s wrinkled face. I thought I saw him wink his eye, too, but I couldn’t be entirely sure. Then he rapped the gavel and began speaking. “Greetings, good men of Ostergotland. We have gathered today to settle the case of the Sigfrid slave Orvar. Orvar was convicted of murdering his master Sigfrid the Wise of Rodeby, but he managed to escape only days before his punishment was to be executed. From what I understand, no one except for Leif Blackhair has seen him since. Leif has requested this meeting to offer the Sigfrid family an indemnity in order to redeem their loss and also to buy Orvar and his family from them. Is that correct, Leif?” 
 I got to my feet and said, “Yes, sir Law Speaker, that is correct.” 
 “What is your offer to the Sigfrid brothers?”
 “200 silver coins, Sir.”
 I could see how the eyes of the brothers widened and how they fought not to let their surprise shine through. But it was too late. I knew already that they would accept my first offer. It wasn’t necessary to let them know that I had been willing to give them double that amount in order to repay Orvar’s debt. Or more if it had proven inevitable. Nobody but my closest family needed to know that there was no limit to what I would do for Orvar. Nobody but they needed to know that Orvar had saved my life.
 The Law Speaker looked over at the Sigfrid brothers and waited for them to respond. The first one, a jovial-looking man with bad skin and long, light brown hair gathered in a ponytail, stood up. He threw a couple tentative glances in my direction before speaking.
 “We, my brothers and I are very angry and very sad about the death of our brother. It was a cruel crime committed by a lowly slave. Our brother didn’t deserve to die in this vicious manner. He was a good man, a good father, and a good master. He never mistreated any of his slaves, and they all loved and respected him tremendously.” The man threw another nervous glance at me before continuing. “I think I speak for all of my family when I say that the price Leif Blackhair has offered to atone for his death is not quite sufficient. Sigfrid deserves more than 200 silver coins. However, if Leif gives us 300 silver coins, we will consider the guilt paid and Leif can be the owner of not only Orvar, but of his family, too.”
 I was impressed against my will. The man was more clever than I had expected and certainly bolder, given his nervous looks. With his counter offer, he had managed to save his family’s honor, while at the same time avoiding to provoke me. He and his brothers had gotten the gist of the matter all right: They were not sure about my reasons, but whatever these were, they had understood that I would want to, in addition to indemnify Orvar, set him free, too. They knew there would be extra silver offered for the freedom of Orvar and his family, but by putting the matter the way the brother had done, they appeared to be the ones in charge instead of me. It was a devious move. I would remember this man for the future. I looked over at him and gave him the slightest nod of approval before I spoke, “That I could agree with. 300 silver coins to repair the injury done to your family and for the slave family to be mine. It is good enough for me.”
 The Law Speaker looked from the brothers to me and then back to the brothers again. Then he said, “So I gather that we have a settlement then. Leif will deliver the 300 silver coins to the Sigfrid family, and Orvar is no longer considered a criminal. His family is to be picked up by Leif as soon as the silver is handed over. And naturally, Orvar will go to Leif. Wherever he is.” People couldn’t care less any longer whether Orvar had been with me all along now. 
With that, the old Law Speaker rapped the gavel and the gathering was closed.
Egin and I had barely stepped outside the Assembly building when Erik stopped me. I hadn’t seen my freckle-faced friend since the day that he betrayed me at the retrial. And, given the choice, I would rather not see him ever again. 
“Leif, I had no choice but to testify against you,” he said, his round shoulders slumped like those of an old, defeated man. “Loke refused to lend me the silver I asked for. The only way he’d give it to us was if I testified in his favor.” Erik sighed, his whole body heaving. “Without it, my family would have to become tenant farmers. We could never bear that. You must understand that. We had no choice.”
 I contemplated Erik for a moment. Then I said, “Everyone has a choice. And you made your decision. Now you have to stick with it. Do not approach me again. I cannot promise that I will remain as calm as I am today the next time.” I turned to Egin. “Let’s go.”
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Later that day, Hilda and I sat on a bench just outside the mead house in Valstad, enjoying the beautiful May evening. We had gone to the port to eat, and afterward we decided to take a walk. Now we were having some bjorr while watching the sun sink slowly toward the thick row of firs. The sunset was accompanied by a bird twittering a simple tune. 
 “I saw Berit the Seeress earlier,” Hilda said and had a sip of her bjorr.


 “That foolish old woman?” I said and couldn’t help but smile. “What silliness did she have to tell today?”
 “She said that your father has forgiven you. His spirit visited her in a dream the other night.”
 I stared at Hilda. “What did you just say?”
 “That your father has forgiven you.”
 “But what is there to forgive?” I had no choice but to appear ignorant. I hadn’t told anyone how upset and embarrassed I was about forgetting to pray for my father, in addition to not making peace with him when I had the chance. I didn’t know if I wanted anyone else to know. So how could Hilda, not to mention Berit the Seeress, know of it?
 Hilda smiled. Then she put her hand on mine and squeezed it lightly. “You tell me. Because there is something, isn’t there? Something that is bothering you. I could see it in your face during the burial. All night long.” 
 The mild breeze that had caressed my skin every now and then this evening suddenly felt cold and my throat tightened up. I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. My distress must have been evident, for Hilda said, “It’s fine, Leif. We can talk about it some other time. If you want to.”
 Before I got a chance to reply, feet met gravel, approaching us. I turned my head away from Hilda and discovered Thora standing in front of us. She stared at me, her face drawn. “Leif, I must speak to you,” she said. “Can I?”
 The tightness in my throat was instantly gone and I no longer felt cold. “Nothing is stopping you from speaking, Thora. I am right here.”
 Thora gave Hilda a tense glance. “I must speak to you alone.”
 “Hilda and I have no secrets. You can—” 
 Hilda got to her feet. “I think I need some more bjorr. Excuse me.” Without waiting for an answer from either me or Thora, Hilda had turned around and disappeared inside the darkness of the mead house behind us.
 “Well,” I said tightly. “Speak then.” 
 Thora sank down to her knees, her long blue silk dress smearing against the dirty ground on which the bench I sat on stood. She grabbed my hand and began to cry. I didn’t know what to do but stare at her as the tears streamed down her white cheeks. When she at last composed herself, she said, her voice weak, “Oh, Leif, I have made such a mistake! You must forgive me. I was blinded by everything that Ragnar promised me, blinded by all the jewels and beautiful gowns he showered me with, blinded by all the pretty words that came out of his mouth each time he saw me. You must understand that it was not easy for me to withstand everything that he had to offer a simple girl like me. I would have been a fool to say no to it all! You would do the same in my position. By Odin, anybody would! How could I resist? How could I resist!”
 I withdrew my hand from Thora’s grip and contemplated her calmly. “I suppose you could not. Why, only you and the gods know. But don’t tell me that I would do the same in your position, Thora. I would never have turned my back on you like you did on me.”
 New tears sprang up in those large cornflower eyes and Thora reached for my hand again. I placed both of my hands behind my back. Never again did I want to feel her hands against my skin. Like a child, she buried her face in my lap instead. Reluctantly, I let her be until she had composed herself anew. She raised her head and looked at me with red-rimmed eyes. “Oh, Leif, what am I going to do? What am I going to do! You must help me. I am all alone now!”
 “You are not alone, Thora. You can go back and live with your mother and uncle. I am sure they will take you back. Or you can go find your husband out in the woods and live with him. If he is still alive.” 
 The tears dried on Thora’s face and her features hardened. “How can you be so cruel, Leif? How can you suggest that I go do the work of a lowly maid on my uncle’s farm? Or that I shall live in the woods for the rest of my life? I used to be your wife! Doesn’t that count for something?”
 Void of all emotion, I looked at the crying spectacle kneeling in front of me. “What do you want from me, Thora?”
 “Take me back. Take me back!”
 “I cannot take you back, Thora. I don’t love you anymore. I love Hilda.” 
 Thora’s eyes filled with contempt. “That little… How can you choose someone so… so ordinary over some beautiful like me! Remember all those nights we shared, rem—”
 I held up a hand to make her stop. I had had enough. Then I stood up.
 “You should leave now, Thora. Go back to the barn where you belong. We have nothing more to say to each other.”
 Thora’s eyes widened, then she collapsed into a hulking heap on the ground. Stepping over her, I entered the mead house so I could join Hilda. 
 The following day Hilda and I were told that Thora had drowned herself in the oblong lake beneath out farm. She had attached a rope with a heavy stone to her neck and plunged from the cliff that shot out over the water, in just the same spot where she and I had admired the star-sprinkled night so many months ago. 
 Two and a half weeks after my father’s funeral feast had ended, very early in the morning just as the sun cast its first tentative rays on Earth, I took a walk around our family’s premises, premises formerly known as the Jarlabanke estate. It was an unusually windy day. I had walked all the way to the edge of the forest, far away from the main entrance of the stone wall that surrounded the vast Jarlabanke fortress, and turned around so that I could get a better view of what had become my family’s as of only yesterday. The jagged wall was three men high, enabling me to see only the two-story high main dwelling with its tall gable roof decorated with wooden eagles at the ends. The wall that hid all the other houses stretched so wide that I had to turn my head from one side to the other to take it all in. 
 I could hardly believe that all this property belonged to us now. 
 I wished my father was standing next to me so that we could enjoy this view together, for I knew he would have appreciated it even more than I did. The Blackhairs had arrived at last. Well, I could content myself with that he at least could see it from Valhalla… I was sure that he had ended up there despite that he didn’t die in battle. A man like my father deserved a place among the bravest of men. He did his best with what he had, and that should count for something in the eyes of the gods. I only wished that I had gotten the opportunity to tell him so myself.
 It wasn’t until I decided to go back to my new home that I saw the wolf that had suddenly appeared and was walking right toward me. I caught my breath. It was huger than any wolf I had ever seen, the size of a small horse. How had it gotten so close to me without me noticing? It kept walking toward me, its icy blue eyes looking straight into my own. The hunger in its stare was unmistakable. It must be out looking for prey… 
I stiffened from fear and automatically reached for the knife in my boot. It wasn’t there. Then I remembered that I was wearing a new pair that Hilda had given me yesterday. I had forgotten to move my knife.
 I threw a glance at the main entrance of the stone fence and quickly concluded that the wolf would catch up with me long before I had reached it did I try to outrun it. Calling the sentinels stationed there was useless; it was doubtful they would reach me in time to kill the wolf. And who knew how long it would take before they heard me and realized the danger I was in anyway? If they would hear me. The wind blowing in my face as I looked at the fortress would carry my voice in the wrong direction, perhaps drown it out completely.

I would have to fight this huge wolf that was only steps away now with my bare hands. 


 Maybe, I thought frantically, if I don’t move but remain still like a statue, the beast won’t feel the need to attack me. Maybe, if I avoided looking it in the eye, it would just continue past me and return to wherever it had come from… I closed my eyes. Of course, I had yet to know a friendly wolf. I braced myself for what I knew would be a painfully uneven battle. No matter how good I was at grappling, lunging, and punching, my fighting skills were nothing compared to the strength and viciousness of a hungry wolf with long fangs and sharp claws. Strangely, it didn’t feel as bad as I had thought to realize that my death was likely imminent, happening despite everything that I had been through the last year. I had done well for myself and my family at last. They could be proud, knowing that I would end up in Valhalla together with every other brave man. I was no longer scared of anything, not even a huge, starved wolf about to attack me. I would face it and my destiny like a man, eye to eye. Terrifying as it was, I wouldn’t shy away from it like I had done with my father. Not this time.


 I opened my eyes, expecting to see the animal lunge at my throat. But I couldn’t see it anywhere. Where did it go? Then I felt something big and firm rub against my leg. Looking down, I saw the beast rubbing its strong body against me as it walked past me. Turning its head and glancing up at me, its eyes were no longer an icy blue but a blackish brown. Even the shape of them seemed to have changed. Instead of being round they were now of a… much narrower shape. Walking past me again, it rubbed itself against me one more time. Then it continued toward the woods where Nils and I had been waiting for Hilda to talk to Bjorn Jarlabanke several weeks ago. 
I watched it until it had disappeared completely behind the firs. Then I smiled, feeling better than I had in a long time, and went to look for Hilda.
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Prologue
 Diego Martinez walked through Central Park after midnight, and once more he got the sense that someone was following him. He had felt this way pretty much since he walked on the block outside Café Lola, the high-end restaurant that he managed. But tossing a glance over his shoulder, all he could see was a couple holding hands walking over a small bridge in the opposite direction. Few people were out tonight despite that it was an unusually warm fall night, almost sixty degrees still. He shook his head. This was ridiculous; no one was following him! Why would anyone do such a thing? He wasn’t exactly the ideal rape victim with his broad shoulders and wiry, strong male body. Even so, he picked up his pace a little. 
 He thought about how happy his wife would be when he told her about the unexpected bonus he’d be getting at the end of the year; with her staying home with their two small kids, they could use it. They both preferred to live frugally, however, so that the kids could be raised by their mother until both were old enough to enter kindergarten. Then Kate would start to work part-time and they could spend more. Living in Manhattan was very expensive.
 The thought of two-year-old Anna and Luis, who was about to turn four, put a smile on Diego’s lips. He was so lucky, having a beautiful, sweet wife, two healthy, smart kids and a job that paid well and that he loved most of the time. When the kids were much older, he and Kate might start their own restaurant just like his parents had done back in Texas. The smile grew wider. That would be something. He gave a light sigh of pleasure. Who would have thought he would get to be so happy? When he was a young teenager, he had had other plans for his future. Thankfully, those didn’t pan out. He couldn’t believe he had once even considered staying a member of the Latin Devils for life. If he had, chances were he would be dead now.
 He forced himself to stop thinking about his time as a gang member. That was a long time ago now. Sins of the past. Sins that needed to stay in the past. He hadn’t even shared them with his wife for fear of her rejecting him. She hated gangs and shady people. Even though he had never done anything truly bad, certainly never killed anyone or hurt anyone badly like so many of his fellow gangbangers had done, he still felt guilty about the crimes he had been part of. It was still bad. As wonderful as Kate was, he didn’t think she would ever understand why he had chosen to be part of the Latin Devils. Maybe if it had been his only choice it would be different. But the fact of the matter was that no one had forced him to become a gang member; no, he had done it on a foolish dare as a thirteen-year-old boy. 
 Of course, he had paid dearly for that mistake. He almost died getting out of the gang. 
 He was halfway through the park now. The full moon had disappeared behind a gathering of light gray clouds, casting his surroundings in darkness despite lots of streetlights along the road he was on. Again, he got that niggling sense that someone was walking behind him, following him. He turned his head to check if he could see anyone, but no one was there. All he could see were lots of bushes and trees at the edges of the road.
 Looking ahead, he half jogged up the hill. He should get out of the park. Even though he was sure he was only imagining that someone was after him, it was safer. In the last year, there had been a few assaults occurring in the park; he had read about them in the news. He shouldn’t push his luck. He had too many people who depended on him.
 Content with his decision, he made a left turn at the top of the hill. All he needed to do was walk through a short tunnel beneath a cluster of trees, and then he would be near an exit to the street.
 It was when he was halfway through the tunnel that he realized that he had been wrong; someone had been after him all along and now he or she was right behind him. But it was too late. The big, sharp thing that punctured his lung in the back made it impossible for him to scream for help. All he could do was try to get away. He stumbled out of the tunnel, into the shadows of the trees, but he didn’t get far until he felt another stab from behind. He turned around to try to defend himself, see who was attacking him so viciously. But he couldn’t see the person’s face; it was covered by a black ski mask. He noted this only vaguely as his attacker kept plunging the knife into him, cutting the hands he had raised to block it. The pain was excruciating.
He soon collapsed on the ground, too weak to defend himself effectively, and all he felt was pain as the stabs rained over his body. Pain, so much pain. 







Chapter 1
The day of Diego’s funeral was not quite as unbearable as Kate Martinez had envisioned it to be. Yes, she was still numb with grief and missed her husband so much it hurt. She still couldn’t understand what their two small children had done to deserve such a cruel fate, growing up fatherless. Why Diego himself had deserved what had happened to him. It was all so very unfair. She and Diego were both so young, they had only been married four years. Because of the monster who had stabbed him to death, she was now a single mother without a job. 
Despite wanting to crumble into a heap, Kate managed to stand up straight as the black casket disappeared into the big hole in the ground. She wiped at the warm tears that kept streaming down her face without interruption and threw the bouquet of red roses into the grave at last. For some reason, she hadn’t been able to let go of it until now. The flowers landed in the middle of all the others piling high on top of the gleaming casket, creating a potpourri of bright color.
She didn’t know how long she had been standing there, staring at what remained of her husband, when she felt a hand tugging gently at her arm.
“Let’s go, Kate,” a soft female voice immediately beside her urged. “Everyone else has left and it’s beginning to rain.”
Kate turned to look at the person that wanted her to leave. It was her best friend, Joanna. Joanna, tall and striking with shiny, dark brown hair cut in a neat bob and gorgeous pale skin. She was dressed in a black tailored pantsuit that toned down her curvaceous figure and wore makeup that was more subdued than normal. No red lips or bold eyeliner today.
“I told your mom and the others that I would make sure you got going,” Joanna continued. “They wanted to wait, but I reminded Beatrice that she needed to be at the reception.”
Beatrice was Kate’s mom.
Kate managed a faint nod, and then she let herself be dragged away from the grave in the direction of the black town car waiting for them near an oak tree. She knew she didn’t have much time to waste. There was so much to do. She needed to attend the funeral reception at her mother’s house in Queens, even though the last thing she felt like doing was talking to people and receiving their condolences. But she had no choice; not showing up and going straight home to relieve the nanny from Luis and Anna was just not an option. Especially since so many people had traveled so far to be part of the funeral. For example, Diego’s parents and sister had come from Texas, and Diego’s maternal grandparents had traveled all the way from Mexico. It was because the grandparents had wanted to be part of the burial that they had waited two weeks to bury Diego. She had to grin and bear it for an hour or two, make sure she thanked everyone for coming. Considering that she needed to find a job as soon as possible, she might keep the nanny for the rest of the day anyway. She would not be able to search the Internet and send out resumes with the kids around, wanting her attention. Not that she had tried yet. It was only this morning that she told herself that she simply must snap out of the all-encompassing grief and accept what had happened, then do something about it. Do something as in finding a way to support herself and her family now that her husband was gone. They couldn’t continue to live on the money her mother and Diego’s parents had given them for much longer, and soon their meager savings would run out.
Then there was the meeting with the detectives on Diego’s murder case. She couldn’t keep them waiting any longer. They needed to get to the bottom of what had happened to her husband. The two detectives who’d come to their house in the days following his attack had already done a preliminary interview with her, but because she had been so grief-stricken, they had agreed to go easy on her and do a more in-depth interview at a later date. 
She sighed with resignation; she might as well take care of that today as well. It was not yet noon, so hopefully the detectives would be available. She didn’t think talking about her husband and what had happened in more detail would be any less difficult if she waited another day. 
As she and Joanna entered the town car that would take them to her mother’s house, she found her cell in her purse. Having speed-dialed Cassie, the nanny, she placed the phone against her ear.
The nanny picked up after several rings, right before the call could go into voicemail.
“Hello.”
Kate quickly cleared her throat. “Hi, Cassie, it’s Kate.”
“Oh, hi, Kate. Is everything okay?”
“Yes. How are Luis and Anna?”
“Anna is napping and Luis is drawing a castle for me. They’ve been wonderful this morning, quiet and easy.” Kate could tell that Cassie was smiling.
“That’s good. Hey, are you able to stay this afternoon, possibly the evening? I have a few things I need to take care of, and it will be easier if I don’t have to deal with the children then. I’ll pay you double your usual fee.”
“Yes, sure, I can totally do that and you don’t have to pay me double. You’re already giving me more than any other parent I sit for.”
This time it was Kate who was smiling. She had really lucked out when she’d found Cassie; not only did the kids love the college girl, but she was such a sweet, responsible, mature person. She had a feeling Cassie knew Kate was strapped for cash, even if Kate would never admit such a thing unless it was absolutely necessary. So far, it hadn’t been.
“Thank you, Cassie, that’s so nice of you,” she said warmly. “I’ll be home in a couple of hours.”
They said goodbye, and then Kate called the number on the card she had gotten from Detective Cooper. She had been prepared to leave a voicemail, but the detective picked up after the first ring had gone through.
“Wilhelmina Cooper,” a female voice said in a confident tone.
“Hello, it’s Kate Martinez. I’m ready to talk to you now. Later today sometime, if possible.”
“Hello, Mrs. Martinez. That sounds good. Hold on a sec, will you?” 
“Sure.”
Kate could hear how Detective Cooper said something to a person beside her. A few seconds later, she was back on the line.
“My partner and I can be at your apartment at five p.m. today. How does that sound?”
“That would work just fine.”
“Great, see you then.”
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