1. Captured

The harsh peal of a war-horn jolted me from my deep slumber. Within seconds I had thrown back the covers and was standing at my window, my eyes scanning the seas and surrounding countryside. It was a gray morning, with dark clouds in the sky and thick fog drifting out at sea.


My gaze was drawn to a dark, almost imperceptible silhouette far out in the ocean. As I watched, more dark shapes appeared, moving rapidly toward shore. The fog obscured their outlines, but I could easily tell it was a small fleet of longboats. Raiders had come to pillage Reymont fief.


Below my chamber window, sentries rushed about, issuing orders and rousing soldiers from their slumber. I knew I must join them in the defense of my home. I threw open the doors of my wardrobe and gathered my suit of leather armor. It was deceptively strong, backed with mail to protect from the slashing of blades. I fumbled clumsily with the straps of the vest. It was difficult to put on without help, being rather heavy and cumbersome.

After ten or so minutes, I was fully garbed, and I strapped my scabbard round my waist and slid in my rapier. Once more I went to my window and scanned the sea. I could now clearly see the small, agile ships, and some were almost close enough to land. Archers on the battlements of Castle Reymont were already showering the raiders with volleys of arrows, but most thudded harmlessly against the hulls of the ships or entirely missed their mark. While I looked on, a team of soldiers readied a ballista and drew it back. When the great projectile was loosed, it sped blindingly fast toward the fleet. The massive arrow punctured the sail of the lead ship and became lodged in the hull of the vessel behind it. I could hear it smash into the wood from my vantage point.


I knew I mustn’t waste anymore time, so I tore my gaze from the battle raging outside and broke into a run, flinging open my chamber door and starting down the stairs. I passed through halls where groups of soldiers were pouring out to defend the castle. Some nodded respectfully to me, acknowledging me as the son of Lord Barrington of Reymont. Before moving on I exchanged solemn greetings with a few younger soldiers I knew from training. A grim mood hung over the castle.

I was panting with exertion by the time I made my way to the courtyard and entered the keep. Captain Brendon Powell, overseer of castle defenses, conversed with soldiers there. He was a massive, muscular man, with short-cropped brown hair and friendly brown eyes. There was always an air of confidence around him, and he was a personable, likeable man. If there was anyone I trusted to lead the castle through this raid, it would be him. Despite the gravity of our situation, the big man called out a cheerful greeting as he saw me enter.

“Aric!” he called to me, and I slowed my pace and walked toward him. “You’re up early today!” He gave a chuckle at his own joke, since I usually slept rather late. I tried to paste a smile on my face.


“Morning, Captain Brendon. I hear we’ve something of a problem on our hands,” I replied, now standing a few feet away. My hand rested on the reassuring hilt of my rapier. His playful air vanished and he suddenly became grave, his brown eyes deepening in thought.

“We’ll need everyone we’ve got and then some to fend off these raiders,” he said. “Glad you decided to join us. I’ve sent guards to protect your father, so you need not worry about him.” I gave an involuntary sigh, relieved to know that my father was safe. He would be a choice target for the raiders, being one of the most powerful men in England. He was close friends with the king and he would be a hefty bargaining tool in the hands of the raiders.

“Where are these filthy pirates from, anyway?” I asked. I guessed they were probably Norsemen, judging from their craft, but I wasn’t certain.

“We’re almost positive they’re the same band that we sighted off our shores last autumn, the Scandinavians,” replied Brendon. “They’re right nasty fighters, what with their massive axes and hammers and such. An all around rather barbaric bunch.” A sentry called to Brendon then, and he hurried away, leaving me to ponder what he had said.

Moments later, an ominous pounding, like the beating of some great drum, began. It was an unnervingly steady “Boom-boom. Boom-boom.” The wooden keep doors shook with each pound, and I knew that it they were being smashed repeatedly with a battering ram. All conversation in the keep rapidly ceased, and everyone’s attention became fixed on the doors. The attack had begun.


There was nothing to do but wait as the doors grew looser and looser on their hinges. Archers continued to rain arrows upon the attackers, but the raiders knelt down and covered their heads with their large roundshields. The pounding continued for several minutes, and still not a word was spoken. Then, as soon as it had begun, the beating stopped, and the doors gave an ear-splittingly loud creak before falling inward. They sent up a cloud of dust, and for a moment it was difficult to see.

I took a step backward and attempted to shield my eyes. As the dust cleared, a roar like a thousand angry wolves rose up from the raiders outside. They rushed forward, unstoppable as the ocean tide, the pounding of their feet sounding like the rumble of thunder. I drew my rapier with a metallic sliding noise from its scabbard.

The first raider to enter the keep was felled with a well-placed arrow to the heart. My eyes locked with his for a fraction of a second, and I saw the spark of life drain from them as he slumped to the ground. Tens of his comrades replaced him in an instant, shouting and shaking their fearsome variety of weapons. Some held axes, war-hammers, polearms, and spears, but most wielded short, blocky swords and roundshields.

As their ranks collided with ours, the ringing and clashing of metal, the unearthly screams of dying men, and the unmistakable metallic scent of blood filled the air. I threw myself into the fray without thought, my rapier becoming an extension of my arm as I danced with deadly grace through the enemy force. I drew upon years of tirelessly honing my skill in this one moment, and now no weapon scathed me as I cut these barbarians down, one after another.

My vision took on a red haze and time seemed to slow down. The blades of my foes moved so slowly to me that I dodged blows with ease. One raider clad in a bearskin charged me, his hammer raised above his head to strike. I darted deftly out of his path, but stumbled on a body and fell to the ground with a thud, the air knocked from my lungs. The last thing I felt was something smashing forcefully into the side of my head, then the world went black.
2. The Munin

For what seemed like a small eternity I roamed through a realm of half-sleep, half-wakefulness. Images of dying comrades, burning homes, and cruel raiders danced through my dreams, or was it all real? At some point I drifted into true sleep, and my mind was at peace.

Now I was awakened by the rolling motion and creaking and shouting that could only mean one thing: I was at sea. I blinked open my eyes groggily, temporarily blinded by the sunlight. Something hard was caked on my head and I realized with an inward shiver that it was blood.

Where was I? I searched my last conscious thoughts for some explanation, but could find none. Then I remembered: the raid. As my vision returned, I could see the burly legs and feet of the Norsemen who must have captured me. Why hadn’t I been left for dead? Had they purposely knocked me unconscious? I peered around, and suddenly my sight was filled with a pair of two enormous blue eyes set in a white, furry face.

Startled, all I could do was stare into the fathomless, icy-blue depths of those intelligent eyes. The creature stared intently at me, too, its gazing seeming to penetrate into my very soul. I was awestruck. It held my gaze for over a minute, but looked away suddenly as it heard a command

“Hati! Get over here!” a surprisingly young-sounding voice shouted. As the creature turned away, heading toward the voice, I could see that it was a wolf. The animal was beautiful, with fur the color of new-fallen snow that sparkled in the bright sunlight. I sat upright and looked to see who had called to it. It was a teenage boy, probably about my age, with long blond hair tied in a braid and sharp, sculpted features. His eyes were the color of rainclouds before a storm, and were fixed on the magnificent wolf that trotted toward him. Behind him, the waves rolled gently and shone with the light of the sun.

His features softened as the wolf neared. It walked slowly until it was directly in front of the boy and looked up at him with an expression that said, “What’s that fellow doing on this ship, and what did you call me for?” I almost laughed at how odd this seemed; I never knew wolves could so effectively communicate with expressions alone. Perhaps I was just imagining it, but it seemed trained.


“Good girl, Hati,” he praised her, and stroked her forehead. She seemed to enjoy this, almost like a dog would, and let the boy touch her. The boy’s gray eyes wandered to me and I met his gaze. He was surprisingly friendly. “Hello, there,” he said to me. A smile played on the corners of his lips. “My name’s Sven Hakansson. Welcome aboard the Munin.


I was taken aback by his outgoingness. I was a prisoner, right? Shouldn’t I be beaten and treated harshly? Well, I decided to put up a friendly façade to match his. “I’m Aric Barrington, son of Aidan, baron of Reymont,” I replied.

“Son of the baron, eh?” Sven said, eying me curiously. “Well, you’ll fetch a pretty penny back in Svalbard, or maybe I could ransom you. I’m sure your father would pay handsomely for your safe return.” His expression became thoughtful, and he now looked at me like I was a rare item to be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Before I could respond, a big, rowdy man with long red hair shouted something directed at me. He spoke in the tongue of the Norsemen, and I could not understand him. I was surprised that Sven could speak English. Perhaps he was the only one on the ship with this skill.

“Bjorn says you need to get to work rowing,” Sven quickly translated for me. Sven replied to the man, this time in his native tongue. “I told him that you’re my prisoner, and I can do with you what I like,” he told me. Sven would be helpful to have around with these raiders.

The man called Bjorn strode up to where Sven and I stood, his fiery blue eyes smoldering with anger. I became terrified of him instantly. He reminded me of a bear, with his broad shoulders and barrel chest. Belted round his waist were two fearsome-looking axes. I doubted I had the strength to lift one of them. Bjorn spoke again, his words an angry roar.

“Apparently he thinks that prisoners are automatically slaves, and slaves must work, or they are no good at all,” Sven told me. Bjorn stood there, his breath coming in huffs, while he waited for Sven to respond. Suddenly a hand was placed on Bjorn’s shoulder and Bjorn whirled around to face a man as large as himself.

The newcomer was built similarly to Bjorn, with long braids of red hair hanging almost to his waist. His green eyes were stern as he stared down Bjorn. I could tell instantly this man must be the ship’s captain. He reprimanded Bjorn, and Bjorn gave no reply except to hang his head low and walk dejectedly away. I shivered as Bjorn clenched and unclenched his massive fists.

The captain became friendlier now, and faced me, the fire gone from his green eyes. He said something that sounded like an introduction in Norse and indicated for Sven to translate.

“He says that he is Magnus Torsson, jarl of Svalbard and captain of this ship, the Munin. He is pleased to meet you,” Sven said. I deduced that the jarl must already be aware of my lineage, for there was no way an ordinary prisoner would be treated with such courtesy by such a powerful man.

I faltered as I tried to think of a response. “I… I am Aric, son of Aidan, baron of Reymont,” I stumbled. “Pleased to… to meet you as well.” The man’s commanding air made me submissive, and I was careful not to say anything offensive. Sven translated Magnus’s response for me:


“You are welcome aboard the Munin, Aric son of Aidan. I apologize for the behavior of Bjorn Baldursson. If he bothers you again, tell me through Sven and he shall be reprimanded.” With that, the large jarl turned and returned to the head of the ship.

Sven went to talk to another sailor, and for a little while I was by myself. I used the time to assess my situation and size up my surroundings. My gaze traveled along the length of the ship. The vessel was long and thin, a typical raider’s boat. Its sails were a simple square-rigged affair, but they generated surprising speed. The raiders’ colorful roundshields adorned the outer rims of the ship. I wondered what their purpose there was. A raven’s head extended from the helm of the craft, ornately carved. It looked eerily realistic, with its wedge-shaped beak and unfeeling eyes.

A crew of perhaps thirty raiders stood on the deck of the ship. Some rowed, but many idled around, since the breeze was fair and the ship was making good speed. I saw no other prisoners aboard. Magnus stood at the stern with another man at his side. For a moment I thought the other was Sven, but this man was taller and more muscular. He did look uncannily similar, though. Sven’s father, perhaps?

I hadn’t had a chance to take in my predicament until now. I was miles away from home, in the middle of the ocean, surrounded by barbaric raiders. One of them already wanted to kill me. I had to admit, things didn’t look too bright, but at least my captor, Sven, was friendly enough, and the captain seemed to favor me. What could I do? My best hope was that I would be ransomed back to my father sometime soon, but who knew when the next raid would be? My only choice was to wait it out.
3. Before the Storm

Later that day, Sven returned from his duties to attend to me. He was flanked by two wolves this time. One of them I hadn’t noticed before, but the white wolf I recognized. The second wolf’s pelt was dark gray, and he had bold eyes the color of honey. Sven seated himself on a wooden chest and let out a sigh. He seemed in no hurry to talk, but I was brimming with questions. I decided to start out with a lighter topic.

“I’m curious,” I asked, “Why is your ship called the Munin?” Sven laughed.


“Your home has been ransacked, you have mortal wounds, and you’ve been captured by brutal raiders, and all you want to know about is the namesake of the ship you’re on? I don’t think you’re right in the mind, Aric.”


I realized that my question had been silly, but I didn’t want to appear foolish. “I know it’s a strange thing to ask under the given circumstances, but really, why?

“Well, if you truly want to know,” Sven began, “My people worship the great god Odin above all others. Odin is the leader of the Ǽsir, the gods of war. He watches the lives of mortal men through the eyes of his raven servants, Huginn and Munin. Being the god of war, the raven is Odin’s symbol, since ravens feed off the dead. The Huginn is another ship in our fleet, identical to ours. Magnus named his craft the Munin so that Odin would always watch over us and bring us good fortune in raids.”

“That’s…interesting,” I replied, thinking about what he had said. These people must truly be savage pagans if their chief god was the god of war. I was disgusted. Without thinking, I blurted out another question, one I’d been burning to ask.

“How do your people live with themselves? You plunder and kill to make a living, destroying and stealing, feeding off of others. You’re no better than common brigands!”

Sven’s face reddened with anger, but he restrained himself and was silent for a moment.


“You foolish prisoner! You know nothing of my people! Nothing! Thievery to us is absolutely abhorrent, one of the most heinous acts a man can possibly commit! To raid is not to steal, no more than to fight in war is to murder. No, a raid is a fair fight, and the winner takes the spoils. Is that not right and just?” Sven calmed toward the end of his rant, and his breathing slowed.

I was surprised by his response. Perhaps the Norsemen were not as barbaric as I had thought. They truly thought what they did was justified, a way to make an honest living.

“I… I’m sorry… I didn’t know…,” I began. “You must forgive me. My patience has been tested like never before today, and, as you can imagine, I’m very angry at what has happened to me. I just think it’s so unfair!” I cried, now on the edge of tears. I leaned back and looked away. Sven said nothing.

The white wolf I had met earlier today came over to me and lay down at my feet, gazing at me with her wide blue eyes. I felt the urge to reach down and pet her as Sven had, and I ran my fingers through her soft coat, marveling at her beauty. She set her head down on the deck and closed her eyes, letting me stroke her. Her fur was thick and warm, especially around her muscular neck.

“I’m sure you remember meeting Hati earlier today,” Sven said. Apparently he was willing to forgive me for what I had said, for the present, at least. “She’s very gentle, but be careful around Skoll.” He indicated the dark gray wolf at his side. “Skoll can be rather… protective, but he’s fiercely loyal and bold.”

These wolves made me curious. Why did Sven have them, and how had he befriended them, so to speak? These and other questions were still screaming to be asked inside my head, but I didn’t want to question Sven any further. 

Still running my fingers through Hati’s fur, I gazed out over the ocean. The sun was a blazing red-orange ball of fire, its hue spilling over into the wispy clouds in the evening sky and reflecting dazzlingly in the waves. I’d seen my share of ocean sunsets, but they never ceased to take my breath away.

Activity on the ship began to quiet down as nightfall approached. Raiders tore into dried and salted fish and loaves of crusty bread for their dinner, causing my stomach to give a deep grumble. Sven noticed how I hungrily eyed the food and went to fetch some with a nod. Skoll stood up and followed him.

For the first time since my capture, I found myself able to relax. I leaned back against the side of the ship and let out a deep sigh. Hati, seeming to agree, gave a soft growl-purr noise and closed her eyes. Sven returned after a few minutes with several dried fish, loaves of bread, and goblets of water.

“There you go,” he said with a small smile as he handed me my share. “Can’t have our valuable captives starving now, can we?”


I mustered a weak smile and tore voraciously into my dinner. I’m sure the fish tasted disgusting compared to the elegant fare I was used to, but I was so ravenous I scarcely noticed. Sven thoughtfully chewed a roll as he watched me devour my rations. I slowed down as I moved onto the bread. It was so dry and crusty that it was impossible to eat quickly. I had to take sips of my water often to soften the bread in my mouth.

As mealtime drew to a close, the last beams of rich sunlight flickered on the water before the sun vanished beneath the waves. Raiders rolled out small, thin mats and a few had sacks of feathers for pillows. Luxuries were few aboard the Munin. Suddenly my eyelids felt as if they were made of lead, and I lie down upon a sack of provisions and fell into a deep slumber.
4. Tempest

I was awakened from my fitful rest by a blast of salty, cold water that hit me full on, drenching me thoroughly. The wind howled loudly through the sails and I could hear the distant rumble of thunder. My eyes were greeted by the sight of legions of ominous thunderheads marching across the sky. Crew members dashed around the deck, shouting orders in their foreign tongue.

I glanced around and saw Sven standing at the mast, tugging a rope to lower the sails. I stood up and stared out to sea. The water was a frothing mass of dark waves that threatened to spill over and flood the vessel. A radiant flash of lightning illuminated the dark sky for a fraction of a second. We were in for a storm the likes of which I had never seen.

Sven dashed around the ship, carrying out whatever orders were given to him. As he passed me he gave a brief nod, but said nothing. Hati and Skoll followed him wherever he went. Another wave hit me, this time in the back, and I staggered forward, gasping from the icy cold.

There was nothing I could do except sit here and wait for the storm to pass. I felt the need to be helping somehow, to do something besides watch the ship be tossed around like a rag in this tempest. Waves were already crashing onto the deck, and raiders used buckets to toss the water back into the sea. I noticed an unused bucket sitting atop a chest, so I picked it up and mimicked the actions of the other crew members. Bjorn saw what I was doing and raised an eyebrow, something I interpreted as a sign of a curious sort of satisfaction.

Soon the rain began to fall. At first it was an almost inaudible pattering on the wooden planks, but before long it became a pelting monsoon, driven by furious winds. Each brought a sharp stab of pain, like being pricked with a dagger. I continued to furiously scoop water out of the ship, but it was starting to look like my efforts were to no avail. The rain and waves had now raised the water level to above my ankles, and I could feel it rising still. I slipped and landed on my back, almost completely submerged. My hands grasped the edge of the deck and I hoisted myself up, careful not to fall again.

The winds now whipped the ship around in the sea as if it were an autumn leaf, making me feel hopelessly vulnerable. The ship bucked up and down like an angry horse and threatened to capsize. I clung to whatever my hands could find and prayed.

An especially strong gust of wind lifted the bow of our ship and raised it up so that it nearly pointed skyward. I narrowly managed to hold on, but as the ship fell again, my grip slipped and I flew into the icy waves.


The shock of hitting the cold water overwhelmed me, and I gasped as I slammed into the surface of the ocean. Salty, briny water filled my mouth, choking me. I spun helplessly around in the waves, tossed by the relentless wind. My conscious mind ceased to function and all thoughts drained from my head. Suddenly I was thrown up against something solid, and I winced with pain. A pair of muscular hands grasped me by the shoulders and hoisted me up out of the raging sea.

I landed, sputtering and coughing saltwater, on the deck of the Munin. I blinked open my eyes and found myself staring into the friendly blue eyes of a man I hadn’t noticed before on the ship. A smile stretched across his blocky face, and his red hair hung in wet braids around his shoulders. A moment later the man ran off to assist elsewhere else the on ship. I lay on the deck, my breath coming in strained gasps, and passed into unconsciousness.

“Aric,” a familiar voice whispered. “Aric!” the voice said again, louder this time. “Aric! Wake up!” Sven shook me roughly and I groaned.

“Wha…,” I said, my eyes still closed.


Sven’s voice sounded relieved. “Oh, Aric, you’re alive!” he said, breaking into laughter. “I… I thought you were dead! You took quite a beating in those waves!”

The events of… well, must have been the previous day, all came back to me in a rush. It felt as if there wasn’t an inch of my body that wasn’t bruised. I managed to crack open my eyes a bit, but the radiant yellow sunlight forced me to close them immediately. I shook my head, moaning. A warm, furry body brushed up against mine and I opened my eyes again long enough to see that Hati had come to lie with me. Her presence was comforting, and all my hurts seemed to seep away with her nearby.

And why was Sven concerned about me? Had we already formed a tentative friendship, or was he only concerned about my well-being so he could ransom me back in good shape? Perhaps a bit of both, I contented myself with.


“Who… who was it that rescued me… who pulled me out of the water?” I asked him, my speech garbled.


“Ah, that was Torolv, Torolv Ludviksson. He’s our ship smith here on the Munin, a very nice man,” Sven replied. Noticing that my eyes were now open, Sven nodded toward the man who must have been this Torolv. He was a man of moderate height, with a stocky, muscular frame. His hair was pale blond and he had a large, droopy mustache. His blue eyes were warm as he conversed with Magnus.

“That storm blew us a good bit off course, but we should make landfall in, oh, two or three days,” Sven told me, apparently trying to make conversation.

“That’s… good…,” I replied. I wasn’t sure I was too eager to see where these men lived. How long would I spend there before I was ransomed back?


Sven gave a hearty laugh, reading the apprehension on my face. “I doubt you’re overly excited to have a stay back in Noregr with us, eh?

Noregr. I hadn’t heard the term before, but I figured it must be the name of Sven’s country. Maybe it was what his people called Norway. “What’s it like there?” I asked him, not wanting to offend him by acknowledging the truth of his words.

His eyes took on a glassy, distant look as he began to speak. “Well, the geography is quite different from that of England,” he began. “Hundreds, maybe thousands of small fjords, or inlets, I suppose, in your tongue, reach into the coast. The land almost seems to blend with the sea. There are many small islands and lakes, and great rolling hills and meadows. The sky seems close enough there that you could reach out and pluck down a cloud. There are many mountains, too, and their passes are guarded by snow all year round. Our summers are mild, but our winters are long and harsh, much more so than yours.”

He described his land beautifully as I envisioned it in my mind’s eye. It seemed a fantastic place, much better than dull, rainy England. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. I sat there pondering all this for a while, and Sven stood up and walked away.
5. Noregr

I talked with Sven little over the next few days. He was busy, hustling around carrying out Magnus’s orders. There was little for me to do to pass time. The day before we arrived in Noregr the steady wind that had sped our way here died down, and Sven asked me to row like the other crew members did. I obliged, happy to have something to keep me busy.

I labored long hours doing this backbreaking work, and soon my fingers were filled with splinters of wood and my shoulders and back ached from the tedious, repetitive motion of rowing. While I rowed I fell into a sort of trance in which time had no meaning, and I blocked out the pain of my work. As I was in one of these raptures, a raider at the helm called out something especially loud. Sven, who was rowing next to me, broke into a huge smile.

“He sees land!” Sven cried, but he continued his work. A raider lowered the sail and now the ship was propelled solely by manpower. Around an hour later the hull slid smoothly onto a rocky beach. All the crew members talked loudly, happily, and some shouted with joy. I stood up and stretched, relieved that I had to row no more.

Down from a grassy slope ran women and children, eager to see their returned husbands and fathers. I started to hoist myself over the edge of the ship to feel the firm earth beneath my feet, but Sven grabbed me by the shoulder. Before I could ask him why, he bound both my hands with a sturdy length of rope and tied the other end to his wrist.

“Can’t have you running away now, can we?” Sven said, a sly smile crossing his features. “Now be a good little prisoner and come along.”

We climbed off the ship and I sighed with happiness as my feet again felt dry land. I gazed around eager to see if this country was as beautiful as Sven had made it sound. Above where we stood, on a grassy ridge, I could see a cluster of houses dominated by a large longhouse in the center. Smoke rose from a hole in its roof. A pine forest came nearly to the shoreline along the beach as far as I could see in either direction. In the distance, grassy hills and mountains rose, wreathed in fine layers of mist. The sun shone radiantly on the dark, grayish water, and not a cloud marred the clear blue sky.

As I took in my surroundings, a large, blond-haired woman with smiling green eyes rushed up to where Sven and I were standing. I noticed that the man I thought to be Sven’s father also stood nearby. This must be Sven’s mother. She wrapped her arms around Sven in a bear hug and his faced reddened with embarrassment. When she released him, Sven quickly explained, “This is my mother, Astrid,” before he and she started to converse. Then she noticed another man out of the corner of her eye and gave him a great hug as well. He must have surely been Sven’s father, I gathered from the reception.

All around me, the same scene was being replayed over and over again as returned raiders were reunited with their families. Laughter and joyous conversation buzzed in the air. I felt awkward and uncomfortable, being a prisoner, and Sven quickly noticed. He said something else to his mother and then started to walk up the grassy slope toward the village on the ridge. I had no choice but to follow, tethered together as we were, and I gave a sigh of relief to escape from that happy reunion I had no place in.

Sven led me up a winding path and soon we arrived at the village. There were a few separate houses, but the obvious focal point of the place was the longhouse at its center. It felt eerie how empty it was there, just Sven and me, with all the residents down at the beach. I followed my captor into an unoccupied house and he untied the rope from his own wrist. Was he letting me free? My hopes were dashed when he re-knotted it to a table.

“I’m sorry I have to do this, I really am, but I have other business to attend to and I can’t risk you wandering off,” he told me. With that, he turned and left, closing the door of the cabin soundly behind him.
6. The Hunt

Over the days and weeks following my capture and arrival in Noregr, I slid smoothly into the roll of a household thrall in Sven’s home. An endless list of tasks awaited me, and I rarely had time to talk with Sven or even to think. I tended the fields, cared for livestock, gathered wild nuts and berries, and even helped to prepare meals when the need arose. I slept on a rough mat on the floor of Sven’s little cabin. It was rather uncomfortable, but as exhausted as I was after each day, it felt like heaven, and I was asleep in the blink of an eye.

Sven’s family ignored me for the most part, being a slave as I was, and the only times they spoke to me, through Sven, of course, were when they told me another chore to be done. Sven’s mother, Astrid, was a nice enough woman and a mighty good cook. Though I was a prisoner and slave, I never went hungry. Sometimes at meals, the topic of the family discussion seemed to turn toward me. I couldn’t understand exactly what they said, but it caused conflict between Sven and his father.

One day, as Sven and I worked in the fields, he asked me a surprising question.


“Are you a very good shot with a bow?” he inquired. He had stopped his work and leaned on the handle of his shovel.

I wiped the sweat from my brow as I thought. “Well, I suppose I’m halfway decent, but I’ve always invested more time practicing swordplay. Why?”


“Magnus is holding a great Midsummer’s Feast this year, and requests that all able hunters bring an offering of meat to the celebration. And Mother always appreciates a bit of game to cook instead of slaughtering one of our animals. Most of our people have little skill with the bow,” he added.

“So you want to use my skill to gain Magnus’s favor?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Well, if you want to put it that way…,” a grin spread across his face.


“I did used to enjoy hunting back in England. What sort of game do you have up here?”


“I think our animals are fairly similar to yours. We’ve got deer aplenty, along with a few moose, and lots of birds.”


“Sounds like fun,” I replied. “When’s the festival?”


“A week from today,” he answered.


“What sorts of things do you do for Midsummer? Father also hosted great celebrations back at home, with games, entertainers, and the like.” I became a bit wistful toward the end of this statement.

“The central event is the tournament,” Sven answered. “Almost all the men in Svalbard compete to test their skill with the blade. The winner is bestowed with the title of drengr, or ‘honorable one.’


This tournament caught my interest. Surely none of these barbarians could best my skill, with their big, cumbersome spathas. I doubted they were quick enough to dodge a single blow with my rapier.


“Would I be allowed to compete?” I asked him, curious.


“Hmmm….,” he thought for a moment. “I’ll have to ask Magnus about that. I’m sure he’d make an allowance for you. I’d like to see what you can do with that toad-sticker of yours myself. I hardly caught a glimpse of you fighting in the raid before I knocked you out.”

Now my thoughts turned to my sword. It was an heirloom, passed down through my family for generations. The small, thin weapon was perfectly balanced, and I doubted I could fight well with any other weapon. But where was it? I’d had it with me when the raiders attacked. Could Sven have been keeping it from me?


“Where’d you put that so-called ‘toad-sticker’ of mine anyway? I don’t suppose you happened to keep it with you after you captured me?”


“Oh, I’ve got it alright,” he replied. “I couldn’t very well let you hang on to it, though, could I?”


I supposed he had a point. With that, our conversation ended and we resumed our tedious work.


Time seemed to fly in that week before the Midsummer Festival. On the day before the festivities, the excitement and anticipation that hung in the air was almost tangible. Early that morning, Sven roused me from my sleep, a strung longbow in his hands. Today was the day of the hunt.

I quickly dressed and Sven and I stole out before Astrid and his father, Hakan, were awake. We crept quietly through the village to the edge of the forest before Sven spoke.

“We’ll be hunting for a deer today, perhaps even a moose if we can find one,” he told me. He seemed reluctant to give me the bow and arrows, though. Did he think I would shoot him? Surely he must trust me enough now, and what would harming him accomplish, anyway?


He finally handed me the quiver, and I slung it over my back. I was reminded of countless mornings back in England before a hunt. There was a kind of morbid anticipation to it that was difficult to describe. After the bow was in my hands, we silently entered the forest, our cloaks blending in beneath the dappled shade of the pale morning light.

We stopped to watch and wait on a small, sheltered outcropping over a creek. It offered an unimpaired view of the forest for a good distance. If a deer came anywhere near us, we’d be sure to see it. We exchanged not a word after entering the forest, not wanting to disturb any animals. The chirping of songbirds was the only sound to be heard.


For an hour or more we waited there on our ledge, perfectly still and silent. My limbs began to ache from being in a cramped position for so long, and I leaned back a bit. My knee cracked and the forest abruptly fell silent. Sven uttered a muffled curse under his breath. A moment later I detected a faint whimpering off in the brush several yards away. Sven looked toward the sound, too, so he must have heard it as well. My eyes scanned the brush carefully, and I noticed a small rustle of a shrub and a patch of black that didn’t fit in. I looked at Sven questioningly, my expression asking him if I should investigate. He gave a small nod.

I nocked arrow and drew back the bow as I stood, walking carefully and quietly toward the noise. Now I was only a few feet away and the whimpering was louder. Suddenly a pair of glowing green eyes peeked through the vegetation, staring straight at me. I drew in a breath sharply and stopped walking. What sort of creature was this?

Carefully I took another step closer. The eyes sparkled in the morning sun before the creature darted away with the glint of black fur. I had seen eyes like that before. It was a wolf, a lone black wolf. What was it doing out here alone, watching me? I looked back at Sven.


“It’s gone,” I told him.


“What?” he asked. “I didn’t see anything.”


“It was a… oh, never mind.” He probably wouldn’t believe me if I told him what I had seen. “Let’s find another spot to hunt. There’s nothing around here.”

“Really?” he whispered. “Have a look behind you.”


I wheeled around, my bow at full draw. Not ten yards away stood a beautiful stag, chewing a mouthful of spiky green plants. Its antlers were massive; I estimated there to be over twenty points on each one. I took little time to marvel at the beautiful animal before carefully aiming and loosing my arrow. I doubted even one of those clumsy Norsemen could miss this shot. The projectile embedded itself with a thud directly in the beast’s heart. Its eyes shone with a final defiance before misting over as it crumpled to the ground, dead.
7. The Midsummer Festival


Fires blazed cheerily and the air was filled with the playing of musicians, the laughter of the children, the gossip of the women, and the boasts of the men. Great haunches of meat rotated tantalizingly on spits over the cook-fires, sizzling and dripping. I hung quietly around Sven, unable to indulge in the festivities the way the others were. I felt as if he didn’t belong, and I truly didn’t. These people were my enemies, the raiders that pillaged my home country. My heart ached with loneliness for my home; for the great hall, the feasts, for my father and my mother, for the safety and security of Castle Reymont. Never before had I felt such loneliness and despair.

I did have one thing to look forward to, however, and that was the Midsummer tournament. Magnus had agreed to let me participate, and after watching the Norsemen spar, I was confident I would win. Sven would let me have my rapier back for the tournament, something I greatly wanted. My blade was as good a friend I had as any, and had seen me safely through a good many fights.

I was already regarded as something of a hero in Noregr. Sven told and retold the tale of our hunt, and each time he did, the story became more and more fantastic, until I had been a mile away from the stag and felled it with a thrown knife. As he translated his story for me, I nearly burst out laughing. Everywhere I went, heads turned and I could tell people were judging me by Sven’s tale.


The first night of the festival passed in a blur. I followed Sven around passively and said little, still overcome with my loneliness.  We went to bed late and I was strangely tired, though I had done little work today in preparation for the celebration. I fell into a deep and troubled sleep.

The next morning dawned bright and cloudless. I had awakened early, unable to fall back asleep. Every cell in my body tingled with anticipation of the upcoming challenge. Sven, too, awoke early. We broke our fast with a light porridge, eating in an uncomfortable silence.

“Would you like to spar with me before the tournament?” he asked.


I hadn’t considered this, but it was an offer I couldn’t refuse. I imagined I had become a bit rusty after going so long without practice, and skirmishing with Sven would offer a valuable insight into the fighting methods of the Norsemen.


“Certainly,” I answered. “Let’s see how much you can do with that oversized butter-knife you call a sword.”

Sven smiled at my playful taunt. He pushed back his chair, stood up, and walked over to a wardrobe in the cabin. In it was a locked chest. With a grunt, he pulled out the chest and set it on the table. I cocked an eyebrow, curious. He fumbled in his pocket for a key and fit it into the lock. I heard a click and he opened the large box. Inside, folded neatly, was my set of leather armor. Atop the armor sat my rapier.


I gasped. I didn’t know he had my armor, too! This swelled my confidence even more. The armor offered great maneuverability and would protect me from sword blows.


“What do you think?” he asked, grinning. My only response was an eager smile.

A little while later we were both fully garbed in battle regalia. Sven’s armor consisted of a mail shirt, covered with a thick leather vest, leather leggings, mail-backed greaves, a small, half-face bowl helm, and a large round buckler with an image of a howling wolf. A fearsome-looking iron spike was set in the middle of the shield. He drew his sword from its leather sheath and showed it to me.

“She’s called Ulfbitr. That’s Wolf Biter in English. A beautiful blade, is she not?” Sven slowly rotated the sword by its handle, letting the sun glint off its polished blade. The blade was wide at the base and slowly tapered toward the end, where it was rounded off to a point. It had no crossguard, but a large stone fuller separated the hilt from the blade. The hilt was wrapped with black leather and the pommel was inlaid with a beautiful blue stone. It was quite a weapon, but much bulkier than mine.

“Impressive, I must say, but a pretty blade will do you no good in a fight.” He smiled and assumed a defensive stance.


“Right you are, friend. It all comes down to skill, and that’s where I’ve got you beat.” Now it was my turn to grin. He thought he had more skill than me? That was almost laughable. I’d trained practically every day of my life, drilling rigorously until my blade became as much a part of me as my very soul.

As I drew my weapon from its sheath, I glanced at the cabin and saw Hati and Skoll standing side by side, watching us intently. I had almost forgotten about the two wolves. I hadn’t seen them since we came ashore. I tore my gaze from the magnificent creatures and held my rapier out in front of me in my right hand, my left stretched out behind me for balance. “En garde,” I whispered, too quietly for him to hear.

I had scarcely readied myself when Sven charged, his shield pointed outward at his side and his sword raised over his head. I made a snap decision to dodge the blow instead of blocking it. He probably packed enough force to shatter my rapier. I leapt nimbly to the side a moment before Sven brought his sword down. He looked comically surprised that I was no longer in the path of his sword. I gave him a tap on the shoulder with my weapon and told him, “Dead.”


His eyes bulged as he looked over at me. “How…?” he asked, seemingly at a loss for words. I couldn’t help but burst out in laughter. This was truly pitiful if all I had to do to win this tournament was step out of the way. I looked at the wolves to see their reactions and thought I saw a mischievous glint in Hati’s eyes. Skoll showed no recognition of what had occurred.

“Shall we have another go, then?” I asked.


“We most certainly shall,” Sven answered. “I may have to employ some slightly different tactics this time, though.” He chuckled and readied himself for the next round.

This time it was my turn to start off on the offensive. I rushed toward him, my sword aimed at his heart. He raised his shield to block my stab. I feinted aiming my blow to the left a bit, toward his sword arm, but quickly raised my blade so that its tip was a fraction of an inch from his neck.


“Again,” Sven said, more serious now. “It won’t be so easy this time.”


The third time, neither of us was willing to make the first move, and we slowly circled each other, each waiting for an opening. Sven was guarded and edgy, nervous even. It was no good to be nervous in a swordfight. Finally he lunged forward, his blade aimed for my leg and his shield covering as much of his body as possible. I flicked the blow aside with my rapier and thrust my blade at his shin. He brought down his spatha more quickly than I would have thought possible and deflected the stab. I dashed backward, a bit surprised. He was learning.

For a few minutes more we continued to circle, eyeing each other warily. Sven held his sword pointed downward with his shield covering his chest. That buckler of his was proving to be a bigger problem than I thought. Suddenly Sven became more confident. He darted forward with Ulfbitr aimed directly at my heart. I barely had time to react, leaping to the side and deflecting his blade. I wasn’t expecting what happened next.

He lashed out with his shield, and its iron spike stopped inches from my neck. My breath came in short, quick gasps. “Dead,” he said, a smile spreading across his face.
8. Midsummer Blades

Sven and I continued to spar for well over an hour. Around us, the village of Svalbard gradually came to life. Children rose and went out to milk the cows and tend the animals, and some watched us with expressions of awe upon their faces. I couldn’t help but smile with pride at this. Sven did the same. Hati and Skoll continued to watch us, sometimes seeming to cheer one of us on. The intelligence of the animals endlessly amazed me.


Countless defeats and a few victories later, Sven looked thoroughly exhausted, sweat dripping down his face. I felt much the same. By now the sun had fully risen and it seemed to be roasting me alive in my armor.

“Had enough?” he asked me finally, panting like a dog.


“I think I should be the one asking you that question,” I said with a grin. Sven just shook his head and sat down on a stump. He pulled off his helm, which was padded underneath with a leather coif, to reveal a soaking wet head of hair. Skoll trotted over to him and began to gently lick his face. I leaned against the side of the cabin and tore off my leather coat. Hati stood up and gave it a sniff, her dazzling blue eyes dancing with curiosity. I smiled and reached down to pet her. At times it almost seemed as if she preferred me over Sven.

“So, what do you think?” I asked Sven.


“I think that you’re going to win the tournament,” was his brief reply. Again I smiled. I hadn’t felt this happy since… since before my capture.


The air rang with the harsh clanging sound of metal on metal. It was about noon, and the first round of the tournament had begun. Two men I had seen around Svalbard stood on a cloak about five feet long and five feet wide, set up in the center of the village. The first man to step off lost. I was surprised by the simplicity of it, but Sven had told me something of what he called hólmgöngulög, or dueling law. These men adhered to a strict set of rules that had been in place here for hundreds of years. Sven told me I didn’t need to learn the law exactly; I just had to fight fairly.

The first fight was quite short. After about five minutes, one of the men lunged forward. The second man attempted to dodge the blow, but tripped and fell off the cloak. Laughter erupted from the watching crowd. The fallen man laughed, too, at his silly mistake. There was a jolly, happy air around the small dueling arena, and everyone seemed to be in high spirits.

“Aric Aidansson!” called Magnus, then followed it with a bit of Norse and another man’s name I couldn’t quite make out. Sven nodded at me.

“Your turn,” he whispered.


I was already clad in my armor in preparation for the duel, but I hadn’t known my time would come so fast. I suppose now was as good a time as any. As I stepped forward onto the cloak, some watchers gasped. I’m sure seeing a slave competing in their tournament was quite a surprise for them.

Another man stepped forward from the other side of the audience. He was of moderate height and build, and wielded a spatha in one hand and a very long knife in the other. His blue eyes burned with ferocity. I could tell  he didn’t like the idea of me competing, either.

Magnus cried something in Norse which I took to mean, “Begin!” and my opponent lowered his sword. I held my rapier at a diagonal angle across my chest as I sized him up. That knife of his could be tricky to get around. Without warning, he lunged forward, his sword aimed at my neck. I swung my rapier in a fast downward arc, cutting him off. Now he stabbed with his dagger, and I was forced a step backward to dodge it. Now I was just inches from the edge of the cloak.

He seemed to detect my unease and sliced downward from over his head with his sword. I leaned sideways to dodge it, thrusting with my rapier as I did. My stab glanced off his dagger and I cursed under my breath. This was going to be much more difficult than I had thought.

I noticed that he left his legs relatively unguarded when he fought, and this I could use greatly to my advantage. I rushed forward, slashing at his unprotected thighs. He staggered backward, nearly losing his balance and falling off. Before he could recover, I raised one leg and pushed it into his stomach, forcing him off the cloak. I heard Sven give a whoop of joy from the crowd, but there was no cheering of any sort from the other watchers. Despite this, a huge grin broke across my face and I raised my blade over my head. I had won! Several people in the crowd looked on with disgust or eyed me quizzically.

I stepped back into the throng of people and stood by Sven.


“Nice job there,” he congratulated me.


“Thanks,” I said, still smiling.


I felt a warm furry head rubbing against my leg and looked down to see Hati there. I knelt down and ran my fingers through her lush coat. She stared at me with those breathtakingly beautiful eyes of hers, and I found myself staring back, transfixed.


The day passed quickly, each duel lasting no more than ten minutes. Sven was bubbling with happiness after his first battle, which he’d won with ease. Then it was time for round two of the tournament. My name was the first called, along with the name of another man I remembered from my voyage on the Munin, Torolv Ludviksson. He was the man who had saved me during the storm. Could I really bear to defeat him after what he’d done for me?

Torolv stepped forward, smiling. Apparently he was one of the few here who accepted my presence. Most fighters wielded swords, but Torolv had a short spear, only about five feet long. Its bronze tip gleamed in the late afternoon sun. I had plenty of experience fighting against spears back in England, so this shouldn’t be overly challenging. I tried to turn off the conscious part of my mind that was repelled by what I had to do and let my fighting instinct take over.

We circled each other for several long moments, and I was the first to make a move. My rapier sped toward his chest, quick as the strike of a snake. A shock traveled up my arm when my well-aimed blow glanced off the wooden haft of his spear, but Torolv was still forced to take a small step backward. I didn’t let this slow me down. I danced to the side and thrust at his shoulder. Torolv staggered back, and the tip of his boot touched the grass.

Tentative cheers arose from the crowd, still nothing compared to what their fellow Norsemen received after a victory, but at least I was getting some support. Torolv did not seem discouraged in the least by his loss; instead he gave me a friendly slap on the back and raised my hand in the air, clasping his own. Another wave of cheers erupted from the crowd. I think I visibly glowed with pride. I looked into the audience and saw Sven grinning hugely, with Hati howling her congratulations.

“Round three shall be held tomorrow,” Sven told me a little while after my victory over Torolv. “And after that, the final battle.”


“Who do you think will make it to the finals?” I asked him, curious.


“Well, you of course!” he said. “And probably Bjorn as well.


I drew in a sharp breath. Bjorn was a veritable mountain, and he was probably strong enough to crush my skull with one hand. On top of that, he wanted to kill me.


That night, more festivities and feasting occurred. The Midsummer Festival lasted a week in total, and tomorrow would be the third day. Tonight’s celebration went similarly for me to the last, and I remembered little before falling asleep in Sven’s cabin.

I circled Bjorn in a shadowy forest clearing, wielding my rapier. Bjorn held each of his great axes in one hand. Suddenly, my rapier disappeared and I was left holding thin air. Bjorn roared, and his roar started to sound less and less human. His axes fell to the ground and he began to change shape, his snout lengthening, his legs swelling with muscle, claws shooting from his fingertips, and bristly brown fur sprouting from every inch of his body. His green eyes dulled to a blank black stare and he dropped down onto all fours. I was standing face-to-face with the largest bear I had ever seen.

Without warning, something black and furry streaked out of the trees. It smashed into the bear that was Bjorn, snarling. I gasped as I realized that it was the wolf I had seen on the day of the hunt. The bear roared and swiped its monstrous forepaw, batting the black wolf to the side. The wolf yelped and smashed up against a tree…

I woke up, panting and covered in sweat. I looked around. I was safe, in Sven’s little cabin, with him and his family snoring all around me. Shafts of pale moonlight stole in through the window, and images of bears and wolves and strange creatures seemed to dance in the shadows. It was only a dream, I told myself, just a dream. After a few minutes I was able to fall back into a dark and dreamless sleep.

“Come with me,” Sven said. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”


It was early morning on the final day of the Midsummer Festival. The tournament would not continue until later in the day, and there wasn’t really anything to do till then. With a shrug, I followed Sven out the door of the cabin.


We walked in silence through the forest for a while, and I was content to just take in the sights and sounds of the early morning. Pale rays of golden sunlight washed through the treetops, dappling the forest floor. Small creatures dashed around in the underbrush and squirrels chattered noisily in the trees. Colorful songbirds fluttered from branch to branch, heralding the new day with their sweet serenade. In the distance, I could faintly hear the gentle babbling of a brook.

“Where exactly are we going?” I asked softly, not wanting to disturb the rhythm of the forest.


“It’s a special place my father showed me long ago, when I was a small boy. It’s beautiful there, and quiet, a good place to have a talk.”


So Sven wanted to talk with me. There were numerous questions I was still aching to ask, but I hadn’t really had a chance with how busy we’d been since our arrival. Suddenly I detected the faint sound of footfalls behind us. I whirled around, wary. To my surprise, I found that Hati and Skoll must have been following us the entire way. They trotted side-by-side through the trees. Sven, noticing that I was no longer following, turned around as well. When he saw the wolves he smiled.

“Ah, yes, those two follow me around sometimes, but mostly they go wherever they like.”


That was strange. I had originally thought the wolves were trained, almost as pets, but I hadn’t seen them around Svalbard very much during my stay. Did he mean that they merely chose to follow him at will? It seemed that the boy and the wolves shared a very strong bond.


“How did you… meet them?” I wondered aloud. “And why do they follow you?”


Sven suddenly disappeared in the trees ahead and I ran to catch up. I drew in a breath as I emerged to the place where Sven must have been leading me. He was right. It was a breathtakingly splendid, absolutely magnificent view. We were standing on a rock ledge that jutted out over a fertile green valley. The valley was sparsely treed, filled with tall green grass that waved gently in the breeze. A great river ran through the center of the valley, cascading down from a distant falls in the mountains that I could just barely make out in the distance. Wreaths of mist hung throughout the valley, still not having fully dispersed this early in the morning.

Neither of us spoke for a few minutes. I finally managed to tear my gaze from the valley to find that Sven was no longer standing next me. Why did he have to keep disappearing? I looked around and found him seated on a stone ledge that almost looked made to be a bench. I sat down next to him and gazed out over the valley.


“So, you want to know how I befriended Hati and Skoll?” he asked. It was clearly a rhetorical question, and he launched into his tale. “My father, Hakan, came across a wounded wolf when he was a young boy. He took it into his home and nursed it back to health. He named it Freki, after the wolf servant of our great god Odin. Freki was young, too, when my father found him, and had apparently become separated from his mother. After the wolf was healthy again, my grandfather forced my father to abandon Freki in the forest. It anguished my father greatly to do this, for he had forged a close bond with the wolf in the time they’d been together.

“Yet he could not disobey, and so he brought Freki deep into the woods and left him there, running away as fast as he could. Years later, as my father was returning from a raid, a wolf emerged from the forest, and he knew instantly that it was Freki. Freki’s belly was swollen with cubs, and my father knew now that Freki was a she-wolf. He took her in once more, and she birthed only two pups. She died while giving birth,” Sven was close to tears by the time he finished his story.


“So Hati and Skoll are those two cubs that Freki mothered?” My question hardly merited an answer, and Sven did not respond. “I’m curious,” I began. “It seems as if all things you name have something to do with your mythology. What is the significance of the names Hati and Skoll?”


“Right you are,” Sven said, more cheerful now. “In our religion, Hati and Skoll are the two wolves that chase the chariot of the sun through the sky each day, nipping at each other’s tails. This is what causes the rising and setting of the sun.”

I didn’t want to scoff, but it seemed a rather ridiculous belief. I decided to change the subject.

“Any tips on fighting Bjorn?” I asked. It now looked likely that I would be competing against him in the finals of the tournament.


“Bjorn is one of the berserkir, which translates to ‘bearskin-clad ones’ in your tongue.


“And what does wearing a bearskin have to do with fighting?” I asked. I shuddered as I recalled my dream from the previous night.


Sven seemed to find my question amusing. “You’ve never heard of them?” he asked. I gave no answer, so he continued. “The berserkir are capable of entering berserkergang when they fight. It’s a state in which they shed the fears and apprehension of their mortal bodies and become something more than men. Their strength is multiplied tenfold and wounds have as much effect on them as the bite of a mosquito when they’re in such a state.”


“What causes this berserkergang, as you call it?” I asked, intrigued yet terrified.

“Some think it comes from animal spirits possessing their bodies. Others say that Odin sends einherjar, the souls of dead warriors, from Valhalla to increase the strength and will of berserkir. I, however, tend to believe that they just drink a bit too much ale.”

There was so much tension and gravity in the air between us as he spoke that I snapped as he said the last bit and burst out laughing. Sven did, too, the tension washing away as he did.


After our laughter died down, I became more serious. “D’you think I can beat him?” I asked Sven.


Sven suddenly became very grave. “I certainly hope so,” he said. That ended our conversation, and he stood up and walked back into the forest toward the village. Hati, Skoll, and I followed.

9. Drengr


It was time for my third fight. Sven and I circled each other, blades drawn, much as we had when sparring the previous day. By chance we had been chosen to fight each other in the third round. To advance to the finals, I had to defeat my own captor.


Sven’s gray eyes were narrowed, darting around, searching for an opening. Once again he fought with sword and shield. He feigned a slash at my arm, testing me. I didn’t flinch.

It was late afternoon, and we were both tired and dripping with sweat from the heat. My reflexes had dulled, and I didn’t expect it when he darted forward, eyes peeking over his shield, sword pointed outward. It was a clever move, both defensive and offensive, but it left a large gap around his legs. I stepped to the side and thrust at his knee with my blade. Sven was forced to lower his shield awkwardly to block the stab, which created more targets. Now his head and neck were exposed, and I aimed a blow there. He turned ninety degrees while taking a step back and blocked the attack with the flat of Ulfbitr.

Now I launched into a frenzy of stabs, aiming here, there, anywhere his blade wasn’t. He was forced slowly backward by my onslaught, barely managing to block each blow. Finally one of his feet left the cloak when he tried to dodge a well-aimed downward cut of my rapier.

Sven shook his head in mock dejection, but it wasn’t long before he was smiling. The crowd’s cheers were much more enthusiastic now, as most of them knew of the unique relationship Sven and I shared. I gave him a pat on the back.

“Saw that coming,” he told me. I just chuckled.


The shadows were lengthening as the time drew near for the final round of this year’s Midsummer tournament. I knew I would compete, having beaten Sven, and Bjorn was now engaged in his final skirmish. Dueling law did not permit him to fight with both of his large axes, but he was almost as effective fighting with one. I observed his style carefully, knowing I would need all the help I could get if I were to beat him. I just hoped that he wouldn’t try to kill me.

Bjorn roared, sounding like the nightmarish bear from my dream, his great-axe raised over his head. I couldn’t let him intimidate me; he was as big and slow as a bear, too. As he brought the massive weapon down, I used the same trick I’d pulled on Sven when sparring, leaping deftly to the side and stabbing toward the neck. Bjorn made no motion to block my attack, but readied another swing. I pricked him with the tip of my blade for good measure. This infuriated the massive man, and he lashed out with the pointed tip of his axe. All I had to do to dodge it was lean back.

This made him angrier, and he began swinging his axe wildly, blindly. I was forced to dance around the cloak, dodging every blow. Finally I grew tired of being on the defensive and rushed forward just after Bjorn had made a swing. He staggered backward, one step closer to losing. I looked briefly at his eyes and found that they were ablaze with a primeval fury. He must be going berserk.

Now I knew I could waste no time in pushing him off. In one fluid motion I tossed my rapier in the air, crouched down, tucked in my head, and rolled between Bjorn’s legs. I extended my right arm as I rose out of my somersault, catching my rapier. Then I twirled around and prodded Bjorn in the back with my blade. The big man stumbled forward and off the cloak.

I was overcome with joy. Amid the cheers of the onlookers I dropped to my knees, pumping my arms in the air. Magnus, to my embarrassment, came forward and hoisted me into the air as if I weighed nothing. He slowly spun in a circle for the entire crowd to see. More cheers and applause erupted. After Magnus set me down, Sven came forward and gave me a hefty pat on the back. His gray eyes shone with happiness.

“That was quite a move you pulled off there at the end,” he said, grinning.


Before I had a chance to reply, something slammed into me with the force of a charging bear and I fell to the ground, my breath rushing out. It looked like Bjorn wasn’t willing to accept defeat yet. The crowd surged forward like a tidal wave, crashing over Bjorn and tearing him off of me. I lay with my face in the mud, gasping.

“Bjorn Baldursson!” Magnus roared, followed by a stream of angry Norse. A hand reached down and I took it. Sven lifted me back on to my feet and began to translate.

“Magnus is saying that Bjorn has committed an act of níőr, meaning dishonor or treachery. He is pronouncing that Bjorn is now a nioingr, one who has done something so foul that they are viewed as being less than nothing. Bjorn will be cast out of Svalbard and left to die.”

I shuddered. While Bjorn certainly deserved this punishment, I could not imagine what it would be like to be seen by your one-time friends as nonexistent. Two burly fighters grabbed Bjorn by the shoulders and escorted him away.

“If he ever sets foot in Svalbard again, he shall be executed,” Sven added.


With that, Magnus’s attention turned to me once again. Amid the cheers of the audience, Magnus spoke and Sven translated for me:

“Allfather Odin smiles upon you, Aric son of Aidan! You have shown courage, skill, endurance, and above all, drengskapr! You have earned the title of drengr!” Magnus stood from his seat at the head of the feasting table and raised his mug of ale in the air, shouting something in Norse.

“To Aric!” Sven translated.


The crowd surged forward and I was carried to head of the table amid the wild chanting of “Drengr! Drengr! Drengr!”

10. Fenrir


The night after the tournament I was utterly exhausted, and after staying up late, feasting and merrymaking, Sven and I returned to the cabin. I was asleep before my head touched the mat. As I slept, visions of the black wolf from the forest danced through my dreams.

I awoke to find the cabin empty and quiet. It was late morning and the blue sky was hidden behind a hazy layer of clouds. I stood up and looked about. Where was Sven? I found no notes or anything out of place that might indicate where he had gone. Worried, I pulled on some clothes and stepped outside.

“Sven!” I called, over and over. The village seemed completely deserted. Now I became afraid. What could have happened? I racked my brain, trying to remember if Sven had told me anything that was happening today. It was the fourth day of the Midsummer Festival, I remembered. The archery competition! Sven had told me it was held somewhere around the beach. I hurried down the grassy slope to the ocean, stumbling on rocks as I went.

The drone of conversation grew louder as I approached the beach. I peered down, trying to see where everyone was. Suddenly I tripped and fell, landing flat on my face. I groaned.


“Well, if it isn’t our drengr! Not doing quite as well as you were last night, eh? I recognized Sven’s voice. He held out his hand and pulled me up. “You sure slept late. It’s almost noon! You’ve already missed your chance to compete in the archery competition.”

My gaze turned to where a row of men were lined up, all armed with bows, firing at tree stumps painted with targets. One of them swore loudly and I saw his arrow sail into the forest, missing the target by a vast distance.

“He says that was his best arrow,” Sven told me. “Perhaps you could fetch it for him?”


“I’d be happy to,” I replied.


“Just be careful not to get hit,” Sven warned. With that, I dashed off into the woods. I heard Sven give a soft chuckle.

As soon as I entered the protective shelter of the trees, it became utterly silent, as if I’d stepped into a sound-proof bubble. Now I realized why Sven had laughed; my task was ridiculously impossible. How could I find one little arrow in this great mass of forest? It could have traveled quite a ways after entering the wood if it didn’t hit any trees. Where to begin?

I gazed all around, hoping I’d be lucky enough to spot the arrow lodged in a tree. I heard a soft noise off to my left, deeper in the forest. What was it? I began to curiously make my way toward the sound, as silently as possible. As I drew closer, the noise became louder, and I realized that it was a soft whimpering. I thought back to the hunting trip just four days ago. Could it be…? The wolf from my dreams?

My suspicion was confirmed when I saw the glint of those incredible green eyes sparkling from the brush. The poor animal must be injured. I walked forward more carefully now, not wanting to anger the injured creature. It could be aggressive. I drew in a sharp breath when I saw the wolf’s wounds. A bloody, inflamed gash extended from the base of his neck to his hindquarters. It made me want to cry, seeing the beautiful hunter in such a mangled, helpless state. While I sized up his wound, the wolf continued to stare at me, his eyes sad but hopeful. The wolf whimpered softly when I felt the tender skin along the wound. Surely Sven would be able to help.

I could see the wolf’s ribs sticking out, and his once dazzling black coat hung loosely on his starved frame. He must not have been able to hunt for himself. Perhaps the wolf was light enough to pick up? Before trying this, I knelt down and let him sniff my hand, just to make sure he wouldn’t attack me when I was trying to help him. The wolf drew in my scent then laid his head down on the forest floor.

Slowly, carefully, so as not to cause him further injury, I wrapped my arms around the wolf’s chest and back. Using the strength of my legs, I stood up, the wolf in my arms. Despite its starved condition, the wolf was still fairly heavy, I guessed around sixty or seventy pounds. The wolf safely in my grasp, I made my way back to the beach.

“Oh, my…” Sven gasped as he saw me approach with the wolf in my arms. “What happened?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “I found him in the forest when I was looking for that accursed arrow. He was whimpering and I went to investigate. Is there anything you can do for him?

“We’ve got a jar of healing salve back in the longhouse, and some bandages, I think. Let’s go fix this poor animal up. He looks like he could use a spot of grub, too.”


With that, I followed Sven back up to the village, straining under the weight of the wolf on the uphill climb. We reached the longhouse quickly and brought the wolf inside. I’d never been in it before, but I wasn’t overly surprised by what I saw inside. There were just some benches, cots and hammocks around, and it consisted of one long rectangular room. The name suited it.

Sven opened a cabinet and produced a little clay jar marked with runes. “Let’s clean out that wound before we put this on and bandage it up,” he said. He went to the back of the longhouse and opened a hatch in the floor. A cloud of steam rose from the hole. I raised an eyebrow quizzically. “We’ve channeled a small hot spring through a network of small canals under the longhouse to heat it. It also provides an easy source of hot water,” he explained. I was intrigued. Perhaps his people weren’t quite as barbaric as I had been led to believe.

He dipped a bucket into the underwater stream and brought it back up, closing the hatch. “Could you grab that cloth?” he asked me, indicating a folded white cloth on a shelf. I brought it over to where he sat, kneeling over the wolf. “Would you like to clean it, or should I?” said Sven.

“I will,” I told him. I felt like the wolf was my responsibility, since I had found him and brought him here. He held the bucket of steaming water out to me and I dipped in the cloth. Then I began to gently cleanse the gash on the wolf’s side. He whimpered softly and winced, but did not resist. I continued doing this, washing away more blood and grime with each stroke.

“What’re you going to call him?” Sven asked. That seemed a silly question. Did he think I was going to keep the wolf? I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. I only wanted to heal him.


“Well, it seems like you name all of the pet wolves in your family after wolves in your mythology. Got any good ones for him?” I continued my work.

“Hmmm…” His brow creased in thought. “Geri, perhaps? Geri is the wolf that guards the entrance to Hel,” he told me. I wasn’t sure I liked that name so much.

“Any other ideas?” I asked.


“How about Fenrir?”


Fenrir. The name resounded with power and savagery, yet had a distinguished sound to it. I liked it.


“I’ll call him Fenrir, then,” I said. “What’s Fenrir’s significance in your religion?


“Fenrir was the son of Loki, the trickster god, and a giantess called Angrboda. The gods kept him as a pet, but he grew at an incredible rate, so they attempted to bind him. He broke every chain they devised, but the dwarves crafted a rope called Gleipnir, and Fenrir could not break free from it. It is told that on Ragnarok, the final war of the gods, Fenrir will break free and slay the Allfather Odin.” I shivered at the story, but I still liked the name.

“Fenrir…” I whispered, trying out the sound of name again. The wolf opened his eyes and looked at me. All of the pain and sadness drained from his stare, replaced by a radiant, powerful fire.
11. The Shattered World

“Aric!” Sven ran toward the cabin, breathless. “Magnus wishes an audience with you immediately.”

“Why?” I asked.


“He… I don’t know,” Sven said. “But it’s not wise to keep Magnus waiting.”


Magnus wanted to see me? I couldn’t think of any reason why. The Midsummer Festival was long over now, and I had nursed Fenrir back to full health during the past few weeks. I had no choice but to follow Sven back to the longhouse. Fenrir, who was lying at my side, stood up and came along. I’d forged an incredible bond with the wolf during his recovery, and now he would not leave my side. I didn’t want him to, either.

We reached the longhouse after a minute or so and Sven beckoned me inside. I coughed as I entered the smoky interior. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, lit only by a small fire in a hearth in the rear wall. Magnus was seated alone in a chair at the head of the table. He motioned for Sven and me to be seated and began to speak. Sven began to translate.

“You’ve been with us a long while now, Aric, but you don’t belong here. Now I make you an offer. Your first choice is to return with us to your home of Reymont. I’m sure you know of some secret entrance or strategic way to attack the castle. You tell us how to take Reymont, and I will let you and Sven ride to the nearest fief in England to request the ransom of your father. You may not know it, but your father is being held in the nearby village of Hafrsfjord. He, too, was captured in the raid. After your father has been ransomed, we will ransom you back to him, and you will be free to leave us.”

My reply was instant. “I will never!” Sven didn’t have to translate it to Magnus for Magnus to know what I had said. Magnus spoke again.

“The alternative is to sell you into slavery,” Sven translated. I was overcome with emotion. Tears started running down my face. I stood up, shaking my head furiously, and ran from the longhouse.

My feet carried me away, far away from the village, away from Sven, away from Magnus. The word “No” formed on my lips over and over again. My mind shut down and I let my body take control. I ran through the forest and time seemed to slip away. I don’t know how long I continued running, but soon I emerged on the outcropping overlooking the valley where Sven had taken me to talk over a month ago. I stood on the edge, my crying beginning to subside. I dangled a foot dangerously over the edge.

No. My mind took control again. This was not the answer. I could think through this, I knew I could. I sat down on the stone bench and rested my head on my hand, looking out over the beautiful valley. I heard a soft rustling in the forest behind. Had that lying traitor Sven come to console me? I couldn’t help but give a weak smile when Fenrir emerged from the brush. He trotted over to me, his green eyes wide, seeming to ask, “What’s wrong?”


He was so loyal, so unwaveringly reliable. I felt as if the wolf was the only one I could trust now. How could Sven do this to me? He must have known that it would come to this all along. And I’d thought Magnus had liked me somewhat, especially after I’d won the tournament. Everything I had come to know, the fragile existence I’d built here in Noregr, had been completely shattered. Then one word stabbed like an icy blade through my thoughts: father.

Sven must have known that my father was being held captive, too. What conditions had he been forced to endure here? I doubt his treatment was anything like mine. Oh, how I longed to see him again. Sven had led me to believe that he was still safe in Reymont. What Magnus had asked me to do was impossibly cruel. Give away secrets and betray my own people, request the ransom of my own father? That, or become a slave, and live in misery for the rest of my days. There had to be another way. Slowly, a plan began to take shape in my mind…

Over the next few days, Sven and I exchanged not a single word. I moped about sadly, doing my chores halfheartedly. Tension crackled like little bolts of lightning between us. I could tell he was truly sorry, despite being the two-faced, lying, scheming, traitorous monster that he was. Finally the silence grew so unbearable that Sven spoke.

“Father wondered if you would like to take the wolves hunting with us tomorrow,” he said, sounding unsure. Father. He disgusted me. At least he had a father. I just shook my head.

“Aw, come on, Aric! Lighten up!”


Was he kidding? Lighten up? My world had just been destroyed, and he wanted me to go on with life, pretending nothing was wrong, on a happy little hunting trip? I stomped out of the cabin, furious, and Fen followed close behind. Sven chased after me, calling my name. I hid behind a tree, not able to confront him. Hati and Skoll were with Sven, and they soon sniffed me out and led him to me.

“I’m sorry,” Sven told me. His gray eyes flickered with sadness, looking darker than I’d ever seen them. He walked away in silence.

The next morning dawned bright and cloudless. I stepped out of the cabin, shivering in the brisk morning air. Fall was approaching. Fen stood by my side, surveying the ocean with me. I stood near the edge of the ridge on which the village sat, gazing over the sea. It was an awe-inspiring view, but the beauty was lost on me. Never before had my spirits been so low.

Behind me I heard a door open and then close. Sven and his father stepped out of the cabin. Hati and Skoll were with Sven, but to my surprise, neither of them carried a bow. Hadn’t they planned to go hunting? When Sven and his father were a short distance into the forest, with the wolves leading the way, I decided to follow and see what they were up to.

I stayed close enough behind Sven and his father that I could always hear their voices, but never so near that I could see them. Fen trotted silently behind me, his large black paws muffling his steps. After a short while they stopped walking, and I motioned for Fen to stay by my side. Just ahead I could see that the forest opened into a large clearing.

Very carefully and softly now I drew closer to where Sven and Hakan stood. They had stopped talking now. I darted quickly from tree to tree. Fen seemed amused by this, and followed me with a lopsided canine grin on his furry features. Now only several yards away, I looked out over the clearing. A great herd of deer was assembled in the rolling hills, grazing on the tall, lush grass. I estimated their number to be several thousand, more deer than I had ever seen before in one place.

Hati and Skoll stalked noiselessly toward an old, weak buck near the edge of the herd, their bellies nearly touching the ground. The wolves were almost invisible in the tall grass. Fen, watching with me, lifted his nose to the air and sniffed. The wind was blowing the deer’s scent directly toward where I stood, and I saw Fen start to salivate. He rushed out from the cover of the trees to join the hunt, alerting Sven to my presence.

“You can come out now, Aric,” he said, still looking out over the deer herd. I trudged out of the forest feeling like a child about to be reprimanded by his father and stood beside Sven and Hakan. Not a word was spoken; we were all too caught up in the majesty of the wolves’ hunt.

Fen, too, was now stalking alongside Hati and Skoll. Skoll skirted around, leaving the other two wolves, and began to approach from another direction. Their tactic was clever, offering the old deer no means of escape. When Skoll was no more than two yards from his quarry, Hati leapt upon the prey animal’s back, raking it with her razor-sharp claws. The deer shrieked, an unearthly and earsplitting sound. The other members of the herd bolted, creating a stampede. I could feel the earth shake under my feet. Luckily the rampaging animals were headed away from us, else we would have surely been trampled.

Now it was Fen’s turn. He attacked the deer from behind, driving it toward Skoll’s hiding place, nipping at its tail. Skoll leapt from the grasses, forepaws reaching out as if to give the deer a hug. He wrapped his powerful legs around the creature’s neck and snapped furiously at its face. With three wolves pulling it down, the deer collapsed. Skoll dispatched it quickly with a neck-snapping bite.

Watching the wolves was truly incredible. The grace with which they ran, leapt, even bit, was awe-inspiring. As they dug hungrily into their prize, though, their beauty seemed to vanish, replaced by a brutal, primeval savagery. Even my Fen became an unrecognizable monster as he tore at the flesh of the carcass. I wanted to look away, yet some morbid curiosity kept my gaze riveted on the wolves as the devoured their catch.

Out of the corner of my eye I spotted something moving ever so slightly. I looked over and saw a lone deer fawn standing there, shivering with fear. It must not have run away like the rest of the herd. Fen, too, noticed the fawn, and dashed toward it. His muzzle was stained with the blood of his kill. The fawn summoned the strength to move its lanky little limbs and bolted away into the forest. Fen gave chase, disappearing into the forest.

“No!” I cried as I lost sight of him.


“It’s alright,” Sven said. “Once he catches that fawn, or loses it, he’ll come back. Hati and Skoll always do.”

Sven had a point. Sometimes his wolves would disappear for days before returning, but I’d never been separated from Fen for long since finding him. He knew how to find his way back to the village, I was confident. We stood there for a little while, watching Hati and Skoll eat. Still Fen did not come back. Finally Sven spoke again.

“Well, I suppose we should be going. Fen can find his way back to Svalbard just fine. I wager he’ll be back before sundown.” Somehow I didn’t find this reassuring. 
12. An Old Friend


Fen did not return by sundown, or even sundown the following day. On the third day I snuck out just at the crack of dawn, before anyone else in the village was awake. I didn’t care what Sven said. I needed to find Fen. As I started to walk out the door, I felt as if I was missing something. My side felt bare without the comforting weight of my rapier there. Apparently Sven trusted me to not kill anyone at this point and the weapon was no longer kept under lock and key. I gently opened the door of the wardrobe, but the hinges still creaked loudly. I froze. No one stirred.

With a sigh of relief, I reached for my blade and belted on my scabbard. I didn’t bother to close the door and risk waking anyone. My weapon now back in my hands, I continued out the door.

It was a while, maybe an hour or so, before I reached the expansive clearing where Fen had disappeared. Now it was empty, save for a few ravens picking over the carcass of the wolf kill. The birds cawed and flew off when I approached. I scanned the edge of the trees, trying to remember where Fen had gone. Perhaps he had left some tracks after leaving the kill. I walked up to the dead deer, wrinkling my nose at the stench. Sure enough, a faint set of muddy prints led off toward the forest.

I followed them, and at a certain point I found the fawn’s tracks, too. The hoofprints were widely spaced, an indication of how fast it had been going. Once the tracks entered the woods they became more difficult to follow, and I had to look for broken twigs and disturbed plants to trace the path. Now the going was much slower. For hours I searched along this rough trail, becoming more hopeless with each passing minute.

Abruptly the forest opened into a small clearing. In the middle of the clearing sat a small cabin, not so different from Sven’s own. Fen’s tracks stopped a few feet away from the door of the hut. Blood and bits of fur stained the ground. I gasped. With a start I saw that plumes of smoke were rising from a hole in the roof of the house. I took a step back into the forest. Who lived here, and what had they done with my friend?

If I really wanted Fen back, there was nothing I could do but go inside the cabin, I decided. It wasn’t big enough for more than one or two people, nothing I couldn’t handle with my rapier. Slowly I walked up to the door of the cabin, my blade drawn. I saw a flicker of motion inside the hut from the corner of my eye. Suddenly this didn’t seem like such a good idea.

Then I was faced with an awkward decision: Should I knock, or proceed straight inside? Before I had made my choice, the door was flung open. Out charged a massive, red-haired man, armed with two great axes. Bjorn. Acting on instinct I leapt to the side to avoid being trampled. His eyes were misted over with fury. He was truly berserk, more so than he’d been when I’d fought him in the tournament.

He had difficulty slowing down with how fast he’d been going, and before he could stop, he smashed into a tree at the edge of the clearing. Though it was comical seeing the big man dazed, I wasted no time. I charged him, my rapier in front of me, and drove the sword through his arm, pinning it to the tree. Hot blood splattered over my clothes and skin. An inhuman roar erupted from his throat, and I was reminded of my dream. This time there was no Fen to save me.

He tugged forcefully at his trapped arm while swinging an axe with the other. What was I to do now? I had no weapon, but Bjorn had no way to escape. I decided to take a chance and see if there was anything inside his cabin I could use. I darted inside the open door, leaving Bjorn snarling like a caged animal.

In the little hut it was dark and smoky. Embers sizzled in the hearth, casting shadows around the room. I heard a soft whimpering from the corner. Fen! It had to be. I rushed toward the noise. The poor wolf was starved and battered, with missing tufts of fur and little cuts all along his body. It pained me to see the magnificent creature in this state. A thick rope was knotted around his paw and I could see where it dug painfully into the raw flesh. I found a knife sitting on a table and began feverishly hacking at his bond.

“Boom. Boom! BOOM!” There was a furious knocking at the door, and on the third pound splinters of wood flew into the hut. A hand reached through the newly made hole in the door, grappling for the handle. Bjorn had somehow gotten loose. Fen whimpered fearfully and looked toward the door, his green eyes glowing. The whimper changed to a growl as I severed the final thread of the rope that bound him and Fen stood up, shaking the dust and grime from his coat.

By now Bjorn had found the handle and was twisting it with what seemed a bit too much force. The metal knob snapped and fell to the ground. I heard a roar from outside, followed by an enormous smashing noise. The door had seemingly ceased to exist, replaced by Bjorn’s massive frame. We were trapped.

I noticed with a shudder that most of Bjorn’s right arm was missing, leaving only a torn, bloodied stump. He’d torn off his own arm! The huge man raised the axe in his left arm high above his head. There was nothing I could do to evade his attack, armed with only my little knife, and I knew it. Bjorn was taking his time now, sauntering forward like a cat toying with its prey, his axe still readied. I hugged Fen close, knowing these were our last moments together.

Suddenly a blade sprouted from Bjorn’s chest. His axe fell to the ground with a clatter and his eyes bulged with surprise. The blade retracted and he slumped to the ground, mouth gaping. Bjorn was dead.

“Oversized butter knife, eh?” I felt a rush of relief and couldn’t help but smile when I heard Sven’s voice from the doorway.

“As soon as I woke up and found you missing, I knew you’d gone to find Fen,” Sven told me as we made our way through the forest back toward Svalbard. Back at the cabin, Sven had, to my disgust, decapitated Bjorn and insisted on carrying the severed head back to the village to show Magnus. He grasped it by the hair, its green eyes still misted over, though now with the mist of death. Fen sniffed at it curiously.

“I wonder what could’ve compelled Bjorn to capture Fen,” I wondered aloud.

“Well, I’d imagine that being declared nioingr and being exiled must’ve driven the man insane. I don’t think that any berserkir are right in the mind in the first place, anyway. I doubt we’ll ever know why he felt the urge to imprison your wolf.” We continued on in silence.
13. The Raid

“I want to see Magnus,” I told Sven a few days later. I had made up my mind on Magnus’s offer. Sven raised an eyebrow, curious.

“You’ve made your decision, then?” he asked as we made our way to the longhouse. I did not reply. It was late evening now, and the setting sun blazed brightly, infusing the sea with a myriad of rich hues. I walked facing straight ahead, intent on what I was about to do. Sven beckoned me inside the smoky darkness of the longhouse. Magnus, as usual, was seated at the head of his table. I pulled out a chair and sat before he instructed me to do so.

“I will meet your conditions,” I told him. Sven quickly translated, and Magnus nodded in reply. Magnus cleared his throat and began to speak.

“One of our conditions was that you would tell us an effective way to attack your castle,” Sven translated.


“Indeed,” I began. “Castle Reymont is very heavily armed and well-protected, but there is one large gap in its defenses. The siege weapons mounted on its walls are stationary and face directly forward, out to sea. Because of how the castle is built into the stone of the surrounding cliffs, the castle does not have room for large weapons on either side of it. Therefore, launching a two-pronged attack aimed at the sides of the stronghold would bypass the bulk of the defenses and make it easy for you to conquer and gain access to the city the castle protects.” Magnus’s eyes sparkled as Sven translated, already thinking, perhaps, of the riches that awaited him once he captured the fief. I was disgusted.

“We sail for England in three days,” Magnus told me through Sven. With that, we turned and left the longhouse.


The cold northern seas were the bluest I’d ever seen them on the day we began our journey to raid my home. I stood at the head of the Munin, gazing out over the open ocean ahead. All around us, other longboats, or drakkar, as Sven called them, were joining our fleet. I spied one just off our starboard side with a raven’s head protruding from its bow. I deduced that this must be the Huginn, our twin ship.

I felt wrong inside. What I was doing went against everything I had ever known, yet I had no other choice. I felt like another common thief, just like these barbarian raiders around me. I was clad in my old leather armor, with rapier at my side. Sven had told me that I may have to fight if the ship was attacked. Did he honestly think I could bear to kill a soldier from my home? It could very well be someone I knew. I couldn’t imagine stabbing my blade through Captain Brendon, and I shuddered at the very notion.

A strong wind blew from the north, swelling our sails and driving the ship through the water at a considerable pace. If this breeze kept up we’d be back to England in no time. Crew members lounged lazily around the deck, chatting amongst themselves. It was not necessary to row.

Fen had refused to be left on shore when we’d departed, and I was happy to have him along. Would he stay in England with me after the ransom? I hoped Father would let me keep him. Though if my scheme went as planned, there would be no ransom.

The voyage homeward passed quickly, the wind never faltering, even at night. The fourth day of the journey dawned dark and cloudy. Mist swirled and danced on the calm, dark surface of the ocean. The breeze had died down now, and everyone aboard was in a foul mood.

“I’m afraid we’ll need you to row again,” Sven told me, taking me by surprise. I had been staring intently at a dark mass off in the distance, but the fog prevented me from discerning what it was.


“Very well,” I replied, and seated myself on one of the rowing benches. My eyes never strayed from that shadowy silhouette in the distance. With each stroke we drew slowly closer to it, and the mist began to clear. Land, I realized! We had already arrived in England!

This was both exciting and sad, for I was happy to be home to stay, but it would be difficult to watch these raiders pillage my home. “Sven!” I called to him. He hurried over to me.

“What is it?” he asked, anxious. I raised one hand and pointed toward the shoreline. He squinted, trying to make out what I had shown him. A smile broke out across his face when he realized what it was.

“Good eye,” he praised me, and then went off to tell Magnus. Now I could just make out the outline of Castle Reymont in the rocky cliffs.

“What do you think, boy?” I asked Fen, stroking him. His black fur was crusted with salt from the ocean spray. He raised his eyes to me and looked at me questioningly. I laughed softly. “Are you excited to be home?” I said to him. I wondered what the wolf would think of England.

Half an hour later our fleet of twenty longboats split into two groups to carry out the two-pronged attack I had suggested. The fleet sped toward shore like a pack of hungry wolves. The prow of the Munin sliced through the water as crew members rowed furiously. I heard shouts coming from the walls of the castle now. Our presence had been detected.

In a few minutes the prow of our ship slid up onto the beach. Raiders swarmed from the deck, racing toward Castle Reymont. The crews of other ships followed until the mass of raiders was so thick that I couldn’t see the ground beneath their feet. Men whooped and hollered savage war cries, waving their weapons in the air. Ladders and grappling hooks were thrown onto the castle walls, and soon raiders were on the battlements, slaughtering the sentries.

I watched the gruesome scene, transfixed. Suddenly I heard a voice from behind me.


“We are to ride for Southwold at once,” Sven told me. I recognized the name of the nearby fief. Baron Montague was a close friend of my father’s. He must be the man to whom we would ransom my father.

“How are we to ride if we have no horses?” I asked him. I knew from my stay in Noregr that the Norsemen did not breed the animals. Sven indicated a raider walking toward us, leading two fine purebreds. The vile thieves had stolen from the castle stables! I swung myself with practiced ease onto the back of one of the creatures. “Good girl,” I whispered, patting the white horse’s head. Sven was having a bit more difficulty with mounting his steed. His face reddened when the raider who brought us the horses had to help lift him up.

“Well, let’s be off then, shall we?” Sven said, eager to change the subject. I looked around on the ground below, checking to be sure that Fen was coming. To my relief, he sat expectantly at the foot of my horse, looking at me questioningly. Reassured, I nodded in response to Sven’s proposal. Whatever I had to face, I would be more comfortable doing it with my wolf friend at my side.

“Coming?” I called back to Sven. His horsemanship was obviously quite poor. He couldn’t seem to figure out how to get his mount moving.


“Erm…” he seemed unsure. I laughed.


“It’s like this,” I told him, demonstrating how to gently prod the horse’s flanks with your legs to make it move forward. Sven copied me and we were soon on the move, going at a steady trot. Fen followed on the ground, already panting.

We rode through the day, encountering no other travelers on the road. Around noon we stopped for a brief respite to have some lunch. The clouds were beginning to disperse now, and, despite our situation, my spirits lifted. Fen collapsed to the ground, exhausted. I held my waterskin to the wolf’s dry mouth, forcing some down his throat. He swallowed gratefully, and I gave him a bit more. For our lunch Sven and I had a few dried cakes and cheese.

“We’re making good time,” Sven commented, chewing thoughtfully. I knew from previous trips to Southwold that the journey took a little over a day by horseback, so we’d have to camp on the road tonight.


“Hopefully we’ll be there by midmorning tomorrow,” I replied. “We should probably make camp at sundown. Bandits can be a problem round these parts.”

“Foolish any highwayman would have to be to tangle with you and your blade,” Sven flattered me jokingly. It was hard not to feel cheerful around Sven.

“Aye, but you’d chop them to pieces with that great butter knife of yours before I had the chance to raise my rapier.” Sven laughed, shouldering his pack. We had both finished eating now and it was time to be on the move again. Fen looked like he’d regained some energy during our break, and I hoped that his endurance would hold out until sundown. I tossed him a spare cake and he gobbled it down ravenously.

Sven had an easier time getting back up onto his horse and I, luckily, didn’t have to help him. I mounted my animal and we began a steady canter, our horses kicking up clouds of dust from the dry road.


The lengthening shadows of trees were cast eerily onto the road as it grew darker. “There’s a good place to stop in the forest up ahead,” I told Sven. “It’s where I usually spend the night on the way to Southwold.”


“So you’ve been this way before?” Sven asked. It was a silly question, but I replied anyway.


“Of course,” I said. “Often I used to deliver messages to Baron Montague when I was younger.” We continued on in silence for a little while before I motioned for Sven to stop. “There’s a little path that leads to a clearing in the forest here,” I told him. “It’s a ways off the main road, so bandits shouldn’t be able to find us.”

“The sky looks pretty clear now,” Sven remarked. “It shouldn’t rain tonight.” That was good. We hadn’t brought tents with us, only bedrolls, and it would be a restless night if it rained. I led Sven along a hidden trail, leading my horse along the narrow path. Fen led the way, as if he knew where we were headed.

“Here we are,” I announced after a few minutes of walking. The path opened into a neat little clearing, protectively sheltered by trees on all sides. It felt comfortable and safe there.

“Not a bad spot,” Sven commentated.


“Let’s see if we can gather a bit of firewood. It’s bound to get cold tonight.” Only a few shafts of evening sun were visible in our clearing, so we needed to get a fire started quickly.

“And a hot meal doesn’t sound too horrible after the plain fare we had for lunch.” As Sven said this my stomach growled, sounding for all the world like Fen when he was hungry. “I’ll see if I can get this fire started with what we’ve got here,” Sven said. Sticks littered the clearing, ideal for kindling.

“Oh, I see your plan now,” I told him jokingly. “Make me do all the hard work while you sit around warming yourself.” I stepped into the trees, not wanting to wait any longer, gathering larger pieces of wood. After a little while I had a considerable armload of sticks, and I stumbled blindly in the darkness back toward the clearing. Sven had managed to coax a small flame with his flint and steel, guiding me toward him.

As I neared my destination, I heard a loud rustling just behind me. Breathing heavily, I dashed for the clearing, dropping sticks as I went.


“Sven!” I cried, gasping. He stood up from where he knelt, tending the fire.

“What is it?” his voice was full of concern. I whirled around to face whatever had been pursuing me. A dark shape streaked from the trees and knocked me to the ground. I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out.

A glowing pair of playful green eyes stared back at me and Fen started to lick my face furiously. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Oh, my!” Sven said in mock horror. “A vicious wolf has come to feast upon us!” He gathered up the wood I had dropped and began throwing sticks onto the fire. “We’ll have a proper blaze going in no time,” he said reassuringly.

Laughing, I rolled around the clearing, playing with Fen. Suddenly I bumped up against something hard near the edge of the trees. A tree, perhaps? I looked up and found myself staring into the cold, hard eyes of a bandit, a sword pointed at my throat.
14. A Minor Inconvenience


One by one, more bandits emerged from the surrounding trees, a motley group clad in tattered rags and brandishing rusty swords and knives. My hand reached instinctively for the rapier at my side, but I knew it would do me no good. We were surrounded. I noticed that Sven had drawn his sword and stood in a ready stance. Did he honestly think we could fight our way out of this?

“Now, let’s not get violent, eh, mates? Just lay down your pretty blade, boy, good, that away. Nice and easy now,” the man I assumed must be the leader of the robbers said to Sven. He wielded two vicious-looking daggers and had a patch over one eye. His grimy black hair hung in matted strands down over his shoulders. “What be yer business in old Jack’s woods, children?” the leader spoke again.

“We… we’re just traveling to Southwold to meet our uncle and work at his smithy,” I lied quickly.


“Are ye now?” the leader asked. “Wot be yer uncle’s name then, eh? Come on, Jack won’t hurt yew.”


“Roger…,” I sputtered. “Roger Gordon.”


“Is it now?” Jack said. “’Fraid I don’t know no Roger Gordon wot lives in Southwold, and there’s only one smithy there. Jack doesn’t like it when little boys try to lie to him. Let’s have the truth, or little wolfy here’ll taste my steel.” A bandit had Fen pinned and brought his blade closer to the wolf’s throat.

“No!” I shouted. “I have money! Just take it and let us be!”


“Now that’s more like it,” Jack said with a crooked grin. “C’mon mates, let’s search these lads and be off. You won’t mind a small donation, of course?” With that, the thugs ruffled through our packs, withdrawing a few pouches of gold pieces. “Your blades, too, please. Little boys like yew shouldn’t be off wavin’ swords about anyway.” No. I couldn’t bear to just hand over my beloved rapier to these thieving cowards. I wouldn’t give it up without a fight.

“If you want my blade you shall take it from me like a man, and not cower behind your petty servants,” I told him icily.


“Feisty, aren’t we? Very well, I’ll fight yew. If I win, I’ll take everything you’ve got, horses included, and let you off the hook. If yew win, I won’t take a penny from yew and yer friend, and me and my crew will leave without another word.”


“He’s lying,” Sven cut in angrily.


“Now, now, lad, I may be a thief, but even a thief must stick by his word. What more do I have in this cruel world besides the shirt on my back and the honor in my heart?”


“You treacherous scum! I’ve met pigs with more honor than--” I cut Sven off in the middle of his insult.


“I agree to your terms. Let us fight.” Jack motioned for the rest of his band to step back and give us some space. Slowly we began to circle each other, watching closely for an opening. Jack lunged, both his knives extended. Nimbly I stepped to the side. This angered the bandit leader greatly, and he roared and charged again. I stuck out one foot and tripped him, dodging to the side as I did. Jack fell to the ground and landed with his face in the mud.

“I believe that I have won,” I said boldly, keeping my rapier against the back of his neck.


“Attack him, you fools!” Jack shouted to his band. The bandits seemed startled, and it took them a moment to close in on Sven and me.

“What did I tell you?” Sven said, his voice full of anger. “You trusted this filthy bandit, and now look what you’ve done! We’re going to be killed!”

Without warning the bandits began to fall to the ground, groaning. I saw arrow shafts protruding from their chests, soaking their clothes with blood. In moments the entire party was dead, save for Jack, who was still pinned under my rapier. I wasn’t sure if I should kill him or not.


“My word!” a familiar-sounding voice bellowed from the trees. I saw a large man step out from the cover of the forest. “Is it… Aric! It is you!” Captain Brendon thundered, rushing forward to wrap me in a great bear hug. A company of soldiers armed with bows emerged from the woods. “Where in God’s name have you been, lad? I thought you were dead!”

Oh, no. As relieved as I was to see my old friend, this posed a rather tricky problem. How was I to explain my absence, and what about Sven and Fenrir? My only choice was to lie. “It’s a rather long story…” I said awkwardly.

“Well, there’s no need to tell me about it now. I’ve a rather long story for you as well! Come along with us to Southwold, and we can have a good long talk once we’re safe inside the castle walls.”
15. Betrayal


Thankfully Captain Brendon did not question me further during the ride to Southwold, save for asking who Sven was.

“George Robertson at your service, Milord Brendon,” Sven had replied, assuming a phony-sounding English accent and bowing stiffly. Brendon had started to ask how I’d met ‘George,’ but decided otherwise and we continued on in silence.

Now we approached the gates of Castle Southwold, Captain Brendon riding proudly in the lead. I could just make out the shadowy form of a sentry atop the battlements, peering out from between the crenellations.


“Your name and business, if you please, sir,” the sentry called.


“I am Captain Brendon Powell, battle-master of Castle Reymont. With me rides Aric Son of Aidan, baron of Reymont fief. We come with urgent news for Baron Montague.”


“You may enter,” the sentry replied, sounding surprised. The gates slowly swung open, creaking noisily. We dismounted and led our horses into the keep, where a page was waiting.

“If I may stable your horses, milord?” the page offered. Brendon nodded, and the boy took the reins of several animals and led them away. Our party continued inside the castle.

“Captain Brendon?” I asked quietly.


“Yes, Aric? What is it?”


“There is a matter I wish to discuss privately with Baron Montague. The news I bear is far more urgent than yours.”


“More important than the capture of the entire fief of Reymont?” Brendon was shocked. “Very well, if you must, Aric.” I beckoned a page over to me.

“Yes, milord?” the page asked.


“I need to speak with the baron immediately.”


“Certainly, milord. I shall see if he is available at once.” With that, the boy ran off, bounding up a set of spiral stairs.

“I am quite tired, Aric. I’m certain you’ll tell the baron my news?”


“Of course, Captain. We can talk more in the morning,” I replied. The big man yawned, and a servant led him and the soldiers away to their bedchambers, leaving me and Sven standing there alone. Suddenly Sven looked worried.

“Where’s Fen?” he asked me. How could I have forgotten about him? We’d become separated during the skirmish with the bandits, and Brendon had distracted me from realizing that the wolf was missing. What could I do? I was about to meet the baron and I had no time to look for him. I could only hope that Fen was alright and would be waiting for me when I left here. Sven could tell from my expression that I knew no more than he did.

“Milord, the baron will see you now,” the page told me, sending my worried thoughts scurrying away.


“Oh, very good,” I said. The page led Sven and I up the dimly lit stairs to a grand wooden door. The boy opened it for us and ushered us inside, closing it once we were in.

Baron Montague was a rather portly man, with short brown hair, a bushy moustache, and friendly brown eyes. He was seated at his desk, a small set of spectacles perched on his nose. His brow was creased in concentration. Sven cleared his throat conspicuously. The baron looked up with a start, angry at first for being disturbed. His upset expression vanished when he realized who I was.


“Aric! My, my, how you’ve grown, my boy! Last time I saw you, you were scarcely knee-high to a grasshopper!”

“It’s good to see you, too milord Montague.” I was in no mood to exchange pleasantries.

“Ah, yes do sit down, boy. Excuse my rudeness. And who is your friend, here? Not one I’ve seen before, that’s for sure.”


“George Robertson, milord, at your service.” Sven once again used his made-up name and artificial accent.

“Pleased to meet you, George. What brings the two of you here?”


“I’m afraid we’re in a bit of a… situation, milord. You see, I’m a prisoner right now, and George here is my captor. His real name is Sven Hakansson. He’s one of the Norse raiders who pillaged Reymont several months ago. I was taken prisoner in the raid. Now the raiders have come again and have taken control of the entire fief. We come to arrange the ransom of my father and me.” Montague’s only response was to gape at me open-mouthed. After a few moments passed in silence, Sven spoke.

“The price for the safe return of Aidan Barrington, lord of Reymont, is one-thousand gold pieces, no less.” Now Montague seemed to have found his voice.

“One-thousand gold pieces! That’s highway robbery! You blasted thief! Aric, what have you done? What in the devil is going on here? Oh, what ever shall I do? Lord God, I beg thee guidance!” Sven stifled a laugh at the baron’s dramatics.

“Do you accept Sven’s offer, milord?” I’m sure he would have gone on for hours if I hadn’t interrupted him. Montague was a rather vocal man.

“I suppose that I have no other choice!” Montague said. “But, Aric, how in the name of the Lord did these blasted barbarians drag you into his?”

“That is a story for another time, milord. Thank you very much for accepting the offer we have placed before you. Sven and I are both quite tired at present, though, and it would be very kind of you to lodge us for the night.”


“Yes, yes,” Montague said. “Just ask any servant you see and he will show you to your rooms.” Sven and I turned and left, not wanting to trouble the baron any more. As I was closing the door to the baron’s study, I thought I heard him mutter, “Bloody traitor,” under his breath. Oh, how it pained me to do this to the poor man. Sven and I did as the baron asked and a page led us to a spacious sleeping chamber with two beds. 

“I didn’t realize just how tired I was,” Sven said, yawning. He collapsed onto his bed and fell asleep instantly. I wished I could do the same, but my conscience would not let me rest. It was time to put my plan into action.

The hallway was lit only by pale beams of moonlight that shafted in through the windows. I made my way silently to the staircase that led to Baron Montague’s study. It had been roughly an hour since our meeting with him, and Sven was now fast asleep. I was betting that the baron was still in the office.


Suddenly I heard soft footsteps behind me and I darted into a small alcove. A page walked by, whistling to himself. I let out a sigh of relief when the boy was a safe distance away and continued on my journey. Finally I reached the foot of the spiral staircase and made my way swiftly up them. When I reached the doors to the study I knocked softly. There was no reply, but I knew the baron must still be at work, for light shone brightly from the crack beneath the door.

“Lord Montague, it’s me, Aric!” I called softly. I heard the sliding of a chair from inside followed by the baron’s heavy footsteps. He fumbled with the latch for a moment before flinging open the door.

“Blast you, Aric, what is it? If you want to ransom back any more prisoners I refuse,” Montague said, sounding frustrated.

“Did you really think I would do that to you, baron? You know me better than that. I’ve always got a trick up my sleeve,” I said confidently.


“You mean that I don’t have to pay one-thousand gold pieces anymore?” the baron said, still a bit unsure.


“I didn’t tell you what else the raiders made me do,” I began. “They forced me tell them the best way to attack the castle, and now, as you know, they’ve captured it. I, however, know a way to get rid of them and let you keep your money.”


“You must tell me at once! Come, boy, let us sit by the fire and have a chat.” Now Montague was fully convinced of my plan. He led me over to a set of chairs near the blazing fireplace and motioned for me to sit down.

“The integral part of my plan is that you send a fleet of warships as soon as possible to Reymont. Sven and I will ride back to Reymont and inform the raiders that I overheard plans to send an army of foot soldiers to recapture Reymont. The frightened raiders will set sail at once, and at sea they will be ambushed by your fleet. I will be aboard a ship with the figurehead of a raven, and my father’s ship is identical to mine. Destroy the raiders and free my father and I, then we will have killed two birds with one stone. You will no longer have to pay the ransom, and England should be free from raiders for quite a while.” 


As I detailed my scheme I wrestled with the core of my very soul. I had found during my stay in Noregr that the raiders were not the barbaric thieves the English saw them as; they were civilized men trying to support their families. I knew that my plan would leave Sven, Magnus, Torolv, and everyone I’d come to know over the past few months, dead. I knew it was so wrong, what I was telling the baron, disgustingly immoral. A wave of guilt washed over me, but there was no turning back now.

I had chosen where my loyalties lied, for, even if I didn’t carry out my role in the plan, the ships would still arrive at Reymont and massacre the raiders assembled there. I wallowed in pools of guilt as I sat there by the dying fire, and the baron, too, seemed deep in thought. Yet I also felt a need to protect my country, to prevent these raiders from continuing to pillage and murder. Now I was faced with one cruel truth: my friends were going to die.
16. Ambush at Sea


I hurried back to my chamber after my meeting with the baron and stepped quickly inside. “Sven!” I called. “Sven, wake up!” Drowsily he responded.

“What… What’s going on, Aric?” His speech was slurred.


“We’ve got to leave, now!”


“Why?” Sven now seemed to have come to his senses at this point.


“I’ll tell you once we’re on the road and safely out of here,” I told him. “Come on, there’s no time!” After Sven had slipped on his boots and belted his sword round his waist, we quietly slipped out of the castle and headed around to the stables. Quickly we untied our horses and rode at a gallop out of the gates.

At the edge of my vision I saw a dark shape near the edge of the trees. Fen! It had to be.

“Fen!” I called. The shadowy figure ran toward me, and I slowed my horse to a stop. The expression in Fen’s glowing green eyes as he neared reminded me of the scolding look a mother would give when her child was late for dinner.

“Well, that’s quite a spot of luck, now, isn’t it?” said Sven. I dismounted and gave the wolf a thorough scratching before we continued on, going at a slower pace this time so Fen could keep up. “So, what’s with this sneaking out in the middle of the night and all?” Sven asked. “I think our meeting with the baron went quite well.”

“I woke up and went to find the bathroom earlier in the night. On my way, I overheard a guard telling of a plan to attack Reymont before the ransom could take place. We need to get back and warn Magnus!”


“I could the baron planned more than he was letting on,” Sven said, suspicion in his voice. “If we can rouse the men in time, we should be able to set sail at first light the day after tomorrow and be far out at sea before any army arrives. This is indeed grave news.”

Oh, how it pained me to go on deceiving my friend like this. I found a small part of myself hoping that perhaps the raider fleet would be gone in time to escape the Navy ships that Montague would send. We rode on through the darkness.

Sven and I did not stop once during the entire journey to Reymont, even for Fen, but the wolf kept on going with us, keeping pace closely with the horses. By midmorning he was panting heavily, and his pink tongue lolled out of his gaping maw. I felt terrible for doing this to my wolf friend, but we had to reach Reymont as soon as possible.

“Magnus!” Sven cried as we galloped into Reymont. It was still quite dark, but the horizon was streaked with the gray that signaled the coming dawn. “Magnus!” Sven called again, followed by something in Norse. We rode along the shoreline, searching for the Munin’s distinctive figurehead. The crew would most likely be sleeping on board the ship. Fen trotted along the beach, his paws half in the water, half out. I imagined the cool tide was soothing to his sore paws. He stopped for a moment to lap at the seawater, but spat it out soon after tasting the salty, briny liquid and continued following us.

Through the darkness I saw the silhouette of a large man coming toward us. Had Magnus been aroused by our calling? As we drew closer, Sven said something in Norse to the newcomer. I could just make out his shining green eyes and red hair in the growing light, and when I noticed his great hammer my doubts vanished. We had found Magnus. Sven began conversing urgently with the jarl, telling him, I assumed, of our situation. I heard Magnus mutter something that could only be a curse, followed by yelling to all the assembled raiders within earshot. Sleepy men slowly awakened from their slumbers, and soon the entire castle and shore were alive with shouting. Raiders poured from the castle back toward the beach, where their boats waited to carry them away.

Sails were raised and longboats began casting off from the shoreline, propelled by the fevered rowing of their crewmen. We followed Magnus to the Munin and climbed on board, swiftly dismounting from our horses.

“Head home, girl,” I whispered to my horse. With a whinny she turned and dashed away. Sven’s steed followed. The crew of the Munin was fully awake now, and raiders hurried around the ship, raising the sails and putting oars in the water.


“We’re good to go,” Sven told me. Fen leapt aboard and sat down by my side. “We’ll need all the rowers we can get,” he added. His statement obviously applied to me, so I sat down on a rowing bench and prepared myself for the grueling task ahead. I glanced out over the ocean for a moment, and far off to the south I imagined I could see a distant fleet of billowing white sails. The ship rocked slightly, and then we glided smoothly into the water. I began to row.

The wind was against us this time, and everyone aboard dedicated all their effort to putting as much space between us and Reymont as possible. Around us, other drakkar were also setting off, their crews frantic.

We had been rowing for perhaps half an hour now, but the going was slow, and we were only several bowshots away from shore. Again my gaze wandered out to sea. This time it was no figment of my imagination; a fleet of ships from the British Royal Navy were closing in on us, fast.

“What in the name of…” I heard Sven mutter from somewhere behind me. “By Odin, we’re being pursued! Magnus! Magnus!” Sven leapt to his feet and rushed over to the jarl, already spewing words in Norse. Sven pointed at the fleet of warships. Magnus began shouting orders, and I felt the ship begin to change direction. If we had stayed on the same course, the fleet would have intercepted us much sooner. Now we were faced straight north, away from the warships coming from the south. Magnus bellowed something to a man on a nearby ship, and soon the entire raider fleet had seen the approaching attack.

I knew that the finely crafted ships of the Norsemen could easily outrun the heavy English frigates and war galleons. The drakkar were small and agile, able to turn nearly three-hundred sixty degrees. The navy should have waited until we were further out at sea to launch their ambush! Now the raiders would surely escape. Again a battle was raging inside my heart. Did I truly want these people to be killed? Yet it was my duty to defend my own country. It was my practical mind versus my caring heart, and I had found over the years that, in all people, the heart usually won.

A lump formed in my throat when I looked to the northern sea and saw a second fleet of white sails headed straight for us. We would meet them head-on. Already other men had noticed the second group and we were forced to change our course again, this time veering straight east. The wind was with us, but could we escape? It was in the hands of fate now.

I winced as the first volley of arrows from the warships smashed into the hulls of nearby longboats. Our ship, being near the center of the raider fleet, was safe for the time being. The navy ships were drawing steadily closer, and it didn’t look like we would have a chance to escape. All around us drakkar were bursting into flames. The royal fleet from the north was firing arrows tipped with burning pitch!

The Norsemen were almost completely defenseless, since each ship had only one or two archers, if any. With an earsplitting creak, followed by a watery sucking noise, I heard the first longboat sink under the water. We didn’t stand a chance. Sven rushed up to me and thrust a bow into my hand.

“You’re a better shot than any of us, Aric. Please.” His expression was pleading.

“No, Sven. I can’t and I won’t. C’mon, let’s get rowing. What good would a few more arrows do, anyway?” Sven sat down on a nearby rowing bench and did as I suggested. With each stroke, my heavy heart lightened as we moved further and further away from my home and closer to Noregr. It was an odd feeling, yet it felt… right, somehow. As if Noregr were my real home.

My pleasant reverie was abruptly interrupted as an arrow flew straight past my face and thudded into the deck of the ship. I doubled my rowing efforts. Not far off our starboard side I heard the hungry crackling of flames. I glanced over and saw that the Huginn was about to go under.

“NO!” I cried, leaping from my bench. “Father!” I abandoned all thoughts of self-preservation and prepared to jump onto the burning ship. My leg muscles were tensed to spring when I heard a pitiful whimpering. I whirled around to find myself staring into the fathomless liquid emerald eyes of Fen. “Oh, Fen,” I whispered, stroking his soft, jet-black fur. Tears began to run down my face. I was overwhelmed with emotion. I had ordered the killing of my own father! I buried my face in Fen’s coat, not having the courage to face the harsh world outside. What had I done? The navy ships, in the heat of battle, must have not realized they had attacked the ship that held my father. Why shouldn’t they fire upon the Munin as well? Suddenly I realized that I was absolutely exhausted. I hadn’t slept for… for days now. With the sounds of battle thundering in my ears, I fell into a deep sleep, nestled into Fen’s warm flank.
17. Outcast


“Wake up, Aric,” a voice softly. “It’s over now. It’s okay.” Groggily I rolled over and blinked open my tired eyes, Fen still lying with me.


“I killed him,” I muttered. “I killed my own father…”


“What are you talking about, Aric? You didn’t kill anybody.” I realized that it was Sven speaking.

“Oh… sorry,” I said, now fully alert. “I was having a bad dream.” I couldn’t tell Sven what I had done to his people, but waves of guilt washed over me. I sat up and looked out over the ocean. The sky was clear and the water was calm, gently rocking the ship. No other longboats were in sight.

“What… What happened? Where are the other boats?” I asked.


“As far as I know, we were the only ship that escaped the ambush. That was mighty clever of that baron, planning an attack while we were at sea. We narrowly escaped in the confusion of the battle.” I gasped. My strategy had been effective, too effective. Now, as we were the only ship left, we couldn’t safely return to England and ransom me back, and my father was dead. Dead. I pondered the word, and it stabbed into my heart like a blade of ice. Never again would I see my father. I burst into tears.

“What’s wrong, Aric?” Sven asked, concerned.

“My… my father,” I sputtered.


“Oh! He was aboard the Huginn, wasn’t he? Aric, I’m so sorry. You don’t deserve this,” Sven tried to comfort me. His words had the exact opposite effect. I deserved much more than simply losing my father. I hoped my wretched soul would burn forever in Hell. My suffering and guilt were made worse by the ceaseless sobbing of raiders all around. They’d all had close friends on the other ships, and now they would never see them again, all because of me. I wanted more than anything right then to leap into the endless blue of the ocean, and drift freely, never having to face the world again.

For the rest of that day I wallowed in guilt, destroying myself from the inside. My suffering grew and grew, to the point where my conscious mind shut down and I became a mindless zombie. I remained in this state for the duration of our journey, and Sven, obviously seeing that something was very wrong with me, spoke to me very little. Sleep offered no escape from my troubles; my tormented dreams were filled with images of me stabbing my father through the heart with my blade, the grisly scene replayed over and over again in my mind.

Fen followed me everywhere I went on the crowded deck. His green eyes were filled with fear and concern when I looked at them. I could tell he knew it was only body that he saw, and that my soul was hidden somewhere deep within the far corners of my being.

My trance-like state ended when I stepped ashore in Noregr. I was so out of touch that I hadn’t even seen the approaching shores until firm ground was once again under my feet. Perhaps it was the cool, fresh air that tempted my conscious mind back from its absence. My guilt crashed over me like a tidal wave, and I winced. There was no way I could live amongst these people knowing what I had done.

I was reminded of my first arrival in Noregr when the women and children rushed down the slope to greet their returned heroes. Their happiness was shattered when they saw the grim looks upon the faces of the raiders. Magnus stepped off the ship and walked steadily up the hill toward the village, not meeting anyone’s stare. He looked overcome with grief.

“His brother was captain of the Huginn,” Sven said to me, taking me by surprise. He must have seen me looking at the jarl. Another icy shard of guilt impaled itself upon my frozen heart. I did not respond to Sven. We walked slowly up the slope in silence, Fen at my side, as always. As we neared the edge of the village, I spoke.


“I need to speak with Magnus,” I said. Sven did not question me, but led me toward the longhouse. He was seated at the head of his table, his face buried in his hands, sobbing. It pained me to no end to see this great warrior reduced to a crying shell of his former glory. Now there was no turning back, so I decided to be blunt.


“I killed your brother, Magnus. I killed them all. I killed my own father!” I burst into tears as I spoke. Sven didn’t bother to translate.

“By Nidhogg’s breath, Aric, what are you trying to say? What do you mean? You wouldn’t even shoot the bow I gave you!”


“Just translate,” I said harshly. Sven did as I asked. Magnus’s tears stopped and he gasped.

“How?” was the one word Sven translated from Magnus.


“The night after we met with the baron, I snuck back to him and told him my plan. I would pretend that I had heard a soldier speaking of a plan to recapture Reymont, and we would return swiftly to warn the raiders. The raiders would leave in a hurry, where a fleet of Navy warships would ambush them. The second fleet from the north, however, wasn’t my idea. As you can see, the plan worked all too well. I don’t know how to say sorry Aric. I cannot forgive myself for what I have done.” Sven gasped once I was finished, then launched into a translation.


Magnus bellowed something with incredible fury in Norse. I picked up two words: níőr and nioingr. Sven’s translation was simple.

“You are banished, Aric. May your soul never find peace and burn forever in the darkest depths of Niflheim. I hate you, Aric. I hate you.” Hearing Sven say these things, obviously coming from both himself and Magnus, tore me apart. I ran from the longhouse and didn’t stop. Fen loped along next to me.

Time lost all meaning to me, but it must have been hours before I stopped running. I sprinted through forests, across meadows, through valleys, and over streams. Fen followed unwaveringly. When I was exhausted to the point where my legs burned with fatigue and breath came in desperate gasps, I stood on the edge of a cliff that overlooked the sea. The sun was sinking beneath the waves, casting fiery hues into the evening sky. There on the rocky ledge I collapsed next to Fen and fell into a deep sleep.
18. To Run with Wolves


I awoke early the next morning as the sun was just beginning to peek over the tips of the waves. The sky was still quite dark, but the distant horizon was lightening with the pale hues of the coming dawn. Fen was snuggled into my side, still snoring loudly. My mind was empty as I reveled in the beauty of the new day. I stood up, yawned, and stretched. 

My pleasant reverie was shattered as memories of the previous day flooded back to me. I found myself able to pore over these happenings with a clarity of thought I’d never felt before. It was as if I was not inside this body, no, but looking into these memories from the perspective of a higher being from the outside. What good, I found myself thinking, was it to wallow in guilt for the rest of my days? What was done was done. Now I had to survive, alone in the wild.

Perhaps it was hunger that sharpened my thoughts, but, in any case, I was starved. I hadn’t eaten for days, it seemed. I had no means of hunting, but I did have Fen. The black wolf was awakening now, stirring from his fitful slumber. His fathomless green eyes blinked open sleepily. I knelt down by his side.

“Fen,” I whispered to him. He immediately came to his senses, and I saw his eyes light up with joy when he realized that I was back from my mental recession. He covered my face with wet, sloppy wolf kisses, and I began to play-fight with him as a littermate would. For a while we were both content to forget the world and become children again, romping in the grass. I laughed and felt an exuberance that had eluded me for weeks.

“Oh, Fen,” I said to him once we had stopped rolling around. “What ever would I do without you?” I realized then that I loved the wolf as I had never loved any human. Our bond was far deeper than friendship; it was a wild, natural, soul-deep kinship, closer, even, than the bond between brothers. Our spirits would forever be as one. We lay there together for a while, looking out over the sea, watching the rising of the sun. Suddenly I was startled by what sounded like a vicious growl, but it had come from Fen’s stomach. The wolf’s eyes turned toward me, pleading.

“I agree, boy. Let’s go find something to eat!” Fen darted away into the meadow behind us. Apparently he wanted to make a game of finding a meal. I gave chase, lightheartedly. We dashed through the meadows, Fen’s nose always raised to the air, tasting for scents. Our chase led us to the edge of a forest, where Fen abruptly stopped, sniffing intently.

“What is it, Fen? Have you found something?” He locked eyes with me for a moment, seeming to confirm my question. Slowly he stalked into the forest, belly to the ground, much as he, Hati, and Skoll had done on that first hunt so long ago. Remembering this brought another onslaught of mixed emotions, but I locked them away, determined to help Fen in whatever way I could for the time being. He would have trouble bringing down anything much larger than a rabbit by himself. I paused and picked up a heavy rock from the forest floor. It could be useful in our hunt.

As silently as I could I followed Fen through the forest, being careful not to snap twigs and avoiding patches of dead leaves. I shuddered, for the autumn air was brisk, and I was clad only in a thin tunic and breeches. I would need animal skin clothing if I were to survive the harsh Scandinavian winter.

Fen stopped dead in his tracks, still pressed low to the ground, gazing ahead. We had come to a lake of medium size, and the trees thinned closer to its banks. In a shallower area of the lake, near the edge, two young moose romped playfully. Further in, a large cow was grazing on underwater vegetation. These must have been what Fen had smelled. There was no way we could hope to even take one of the juveniles, for their mother would protect them with her life. Fen began creeping slowly closer. He must not have realized the danger the cow posed.

“Fen!” I hissed. He continued moving forward. “Fen!” I said, louder this time. “Get back here!” The cow moose froze, staring straight at Fen and I. Oh, God, no. I stood stock still. The moose snorted and shook her massive head, then charged out of the water, droplets flying, straight toward Fen.

“No!” I cried. The cow was almost upon us. I leapt at Fen and thrust him to the side. He yelped and tumbled out of harm’s way. His green eyes were filled with terror as I felt an incredible force smash into my chest. I flew backward and smashed up against a tree, hearing my own bones shatter with unnatural snapping and cracking noises. Fen howled and attacked the moose, biting and scratching at the beast’s back. The cow bellowed and charged forward again, shaking wildly in attempt to dislodge Fen.

I watched this all through a red haze of pain and shock, barely able to process the scene that was unfolding before me. With a final grunt the cow shook violently and Fen was launched off her back. He lay in a crumpled heap on the ground. The cow trampled him under her great hoofs, causing Fen to yelp pitifully. Each time the moose brought down a foot, I felt Fen’s pain mirrored in my heart. It was more than my overloaded mind could bear, and I lapsed into a coma.

It was black as pitch when I emerged from my unconsciousness and for a moment I thought that I must have entered the void of purgatory. My fears vanished when I saw Fen’s glowing green eyes, staring deep into my own. A dying light flickered in their depths, and I knew the wolf would live for only a little while longer. The poor creature must have dragged his mutilated body over to me with the little strength left in his once-powerful limbs. Fen whimpered softly.

Suddenly I felt scalding waves of pain spread through my own body, and every part of me seemed bruised or broken. My arms and legs were bent at unnatural angles, and I thought I could see cracked ribs poking through my skin. I felt myself growing weaker and weaker with each passing moment, and it dawned on me that I, too, was dying. 

It seemed a fitting end for me, somehow, to die here next to my wolf friend who meant more to me than anything else in the world. A great weight was lifted from my shoulders, and I felt as if my soul was being released from the prison of my dying body. Relief washed over me, along with a sense of freedom that had no parallel. I saw a last flare of light in Fen’s eyes before they flickered out and misted over with death. My freed soul swirled up into the night sky, forever to run with wolves through the heavens.
Glossary of Old Norse Terms

berserkergang- trance-like state of uncontrollable rage entered by berserkir during battle
berserkir- Norse warriors who entered a state of fury in battle; literally bear-skin clad ones
drakkar- long, narrow ships used by Viking raiders; dragon-ships
drengr- honorable one; one who has shown drengskapr
drengskapr- honor, bravery and courage
einherjar- dead souls of the greatest Norse warriors that live in the halls of Valhalla
Fenrir- in Norse mythology, a great wolf, the offspring of the god Loki and the giantess Angrboda; bound by the gods with the chain Gleipnir and destined to kill Odin on Ragnarok
Hati- in Norse mythology, son of the wolf Fenrir; chases the moon through the night sky; twin of Skoll
Hólmgöngulög- strict law adhered to by Norsemen when dueling; literally law of going to the island
Nidhogg- in Norse mythology, a dragon that lies at the roots of the world-tree Yggdrassil, gnawing at them and ultimately leading to the downfall of the tree
nioingr- dishonor, treachery, or betrayal
níor- dishonorable one; one who has committed nioingr
Noregr- old Norse term for the region today known as Norway
Odin- in Norse mythology, the king of the gods; also called Allfather, Terrible One, or One-eye
Ragnarok- the final battle of the gods; the apocalypse
Skoll- in Norse mythology, son of the wolf Fenrir; chases the sun through the sky; twin of Hati

Cast of Characters

Aidan Barrington- father of Aric; baron of Reymont fief; is captured and later killed while aboard the Huginn
Aric Barrington- 14 year-old son of Lord Aidan Barrington, baron of the fief of Reymont; tall and slim, yet muscular, with ice-blue eyes and sharp features; intelligent and kind; captured by raiders; fights skillfully with a rapier
Bjorn Baldursson- berserkir aboard the Munin; heavily built and tall with long red hair and fiery green eyes; captures Fen and is killed by Sven; is loud and easily angered; fights with twin axes.

Fenrir- Aric’s pet wolf; has black fur and green eyes; friendly and playful, but fiercely loyal

Freki- late pet wolf of Hakan, Sven’s father
Hati- one of Sven’s pet wolves; has white fur and blue eyes; friendly, motherly personality

Hakan Kvedulvsson- helmsman of the Munin; Sven’s father

Magnus Torsson- jarl of the raider ship Munin; massive man with long red hair and friendly green eyes; personable; fights with war-hammer Mjollnir 
Skoll- one of Sven’s pet wolves; has gray fur and golden eyes; protective and aloof

Sven Hakansson- 14 year-old son of Hakan Kvedulvsson; has pet wolves Hati and Skoll; crew member of the raider ship Munin and only Norseman that can speak English; tall and slight of build, with thoughtful gray eyes and humorous personality; fights with spatha Ulfbitr
Torolv Ludviksson- ship smith of the Munin; saves Aric in the storm on the journey to Noregr; had long blond hair and friendly blue eyes; fights with spear Grugnir
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