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The family from Surnadal

Thorbjorn -m- Thora

Disa -m- Grim                    Kel -m- Gerd Gils -m- Aud
b. 940                                b. 941              b. 942

     Sindri
     b. 964

        -m- Bork the Fat
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Hef eg stundum lagt líf mitt í háska fyrir hennar  
sakir en hún hefur nú gefið mér dauðaráð.

I have often placed my life in peril for her sake,  
but she has now given me my death sentence.

Gísli Súrsson
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1

1

No-one in the yard, not yet. The animals are put away in the barns, 
the dogs still quiet. They watch but won’t stir until they know 
something’s up. They see Sindri halfway inside the door, waiting 
while I check if it’s time to go. 

I tell him, ‘Now. Shut the door. Don’t run. The dogs will chase.’
We’ve got what we can. I have furs and hard fish and bread. 

Enough for the rest of the night, if we have to spend it outside. And 
I’ve got the blade; I can’t stand to look at it, but we need it. Sindri 
has silver and his shield. He’s done what he’s meant to do, what 
I’ve always told him to do if there’s trouble. But it would be better 
if he’d brought more clothes instead of all that. We’ll need to get 
warm if we’re going to survive. 

Dawn is too far off. The sky is still night light. It shows the clouds 
building over the mountains. We run through the yard past the 
barns, onto the track along the lake. I turn around to see the shadow 
of the hill and its face of uneven rocks. A nasty wind behind us. It 
bites. Snatches. Pulls and pushes. It’s full of voices and screams. 

Sindri trips and I think he’s going to fall, but he props himself 
up with the shield. The thing is slowing us down. It’s going to get 
us killed. 

‘Leave it,’ I tell him.
‘No. I don’t want to,’ he says.

The Sorrow Stone_6th pages.indd   1The Sorrow Stone_6th pages.indd   1 7/12/2021   3:18:41 PM7/12/2021   3:18:41 PM



2

‘It’s no good. It’s too heavy.’
He sighs – no, crying? Fear on his cheeks. Maybe we won’t 

get past the farm. Maybe it’s too much for him. I hear the dogs. 
They’re excited now. The men have noticed us gone. They’ve come 
out. I can’t tell if they’re behind us or at the stables.

I pull at the shield, but Sindri won’t let go. ‘Quick,’ I say. I sound 
angry, but it’s not his fault. 

I drag him off the track, past the hill to where it steps down to 
our neighbour’s farm. Cow shit everywhere. It gets on our shoes 
and the hem of my dress. On the shield. Sindri hates the mess it’s 
making of the steel, but he knows I’ll yell at him if he stops. 

It’s cold but the soil isn’t frozen. The snow is in drifts against 
the rocks. I use it to wipe the blood from my hands. Now Sindri’s 
the one pulling at me, wanting to go faster, and I’m crying with 
fear and disgust at the thought of what happened. I look at the 
sword and feel sick. I stop and hunch over to let it pass. I try to 
feel only the moss and stones under the snow. 

But the vision won’t go away. The blade in his leg. My hand in 
his blood. I don’t know what to do next. I leave the sword in. He 
screams and clutches at his thigh, but he won’t touch the weapon. 
I pull the sword out and I see my hand covered in blood and the 
man’s fists are coming at me and then it’s the dirt of the floor and 
my face on the ground. The gravel and the straw. 

I’m looking for Sindri. But the man’s still punching me. I can’t 
see.

‘Please, mother,’ he says now. ‘They’ll catch us.’
I look up. Our neighbour’s dogs jump onto the walls. They think 

it’s morning. We climb over, and the dogs run with us until we see 
the first bay. It’s less sheltered than the others, but at least we’re 
getting away from the farm. The wind is still yelling, shrieking 
between the rocks on the edge of the track and lifting the sea into 
the air. It’ll be worse on the water. 
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‘Where are we going?’ Sindri says.
‘Across the fjord. We need to get to Aud.’ I’m so angry at him, 

even though he hasn’t done anything. I can’t keep it from my voice.
‘Why?’ 
I won’t answer him. Not yet. 
We can’t see through the wind and snow. I want to make it to 

the next bay, where the sides are steeper and higher, but we can’t go 
any further. 

We climb into a hollow and Sindri lays his shield against the 
wind. We push our bodies into the hill, making a shelter out of our 
blankets and the shield. I see his pride in bringing it. 

‘It’s good against the snow,’ I say, trying to sound less angry. 
My anger isn’t meant for him. 

He laughs, but he’s so frightened – of the men, the storm. Of 
me. ‘I don’t want them to catch us,’ he says. 

I touch his face. Only twelve, no matter how much he wishes he 
was older and stronger. ‘We’ll stay warm,’ I say. ‘They won’t chase us 
in this. They’ll wait. They might not bother with us at all.’

‘No?’
‘We can’t do anything else now. We got away.’ I nod, hoping that 

might help him believe me. ‘We got away.’
The wind bangs against the shield and the cold is eating my legs. 

I scratch the cold, but it makes no difference. It takes both of us to 
hold the shield in place, until the snow builds and does the work for 
us. They won’t see us if they ride past. I tell Sindri to rest. 

I put my arms around his shoulders to stop him shaking. Rub 
his sides, nestle his hands on my stomach to keep them warm. 
The bay and the beach disappear as the storm takes its own shape. 
Giants, trolls, ghosts of men pointing at us, saying I deserve it. 
Not my boy, though. He’s done nothing wrong.

Sindri whispers to himself. A prayer, I think. He’s going to sleep; 
I can feel it in his weight. If we die, he won’t know it. 
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‘We’ll make it,’ he says as he dozes, but it sounds like a question. 
I kiss his forehead. ‘Yes, it’s safe to sleep. We’ll make it.’ I’ll stay 

awake and we won’t die in each other’s arms tonight. We’re not 
going to freeze to death like outlaws.

The cloud shadow is as big as a mountain. It rolls over us towards 
the fjord that we’ll need to cross if we’re going to be safe. For a little 
while, the sky clears over our farm and the hill behind it that Sindri 
and I have walked up so many times, to look as far as we can in all 
directions. Towards the fjord, and the black streams of lava that run 
down to the sea. From the top, we’d count the fields and the horses 
and the sheep, and the boats as they came in.

I close my eyes and try to see Valhalla, the feast that they say is 
inside that hill, to look for the ones I’ve lost. That’s where they’ll 
be. Is that where we’re going tonight? The cloud mountain opens 
over my memories, and white stones appear. I see the beach and the 
damp forest and feel my brothers’ hands in mine. I’m twelve, the 
age my son is now, excited like Sindri when I spot the last ships of 
summer coming into the fjord.

I see our hills in Norway, not this shit-soaked island of storms 
and rocks. No fear, no scratching at the cold. Warmth and  
light and the golden fields after they’ve been cut. The hills of 
Surnadal and our house beside the river, near where the water 
thins on the sandbanks and the white beach begins. That’s what 
I see when the cloud mountain opens. Not Valhalla. Not those I 
have lost. But me, and what I will need to tell Sindri if this is a 
story that’s finally coming to an end.

Mother told me to keep the boys at the beach until she could leave 
the loom and come down. I knew she wouldn’t join us. She wanted 
us out of the house so she could be on her own.
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‘Are you alright?’ I asked her.
‘I will be,’ she said, ‘if I stop for a bit.’ She was holding her side, 

but the pain also showed in a dullness in her eyes. I thought she 
might be irritated with me. ‘Will you take them out or not?’ she 
asked.

I took Gils’s and Kel’s hands. They were getting used to days like 
this, when it was just us. I told them Mother was tired. They didn’t 
ask me about it, but they guessed she wasn’t well. 

We rode Faxi out of the yard, down past our neighbours’ farms, 
along the river and past the woods until we reached the white 
pebbles at the beach. Everything was in a glaze under the sun. The 
water was so clear I could see my feet and the lines on my toes. The 
boys took off their shirts and ran ahead. I stepped in more carefully 
and lifted my dress. The water was a mirror around my waist. I saw 
my long hair and braids. My eyes that people said were too hard.

I wondered what they’d say today when I was feeling happy and 
relieved to be outside. When my brothers jumped on each other’s 
backs and high clouds circled the fjord and left space for the sun on 
the water. I saw my eyes grow brighter and then darker as the sun 
tipped over the waves. I stared to see if I could soften my eyes, but 
now I did look stern, just the way people said.

Gils and Kel were calling out, swimming back to shore. There 
was a ship on the horizon. Its hull twitched on the far side of the 
fjord, but then the sails and the dragon’s head on the bow came into 
view, the oars cutting into the water like the claws of a hawk. 

‘We can wait to see it land,’ I said.
The boys got out of the water and we stood at the shoreline 

watching. There were more ships coming home now that summer 
was almost over. Soon the hot weather would be gone and the 
storms would blow in off the sea. If the ships weren’t home, the 
men would be stuck wherever they found themselves and their 
wives and children would have to get through winter alone. 
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Mother wouldn’t have minded that. She said Father spent too 
much time inside. She wanted to get him out of his seat next to the 
fire where he rubbed his hands together and sighed until the ale was 
served by me or the girls, and he had something to hold. Maybe 
in his mind he saw ships on the surface of his beer, and imagined 
being on the open sea and fighting the way other men did.

My brothers were jumping on the spot. 
‘Stand still,’ I said. They embarrassed me; they were like puppies. 

But it was thrilling. Every ship that came home was a whale full of 
treasures to cut open and spill into the valley. Boxes and carts and 
animals and jewels tumbled out. Glass. Ivory. Silk. Today, a girl 
from the slave markets.

I knew the men and I greeted them, but it was the slave I watched 
after the ship was tied and the men began to unload. I ignored the 
boxes of goods and watched the girl, who was a little older than  
me, as she looked around the beach and saw the wives arrive. What 
was she thinking? Did she even know where she was?

She didn’t look like us. Her hair was darker. Her brown eyes were 
wide. She was thinner and taller. She didn’t speak, but I guessed  
she was wondering whether her master’s wife would help her or hate 
her. The women didn’t show that yet. They looked at the girl like  
she was any other item coming off the ship.

My brothers watched her the same way I did. Gils was only nine, 
Kel ten, and they didn’t understand very much about anything, but 
I thought Gils could see what was going on in the girl’s eyes. Her 
fear was a child’s fear. 

‘I want to speak to her,’ he said. I did as well. But it was no good, 
so I turned his shoulders away. The girl didn’t want us staring at her.

‘Let’s go up,’ I said. 
‘Mother told us to wait,’ said Gils.
‘Listen to you,’ said Kel. He pushed Gils and I told them to stop.
They hated being pulled around by me. Gils said he’d rather 
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stay here and watch the ship being unloaded or the boat builders at 
the other end of the beach, where the waves hardly broke at all. He 
was never bored of boats and rigging. He was the youngest, so you 
would expect him to want to stand around watching those things. 

But I couldn’t stay near the slave girl. I smiled and kissed his 
cheek. It was still salty from swimming. 

‘Don’t do that,’ he complained. He was too old to be kissed by 
his sister.

We climbed up the beach and rode back through the fields. 
The air was thick with summer: the sweetness of the haystacks, 
the sharp pines, the earthy smell of the foals when they wandered 
over to say hello to Faxi and follow us on the track. Gils tried to 
wave them away, even though it didn’t matter if they came as far 
as the next gate. 

‘Leave them,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to try to take charge of 
everything all the time.’ 

I could still see the eyes of the slave girl. I hoped she’d be happy 
in Surnadal. I told myself there was so much to be happy with. We 
were good people. The valley was pretty with its winding, islanded 
river and fields, and big houses like ours near the bends. I told 
myself these things, and even though they were true I couldn’t see 
past her eyes. They got in the way of all my other thoughts.

Gils jabbed me in the ribs. He was at the back of the horse and 
had to reach past Kel to have a shot at me. 

‘Stop being an idiot,’ I said. ‘Do you want me to fall off?’
‘Where are we going?’ he said.
I didn’t know. But I saw some of our neighbours standing at 

the entrance to the woods. ‘Let’s see what they’re doing,’ I said. 
We were still in sight of the beach and the ship, and I could hear 
the crowd celebrating the men’s return and looking through all the 
things they’d brought home. There was drinking and yelling that 
made me pleased we’d left.
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Then, a voice like a stream running over stones. A preacher stood 
at the front of the group by the woods. When he saw us, he told 
us to hop down from the horse and sit and listen. He said we were 
welcome. 

He had a quiet way of speaking, and I thought maybe we were 
better off at home, even if Mother would snap at me for coming 
back so soon. But I liked the preacher’s eyes and the kindness in his 
smile. And we didn’t have much choice. Everyone was staring at us 
to make sure we didn’t ride on.

We sat at the back of the group. I crossed my legs and faced the 
preacher while Gils and Kel sat with their arms stretched behind 
them, their legs out straight. It was their way of telling me they 
were bored. 

‘Father hates this,’ said Kel. He was right. Father said preachers 
spoke more shit than our farmhands. If he was here, he’d tell the 
preacher to get out of the valley before he set the dogs on him.

‘How’s he going to know we’re here?’ Gils asked. ‘Are you going 
to tell him?’

I wanted to listen, so I kicked them in the ankles. When they 
shut up, the preacher said he’d come to Surnadal to talk to us 
about the Lord Jesus, because the story of Jesus was the most 
important one we’d ever hear. Nothing could surpass it. He said 
Jesus was like a good king who wanted the best for his subjects, 
whether they were chieftains or farmers or raiders following the 
Viking ways, or even a girl with wet hair taking care of her young 
brothers and keeping them quiet. I didn’t want to smile at that. 
He was teasing me. But I couldn’t help it; I liked him. 

Gils nudged me, frowning, and said we should go. 
I wished he wasn’t there. I wished I didn’t have to take them 

everywhere. They were trying to ruin it, but still I tried my best to 
take it all in. I liked the preacher’s habit of turning and shaping his 
ideas in his hands, like a potter. And then how he opened his arms 
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when he wanted to express a big thought. He said Christ knew 
that all failings were human. He didn’t ask for animal sacrifices. 
He didn’t want men to fight and raid, to fill their boats with stolen 
gold, livestock and fine cloth made by women who now lay dead in 
their homes. He didn’t want children stolen as slaves.

For Christ, there was no honour in that. 
Gils was getting angry. I held his hand to keep him still. 
‘I want to go,’ he said. ‘He’s talking about us.’
‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Let me listen.’ The preacher was going too far, yes. 

But Gils could be quiet for a while.
Then the preacher stepped forward and was in front of me with 

his hands out. He was as handsome as a man could be. His face was 
so even. His eyes were wide and blue. 

But I was afraid of him. It was too strange to sit there and hear 
him say we were bad people. I looked back towards the beach and I 
felt the girl’s eyes on me, so I stood up and took my brothers’ hands. 
‘Thank you for letting us stop,’ I said to the preacher, even as I was 
still thinking about the girl. 

I thought about her for the rest of the ride home, and when I 
lay in bed that night. Her eyes made me think about losing my 
brothers and my parents and my aunt Inga, even though they were 
safe in the house and there was nothing to be afraid of. It made 
me cry. I pinched my arms and told myself to stop thinking of 
frightening things. I said it again and again. We were safe.
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2

I touch Sindri’s cheek to make sure it’s warm and he’s alive. I 
tried to stay awake, but I slept until my back ached with the cold 
and bruises and the pain woke me. My arms hurt from falling 
in the fight. I can’t move them. But the wind’s dropped, and the 
snowstorm is far out to sea. We made it through the night.

There’s enough light to start again. The water in the bay is the 
colour of dark steel. A flock of eider come around the headland and 
paddle in our direction until they see me, and then they turn away 
and press on to the other end of the beach, where they shake their 
wings dry and begin to forage in the shallows. 

I don’t want to wake Sindri, but we should get moving now that 
it’s nearly dawn. The men will ride out. They’ll be searching for our 
bodies in the snow. 

They don’t get that joy.
‘Wake,’ I tell him. I kiss his red hair, but he hums and turns 

and doesn’t want to open his eyes. I’m too soft, and I let him sleep, 
at least while the wind’s down and it’s still dark inside our shelter 
under the shield. 

He brushes his face like he’s pushing something away. The night. 
What I did is somewhere behind his closed eyes.

I tell myself it happened, because it feels impossible to me as 
well. I aimed for Eyjolf ’s fat stomach. When I tripped, I landed on 
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his knee that was covered in mud, but I had enough time to reach 
up and stick the blade in his thigh. I wanted to kill him. I wanted 
it so badly that I was stronger, and faster. Too fast for him. His 
screaming was wordless. He wanted to escape but I’d done it and it 
was too late. He waved his arms and didn’t know what to do.

He stared and stared at the blade. He couldn’t believe it either.
The other men called me a crazy bitch and ran at me. Held me 

by the neck. Sindri couldn’t do much but he threw himself in the 
way and they punched him instead. He didn’t let them hit me. 
He was brave and useless, and they had him on the floor and they 
kicked his back until he spat blood. 

When they’d had enough, he got up and we made it to the door.
‘Get whatever you can,’ I told him. ‘We have to go.’ I see it all 

again. I’m shocked by what I did, and how I knew what to do next. 
I knew it was finally time to leave.

‘Wake up,’ I say again now. ‘It’s time to go.’ The redness on 
his face is settling down, but the swelling is getting worse. He’ll 
stiffen up, and it will hurt. They’ll never forgive him for what he 
saw. Eyjolf stabbed by a woman! The men will fear the stories he’ll 
tell one day. It will make them want to hurt him again.

He mumbles, ‘Is there anything to eat?’ even while his eyes are 
shut. 

I take the fish out of the cloth and snap it into pieces, then dip it 
in the milk. It smells of our kitchen, of the fire and the smoke and 
the dry floor. I wish I had warm bread to give him as well.

‘How far did we get?’ he asks. 
‘Two farms.’ Nothing. We can still see the back of the hill behind 

our farmhouse. 
‘Eyjolf won’t be able to move for a while,’ he says. He surprises 

me with the beginning of a smile, like the start of dawn on the 
horizon. It hurts his cheek, but he laughs at that too.

‘The others do whatever Eyjolf wants,’ I say.
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He thinks for a moment. ‘They’ll want me, not you.’
‘Yes. There’s no honour in hurting me.’ 
He scoops some snow and warms it in his hands until it’s soft 

enough to eat.
‘If we leave now,’ I tell him, ‘we’ll be at the harbour by 

mid-morning, and we can ask for a fare across the fjord. That’s how 
we get out of this.’

‘It’s too late in the season. No-one’s going to take us.’
‘They have to. Our lives are in danger.’
His eyes brighten with the thought of this. He likes it when you 

get something you’re not meant to have. He stands groggily and 
stretches his arms. He’s looking for a place to piss but his gaze falls 
on the shield. ‘Told you,’ he says, a bit too proudly.

‘It’s only going to slow us down.’ 
He’s not going to let me leave it. He lifts it high to show me 

how strong he is; he pretends it’s light. He laughs again, and it fills 
me with such warmth and relief that I cry. He still has the energy 
to show off, to be a boy, to not care between memories of what 
happened.

‘Are there any berries here?’ he asks himself and begins to climb 
up the rise behind us.

‘Not that way,’ I say.
He keeps going, as if he’s determined to be seen. It’s as though 

he forgets what’s happened or thinks nothing has changed. 
‘You can’t go up there,’ I say again. ‘Have more fish if you’re still 

hungry.’
He peers over the top of the headland, listening to me and not 

obeying. I’m scared he’ll be seen, but I don’t want to yell. 
Before I have the chance to call out again, he says he just wants 

to look at the farm before we leave. He says we don’t know when it 
will be safe to come home.

‘We might not come back,’ I say. ‘You understand that?’

The Sorrow Stone_6th pages.indd   12The Sorrow Stone_6th pages.indd   12 7/12/2021   3:18:41 PM7/12/2021   3:18:41 PM



13

He sits down so that he can’t be seen. ‘I don’t care,’ he lies, kindly. 
‘There are plenty of other farms besides Helgafell.’

A few days after the boys and I had stopped to listen to the preacher, 
Father said he wanted to take me with him when he went into town 
next. He didn’t say why, only that he was tired of travelling on his 
own all the time and I was the oldest, so I should be the one who 
came. But I knew there was more to it than that. 

When the day came, we left early, before light. Father touched 
me on the shoulder to wake me, dressed in his better cloak. I pushed 
my hair from my eyes and saw that only a single torch was lit, in 
the corner of the hall. The boys and Mother and my aunt Inga were 
still asleep.

‘Let’s go,’ he whispered. ‘We’ve got a long day.’
We set off in the dark. Faxi knew the track well enough for me to 

be able to doze under my hood. I woke when Father lit a torch. He 
said we were safe, but you didn’t know who was out at this time of 
day. It was the first days of autumn and the mornings took longer to 
take shape. The trees beside the track looked like they were moving 
in the torchlight. 

When the sun came up, it lit the dew on the grass and the smell 
of birch was suddenly strong, and Father’s shoulders relaxed like we 
couldn’t be robbed now that it was proper daylight.

It was strange without Mother, but she didn’t like to ride 
anymore. I’d never been on my own with Father like this. I rode 
close to his side. I could hear his breath and smell the beer he’d 
drunk last night. He sighed along to his thoughts and cleared his 
throat, but he didn’t say very much, not until we reached the village 
and he found a boat and a man to row us to town.

He’d been different with me since we saw the preacher. Kel 
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was a shit and told Father, even what the preacher said about how 
bad we all were for carrying on with the heathen ways now that 
Christ had revealed the word of the true god. Kel was just being 
horrible but he dressed it up as something else. He said he told 
Father because he loved the message of peace, when really it was 
to get me into trouble. 

The oarsman was friendly. He made space and asked if we wanted 
to wait to share the fare. No. We’d take the passage ourselves, Father 
told him. He didn’t want to wait. He meant that he didn’t want to 
have to talk to our neighbours. 

The water tapped against the bow and Father and the oarsman 
rowed into the fjord. I couldn’t see our farm, but I knew the smoke 
behind the pines near the river was from our fires. My brothers 
would be waking and realising I was on my way to town without 
them. Kel would be jealous.

The oarsman looked at me and then away. I thought he might 
want Father to speak, the way I did too. They pulled on the oars 
and the only sound of our passage was the wood aching. I closed 
my eyes and smelt the fish-timber of the boat and heard the gulls 
above us wondering if we were there to bring in nets. They probably 
thought it was strange we weren’t talking as well.

When town came into view, Father turned to me and smiled, 
and the oarsman noticed that he was relaxing. 

‘There,’ he said, and gave me a wink. ‘Town, at last.’
We stepped off the boat onto a wooden path. The planks were 

worn down by people walking to the market for things you could 
only buy here and not in the village. Mother used to come to town 
for cloths and Father had bought the boys’ first swords here. The 
houses were made of dark wood that was damp-looking. They were 
reflected in the water. Doors were opening to the morning arrivals 
and people came out offering herrings and bread and ale. 

‘You look like you need breakfast,’ a sweaty-faced woman said to 
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us. ‘You’re a sweet thing but it wouldn’t hurt you to eat a bit more. 
Are you starving the girl?’ she asked Father.

‘Piss off,’ he said. 
He was in a mood, but I’d only been to town three times before 

and I loved being in a busy place where I didn’t know anyone, and 
I didn’t mind if they thought they could say whatever they wanted 
straight to my face. They weren’t our neighbours. I wasn’t being 
watched the way we were always watched in the valley, where 
everyone only cared about what was wrong with you. I was a stern 
girl – that’s what they said about me.

Stern. Skinny too.
‘There’s nothing wrong with not being fat,’ Father always said. 
Two dogs stretched in front of us and were too lazy to get out of 

our way. They blinked at the sun. 
‘Don’t touch them,’ he said. ‘This is what I hate about town. 

Everything’s dirty. Even the dogs are lazy.’ 
When a man called out his name, Father lifted his face towards 

the sound just the way the dogs looked at the sun. ‘It’s just a 
greeting,’ he said. ‘Keep going. We’re not stopping to talk to every 
man who wants to rip us off.’

I still didn’t know why we were there. Father knew I was curious, 
but I wasn’t going to ask. People said I was stubborn as well as stern 
and skinny, and that day I was. So what if he didn’t like the sound 
of Christ? I didn’t even agree with the preacher, not now that I had 
a chance to think about it. When Father called me over afterwards, 
I thought he was going to hit me, and then he would have got a 
proper taste of my anger. But he pulled his hand back in time.

Father made a huffy walk up the hill where the path reached the 
next row of houses on the rise. ‘Alright,’ he said, and stopped.

‘What alright?’ I asked.
‘Alright, I’ll start the talking if you’re not going to.’
Yes, he should start the talking, if he wanted to talk. I stared at him. 
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‘I’ve brought you here to say I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t your 
fault. I got angry at you and you didn’t do anything wrong.’ 

‘The preacher spoke nicely,’ I said, to test his apology.
He laughed. ‘They all do! That’s why the King pays them to walk 

up and down Norway making a mess of everything.’
Now it was like we’d been speaking the whole day. But I had a 

little bit more to add. ‘We saw the last ship come in too.’
‘I expect so.’
‘The men had slaves. I saw a girl. We could help her by buying 

her off the men who were waiting at the beach. They want her as a 
concubine, you know. We have plenty of money. Everyone says so.’

Father shook his head. ‘I won’t be buying slaves to live on our 
farm. They only bring trouble.’

Then he told me why we were here, but only because he wanted 
to change the subject. ‘I’ve got something in mind,’ he said. ‘A 
present. We’ll use today to find a chest for your belongings. I don’t 
like seeing your things stacked all over the place. Soon you’ll be 
owning more than just old bones and bits and pieces. It doesn’t pay 
to leave them lying around.’

I nodded. 
‘How many dresses do you own?’ he asked.
‘I have two – the one I’m wearing now and the one I wear on 

normal days.’
‘I thought you’d have more than that,’ he said. ‘By your age, I 

would have thought so. Your mother should have bought you more 
clothes.’

‘She can’t make it into town,’ I reminded him. 
‘Well, you’re a young woman now. You need somewhere to keep 

your things, or they’ll get lost. We’ll buy something to hold all your 
belongings today.’

My eyes filled with tears. I couldn’t help it. ‘I didn’t mean to 
make you angry,’ I told him. ‘I don’t like it when you’re angry.’
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‘Nor do I,’ he said. His eyes were wet now too. ‘Stay close. 
Nothing but thieves here.’ 

‘It’s not that bad.’
‘Stay close,’ he said again, even though I was walking right next 

to him, so I held his arm to my chest and felt his nervousness and 
his happiness as we looked for the carpenter’s house.

And then I stopped walking because I realised what he meant 
when he was talking about my age. He was saying that I was almost 
at marrying age. I was being prepared for taking off the ship. That’s 
why my father was crying. He turned around to show this was no 
place to stop. People were looking at us and he didn’t want that. 

‘Not here,’ he said.

The carpenter’s workshop was so long that its corners were as dark 
as night. As we went further in, we tripped on the uneven floor. 
Then our eyes got used to it and I saw rat shit, and damp that 
climbed the walls. 

Father spoke to the carpenter while I went ahead. He was a 
stocky man with a thin, greying beard. He walked along the gaps 
between his wares while he spoke, holding a tool that he squeezed 
in his palm. Father was ready to accept his suggestion about which 
chest he should buy me. But I went on until I was near a storeroom 
and the light of a side door.

I saw a chest that shone red in the darkness. It was as high as 
my waist. I could have climbed inside and sat down in it, as if I 
was in one of the booths at the side of our hall. I ran my hands 
along the carved lid, touching the edges of the pattern. I knew 
straightaway it was a precious thing that would be with me for 
my whole life. Father asked the carpenter whether he understood 
correctly, that the young woman in the carving was Gudrun 
Gjukadottir. 
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‘That is the famous Princess Gudrun, yes,’ said the carpenter. 
‘And those are the children she had with Attila, the Rhine king,’ 

Father added, pointing to the smaller figures at Gudrun’s side. The 
scene was lovely. A brave and handsome man, his beautiful wife, 
and two fine-looking boys. It’s what I wanted for my life. 

The carpenter smiled and said we’d chosen his best piece. 
‘Is it the most expensive?’ asked Father.
‘You know your daughter deserves it.’
Father said he’d take the chest and I put a hand on the pattern 

once again. I didn’t expect him to accept my choice so easily, and 
no matter what the cost. But the pattern contained a puzzle too.  
In the carving was a wild fire. Flames made circles around Gudrun 
and Attila and their boys. I asked the carpenter why he’d cut fire 
into the piece. It put fear in the picture.

‘You haven’t been told the saga?’ he said to me, and then he 
looked at Father as if the question was really for him. 

Father ignored him and said again that we’d take the chest, but 
it was too big to take home in an oar boat. The carpenter would 
have to send it.

We left the workshop and joined the street again. There were 
more people out now. Father saw them as thieves, but I wanted to 
stop and look through the stalls of cloth and trinkets, leather, and 
bowls and combs. His back moved further ahead; he wouldn’t stop 
when I called out.

I didn’t know what had changed. Was there something about 
the saga that upset him? We heard sagas all the time. Every farmer 
who called in wanted us to listen to the story of their lives or some 
great thing that happened to someone else. What did it matter if I 
hadn’t heard this one? 

I ran to catch up and held his arm. ‘Should we get something 
for the boys?’ I asked. I wanted to cheer him up.

‘We came for a chest,’ he snapped. It wasn’t unusual for his mood 
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to change quickly, but for the first time he came close to telling me 
why. ‘I hope you know how lucky you are to have brothers.’

I didn’t want to make him angry again, but couldn’t he see I was 
thinking of them the whole time? ‘I love them more than anyone.’ 

Father stared at me as though I’d said something very strange, 
even though he must have known it already. I didn’t say it to hurt 
him. I loved him and Mother, but not the way I cared about Gils 
and Kel.

‘You do, don’t you,’ he said, and he let me rest on his arm again. 
‘We should go back. I’ve had enough.’ 

On the day the chest arrived from town, Father asked me to sit 
down beside the fire at the kitchen end of the hall and listen. 
Mother seemed to know what was coming and lifted herself from 
the booth near the looms to join us. She told my aunt Inga to 
fetch Kel and Gils, which Inga didn’t like very much. She often 
reminded Mother that she wasn’t one of the servants. But she did 
it, anyway, and came back with the boys.

Inga sat with her skirt hitched up between her knees. Mother 
frowned when she saw it, but she tolerated it for my sake; she knew 
how much I liked Inga. I smiled at them both and they turned away 
from each other. 

Father drew a deep breath and pulled at his beard. He was no 
speaker. He never wanted to be the one to stand at the end of a long 
table and tell people why they were there, or who they were and why 
we all mattered so much. He didn’t recite poems or genealogies. But 
now, he said he would speak. He was going to tell us a saga about a 
good sister. 

‘Quick,’ he said. ‘Be quiet.’ 
I felt my cheeks burning. I was the only sister there. Inga looked 

at me and nodded. 
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‘Be quiet,’ Father said again to everyone. ‘I’m going to start now. 
It might be the only time I tell you a saga.’

Gudrun and Attila loved each other, and they were well suited. They 
were both proud and strong-willed. Gudrun was beautiful and rich, 
a princess who had been admired and loved by all since she was a girl. 
Disa, this story is about her.

This is also a story about three men. They were Gudrun’s brothers, 
Gunnar and Hogni, and a king who lived in a different land, who 
was called Attila. He was a strong ruler of many people who lived by 
the Rhine. 

Attila was rich and strong but greedy. He could never get enough 
of anything, even though he had everything anyone could want. The 
best horses. White shields. Wide lands with forests. Gold and silver. 
Everyone agreed his greed was a weakness in his character.

Attila wanted to marry the most beautiful woman in the north. He 
found Gudrun, the sister of King Gunnar and his loyal brother, Hogni. 
Attila had been with many beautiful women in his life, but none as fair 
as her. She was tall, and her hair fell down her back to her waist. Her 
eyes cut through men like swords and arrows. On her slender neck, she 
wore necklaces of gold, but even her jewels were nothing compared to her.

Gudrun was given in marriage to Attila and she went to live with 
her husband by the Rhine. They had two boys named Erp and Eitil. 
Attila loved them very much, more than he even loved his wife. But as 
always, that wasn’t enough for him. Can you imagine? He still wanted 
more. Attila heard reports of a hoard of gold owned by Gudrun’s 
brothers. He thought about it endlessly. He said it should have come 
with Gudrun when they married. He was the great king, not Gunnar.

So, he plotted and plotted. One day, he told a messenger to go to 
Gunnar and Hogni to invite them to a feast. He told the messenger to 
tell them this: ‘You will be honoured with treasure and horses, shields, 
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dogs, freshly shaven spears, silver-laced saddlecloths. Every gift you can 
imagine!’

But Gudrun was wise as well as fair. She knew her husband and 
didn’t trust him. When the messenger prepared to leave for the north to 
visit her brothers, she added a gift of her own. It was a gold arm ring 
wrapped in wolf ’s fur. A warning. 

Gunnar and Hogni understood her warning, but they were fighters. 
They were not going to show fear of Attila. They rode south through 
the forests, crossed the Rhine, and travelled on until they saw Attila’s 
watchtowers, and arrived at his steep-walled hall. 

Gudrun was not pleased. The sight of her brothers filled her heart 
with dread and horror. She said they shouldn’t have come. There was a 
terrible deceit. Attila wanted them dead.

Before they could react, or try to escape, Attila’s men pounced. Hogni 
fought well. He put seven men to their deaths with his sword, an eighth 
he threw into a fire. But eventually the brothers were captured. Attila 
put them into separate cells. That was part of his cruelty. He would not 
even let them die together.

Attila walked in to see Gunnar. He said he could buy his life if he 
told him where they kept the hoard of gold. 

‘Where is my brother?’ Gunnar asked.
‘I had him killed.’
‘Show me his heart. I want to see for myself.’
Attila told his men to bring Hogni’s heart. When they returned, 

they passed it to Attila, who held the heart in front of Gunnar, cupped 
in his hands. The heart still quivered. ‘There you are,’ said Attila. ‘You 
have what you wanted.’

‘That isn’t my brother’s heart,’ said Gunnar. ‘His heart wouldn’t 
tremble. You’ve brought me the heart of a coward.’

It was true. Hogni was still alive. The men had killed a weakling.
Attila took his men back to Hogni’s cell. This time, they held the 

warrior down and pierced his chest. Attila watched his men pull out 
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the heart. It beat evenly the whole way back to Gunnar’s cell, and kept 
beating so as Attila presented it. 

‘It beats brave and true,’ said Gunnar. It was his brother’s heart.
‘Then tell me where the gold is,’ said Attila.
‘You’ve proven to me that my brother is dead. He was the only other 

man who knew. I die knowing that you will never get it.’
Attila’s rage knew no bounds. Gunnar had humiliated him. He 

would suffer a slow death, Attila told him, in a pit of snakes. When 
Gudrun heard this, she ran to be near her brother. She stood beside the 
pit and spoke to him. He asked for a harp to play, which Gudrun handed 
down to him, and he played it while the snakes wound around his legs.

When Gunnar was dead, Gudrun left his body. She was set on 
vengeance, as was only right, for Gudrun was a right-minded woman 
and honourable and strong. She prepared a meal for her husband, one 
for which she would be remembered for all time. After she had made 
the meal, she took it out to the hall and served it to Attila. 

When he was finished, she asked whether he’ d enjoyed the food.
‘Yes. What was it?’ he said.
‘I made you a meal from the flesh of your sons. You will never see 

them again. You will never watch them ride or throw spears. They will 
never sit in the hall with you. You killed my brothers, and I have killed 
your sons.’

‘They were our sons,’ he said. 
Attila left the table and lay down in his room, distressed beyond 

words. But Gudrun wasn’t finished. That night, after he finally found 
some comfort in sleep, she stabbed her husband to death in his bed and 
burnt down the hall.

Father finished his tale of terror and betrayal and blood and loss 
and all the horrible things that can happen and stared at me in the 
silence that always follows sagas, even when it’s just the farmers 
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telling us about some fight over whose turn it was to repair a fence, 
when people let the story sink into their skin or they hold it in their 
hands and turn it over and over until they hear what they’ve been 
told. Then they say yes. 

He wanted to see me turning it over and hear me say yes, but 
that didn’t come. I was crying instead, because all I could think 
about was the children and the suffering and cruelty of Gudrun and 
Attila. I looked across at the new chest, and I was scared of it, even 
though I still wanted it, even though it was mine.

Father thought I didn’t understand the saga. ‘Gudrun was a 
good woman,’ he almost yelled. ‘You see that, don’t you, girl? She 
did the right thing.’

I tried to see that. I wanted to please him, and I wanted him to 
know I would always do the right thing. She chose her own blood 
vengeance. That was right. But the longer I sat there thinking, the 
more terrible it seemed. I saw the children being murdered and 
Gudrun’s goodness disappeared. I had to say it. ‘Did she have to 
kill her children?’

Inga was thinking the same thing, I’m sure. She yelled, ‘Of 
course not.’ 

I saw how she hated the story and hated Father for telling it. 
Mother stared at her. ‘It’s not your place to speak now. She’s not 

your daughter. Be quiet or leave.’ 
Inga ignored her. ‘Come outside with me, Disa,’ she said. ‘There’s 

no need to stay. Your father’s finished.’
She pulled me out of the house and dragged me through the 

yard so hard that I cried out she was going to snap my arm. ‘Stop 
pulling me. I want to go back.’ 

‘Not a chance,’ she said. ‘We’re getting out of that damned hall 
before your father tells another story. What a load of shit.’ We 
walked faster and faster until we were nearly running. ‘Sometimes I 
hate him so much I don’t know how I stay living there.’
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We took the track past our fields and past the neighbours’ farm. 
‘Do I tell her?’ Inga said to herself.

‘Tell who what?’ I asked. We were close and bumped each other 
with our shoulders. I was as tall as her, even at twelve.

‘You, of course,’ she said, but I wasn’t sure she’d made up her 
mind yet.

Finally, Inga slowed down, and I felt my breath coming back. 
We stopped near the island called Saxa. The island was a short way 
from the bank; it was as round as a shield, and studded with rocks 
and mounds and clumps of low trees. It was the place set aside for 
duels. As long as I could remember, Inga couldn’t even bring herself 
to look at it.

‘I have to tell you,’ she said, ‘whether I’m allowed to or not.’
She asked me to sit down with her on the riverbank. I looked at 

Inga. My aunt had such a lovely face, so open and kind and busy. 
I wanted to look like her, not proud or angry the way people said. 
She was always glancing around for people she knew, for things to 
talk about. That’s why everyone stopped to talk to her, even men 
who were normally quiet and moody. 

But her face was still now. It was biting cold on my shoulders 
and she rubbed my arms to keep me warm. 

‘I wanted to stay,’ I said. ‘We shouldn’t have left so soon after he 
finished the story. You made me rude.’

She put her hands down. ‘Now you’ve seen what men turn into 
in their old age. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Your 
father was never brave or bloodthirsty or any kind of warrior. He 
just talks about it.’

‘Don’t say that.’
‘He wants to frighten you. It’s what they do when their daughters 

are your age. They can’t help themselves. They should sit at the fire 
and be quiet until they drop dead.’ 

‘You don’t mean it.’
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‘He left something out, Disa. Did you notice? Gudrun married 
Attila and left her brothers. She got out and did the other thing 
that she was famous for but that hardly gets mentioned in the saga, 
even though it’s the most important thing of all. Can’t you see what 
the story says to us? Can’t you see that Gudrun is the only one who 
lived? That’s what we have to get ready for. We get left behind.’ 

‘It doesn’t have to end like that,’ I said.
‘I’m going to tell you something else about your father,’ Inga 

said, not listening to me. ‘And me,’ she added. ‘Also about me.’

I met my husband when I was eighteen and I’ d begun to be hopeful 
of a good match. Many people told me I was beautiful, and truly I 
was. Don’t look at me like that, Disa. Don’t think of me now. I was 
prettier than you are. Your looks are alright but mine could start 
fires and fights and bring snow down off the mountains. Avalanches 
started because of me. 

I loved laughter and I loved the hall when it was filled with light 
and the sound of food being served and the calling of stories and poems 
and the conversations of my cousins and traders and our friends and the 
king’s men and even sorcerers and travellers from other lands. Young 
men visited and stayed talking to my father until dawn; they listened 
to his old tales and stared at me all night until their eyes hurt with 
tiredness and longing for me. My father wouldn’t let them talk to me. 
He said I would marry someone of equal standing. Someone from a 
family like ours. 

He knew your grandfather. He invited him to our farm with his 
sons, your uncles Ari and Leif. I was told to stay away. I had no say in 
any of it. The next summer, they visited again. Mother told me to dress 
well, which I always did. Serve them at the table, she said. We had 
plenty of servants who could have done it, but I made them welcome. 
I wore a light-blue dress. The girls said my hair was like sunlight. It lit 
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the hall as I swept along the table. Everyone turned to look at me when 
I walked past. You’ ll never be that pretty, Disa. 

I am teasing. You know that, don’t you?
Which of the brothers was for me? That’s all I cared about. The 

oldest, said Father. Ari had the air of an unlucky man. He held back 
and mumbled something to me; he was quiet on the very day he ought 
to have been charming. 

Father stepped in and asked if I was happy with the match. The 
truth is I didn’t have a choice, so I answered I’ d take his advice. He 
kissed me and wished me well. He said I was leaving for Surnadal in 
the morning.

I held him and cried into his chest. 
‘Don’t be upset,’ he said. ‘Take something with you. Have anything 

you want: horses, jewels, furnishings.’ So, I said I wanted an Irish slave 
we had named Kol. He was not pleasant, and he wasn’t good to look 
at, but he was smart. 

That night, Ari came into my room and we slept together. He had 
a kind nature. He wasn’t the first man I’ d slept with, but I was his 
first. He didn’t rush, and he showed me respect. There was love in 
his eyes, and I wished I felt the same way about him. But he wasn’t 
right for me. We both knew it. During the ride to Surnadal, I began 
looking at his brother Leif. That wasn’t the right thing to be doing, 
and so I promised myself there and then that I would never wish I 
was betrothed to Leif instead. But I admit I did wish it. Leif would 
have been my choice.

I settled into the house in Surnadal as well as anyone could. Ari put 
his hand around my waist and thanked me for whatever I did, even 
small things. I met your father and helped raise him. He was still a boy. 
Your age.

One evening, we heard knocking at the door. Ari took his sword and 
axe down from the wall and asked me for the keys. I said I’ d answer 
the door. The visitor’s name was Bjorn. He was enormous and ugly as 
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hell. He looked me up and down and said he wanted us to give him 
hospitality before he went on his way south in the morning. He had 
some other wretches with him, waiting in the dark like dogs. ‘They can 
sleep in the barns,’ he said. ‘You’re obliged to take me in.’

Ari nodded and allowed him a seat at the table. I was confused. 
I could see straightaway he’ d come for me. Bjorn looked at me when 
he spoke to the men. He was deciding how he was going to get what 
he wanted.

I wouldn’t show him my fear. I brought out a plate of meat and 
beer. I poured his cup, and then I stepped back next to Kol and your 
father. I put my arm around your father’s shoulder and hoped Bjorn 
was tired.

But he had something foul to say. He said he’ d heard about 
a woman living in Surnadal. He wanted to see her for himself. He 
finished the food on his plate and stood up. ‘I won’t stay here tonight. 
I have somewhere better than this house. I offer you a choice, Ari. You 
give me the woman, or we fight.’

Ari was a good man. He stood up too and said he would meet Bjorn 
here, on Saxa Island, in three days. I saw how he wanted to protect me, 
but I was so angry I screamed at him, at all of them. How dare Bjorn 
claim me like this and humiliate us? Why didn’t Ari kill him now? 
Why wait for a duel? 

But Ari wouldn’t be shifted. He said he would wait and conduct the 
matter with honour, even if Bjorn was a disgusting prick who should 
be cut down there and then. I don’t know how to tell you about the 
days that followed without feeling ill with dread and heartache all over 
again, Disa. Each night, I fell asleep and woke with a sharp pain in 
my stomach. I dreamt that Ari wasn’t lying next to me anymore. In 
my dreams, he was a shadow who left blood on everything he touched. 
I woke crying and I held him and told him never to leave me. I said 
he mustn’t fight. My heart had changed shape. We both knew he was 
doomed.
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On the morning of the duel, before anyone else was awake, we went 
downstairs, and I lit a fire at the end of the hall. Ari said he was still 
tired. He put his head on my lap and fell asleep again. I stroked his hair 
and wished the day wouldn’t start. I couldn’t bear it.

Men must be allowed to die. Isn’t that what everyone says, Disa? 
Fate is more powerful than men’s wishes. But I couldn’t accept it. I left 
Ari while he was still asleep, and I walked as quietly as I could to the 
kitchen, past Leif, who was asleep in one of the booths near the main 
fire. 

Kol was sleeping with his back against the wall in the furs he owned. 
He’d collected them over many years. He thought they showed he’d be 
free one day, his own man. When I bent down to speak to him, he held 
the furs over his eyes. He didn’t want to know. I moved them down and 
said I needed his help. 

He said, ‘That’s right. You do.’ 
‘What can I do?’
‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Ari’s a dead man. Keep his brother close. You’ ll 

need him soon.’ 
I felt Leif looking at me, waiting to see if I’ d turn around. But I 

didn’t do that. I went back to Ari and I stayed with him for the rest of 
the morning and helped him dress for the fight. He held me and said 
he’ d be back before dark and I promised to prepare a feast to celebrate 
Bjorn’s death. It was difficult to hold him properly. The leather of his 
coat was hard and dry, and he didn’t want to put his weapons down, 
not now that he was ready. 

‘We have no children,’ he said. I told him he’d live to see his sons.
It felt like we waited for days and days. When Leif and his supporters 

finally came back, they had my husband’s body in their arms. I asked 
to see the wounds. It was my right as his wife and I insisted on it, no 
matter how bad it looked. I needed to know the truth. Leif pulled back 
the fur cloak across Ari’s chest. There was no sign of valour. A deep cut 
on his shoulder blades. He’d turned his back. A second hole in his side, 
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near the ribs. The men said Bjorn had stabbed him there after he’ d 
fallen down. 

This is when we keep our composure, Disa. This is when we do not 
cry or fall down or scream. The men will only regard our wishes if we 
are stronger than they are in grief. So, I did not ask whether Bjorn was 
coming. No-one said anything. 

In the morning, Bjorn still hadn’t arrived. I dressed Ari in his best 
clothes and tied his burial shoes. The men carried him down to the 
beach, where the long grass ends. Leif and his father put Ari’s body in a 
longboat. I had never seen grown men crying before, and it hurt me so 
much that I fell to my knees and wept with them.

Bjorn arrived while the boat was burning. He wanted to show me 
that he could be kind and wait for the ceremony to end. But I knew 
what he was. When the fire died down and Ari’s body disappeared in 
the ashes, Leif said he would fight Bjorn. 

I showed him no thanks. Leif ’s bravery wasn’t for me. He was the 
oldest now, twenty years old and a strong man. It was his duty to avenge 
his brother and that was all there was to it. There was nothing to thank 
him for. But the next night, I stepped around the centre fire where he 
lay asleep, and I walked into the kitchen where Kol sat against the wall.

He opened his eyes. I moved his furs, and then drew his cloak back 
from his waist. I sat across his lap and I told him this time he must do 
better. He must help Leif, or I would have him killed. Kol was angry. 
He whispered words to shame me. He said I never cared for Ari. He 
said fucking other men was too easy for me.

But he did what I wanted, and he spent the next morning in the 
smithy. I found him there, speaking to himself in Gaelic. His words 
came from days of watching his father. He worked them into a sword 
and said it was his gift to me. It would pay for his freedom. He called 
the sword Grey Blade and said it was a weapon that should only be 
used once, or else it would bring bad luck. It was wider than other 
swords I’ d seen before, and almost the length of Kol. Across the handle 
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ran a pattern of leaves and ropes and circles like eyes, beautiful but also 
filled with menace. He said Leif must return it to him after the duel. 
He must promise that. Kol would get rid of the weapon after Leif and 
I were married.

That night, I stepped down from my room and this time I lay with 
Leif. I took his hand. I was nervous. My breath was short, like his. 
But it was my only chance. I said something that I sometimes regret. 
It was betrayal but Ari was dead and I was alive. That’s all there was 
to it. I said, ‘I want you to know something. When I married your 
brother, it wasn’t because I liked him more than I liked you. I saw you 
first and I hoped that you were the one.’

Inga stopped. Her fingers were stiff from the cold, and she was 
shaking. I understood what she wanted me to know. She was telling 
me how to stay alive when men start fighting. But I was thinking 
of Father. 

‘Did he see his brothers die?’ I asked. 
‘Yes, he was there. He saw it all,’ she said. ‘The weapon was 

true. It wasn’t Kol’s fault. They didn’t die because of him. It was 
Grey Blade. It killed Bjorn, just as Kol had said it would, but Leif 
wouldn’t give it back. I was ready to live with Leif and love him. 
But he wasn’t satisfied with me. He wanted the weapon too badly. 
It owned him now, not the other way around.

‘Leif and Kol fought. They hurt each other and died from their 
wounds. They put me last and I was left with no-one, just the 
youngest brother to care for and raise. Only me and your father 
were left.’

Just the two of them.
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